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    This book is for everyone who has felt different and alone.

To all the outcasts with hearts that could hold the empire of the world, you are loved.
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Author’s Note
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This little book happened by accident. When writing Angel’s Kiss, Book Two of The Phantom Saga and there was so much more I wanted to include when it came to Erik’s backstory, but I didn’t have the space to accommodate it. This led to the idea of creating a separate document with all the backstory on its own and adding a few things, maybe to share somehow one day. In typical fashion for me, my ideas kept expanding and I found that Erik just had so much more to say. Soon it was clear that Erik’s Tale was its own novella – the very one you are now reading. This book is meant to serve as a supplement to the larger story of The Phantom Saga and can be read at any point before, during, or after reading the main series. 

In crafting Erik’s narrative, I have tried as best I can to tell the story we know in a new way, but also in a way that is respectful and loving to the many places and cultures Erik encountered in his lifetime. I am incredibly grateful to the friends and sensitivity readers who gave their time and insight to make sure this book honors and empathizes with the diverse real cultures and places that shaped Erik’s fictional life. 

Finally, while this book is significantly less romantic and features less adult content than The Phantom Saga, there are still themes and content in this book that I wish to make readers aware of in case any of it may be triggering. This book contains violence and sexuality, as well as portrayals of child abuse, abuse of the disabled, and portrayals of individuals struggling with mental illness and substance abuse. Sexual assault occurs and is discussed, but is not portrayed in detail. For more detailed trigger warnings for this and the entire Phantom Saga, please consult my website: www.jessicamasonauthor.com.

Thank you for reading.
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Prelude
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“Shall I tell you a story to pass the time?”

“A ghost story?”

“Or a wanderer’s tale. Maybe a ballad of lost love?”

“I think you could manage all of them at once, if you tried. If you told your own story.”

“You’ve asked me so many times to tell my tale. All of it. You know parts, of course. You know more than anyone of how I was born and grew and died to the world above to become a ghost. But you do not know it all, from beginning to end. I think it is high time to change that. Though it may not be easy to hear. Or to tell, come to think of it.”

“I have great confidence in your skill.”

“Then I hope I shall not disappoint you.”

––––––––
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It is a hard thing, to put a life in order and make sense of it all.

Lives are like symphonies. They aren’t built upon a single melody or created by one instrument. The theme changes and grows as time goes on, built up of a hundred sounds and a dozen motifs. We transition between keys and tempi as we grow, and the people we meet all add their harmony or dissonance. Some symphonies begin in thunder; some with one note. Some end far from where they began and some are unfinished. I would prefer to think of mine as the latter. 

If I were to extend this already thin metaphor, what melody would we pick to begin? Something on a violin perhaps, or more accurately, a fiddle. Maybe a tin flute. I can hear them playing by the hearth. The melody is one of longing and lost things, cool as the wind from the moors. Next to the fire was the warmest place in the little cottage with the thatched roof, or so my mother told me once. 

Sometimes dreams of the past would intrude on her waking life and she’d think she was back there, close to the shore of the roiling sea, or near the ancient standing stones and green hills of Éire. Yes, an old Irish song would be a fitting theme on which to begin.
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1.  Rhapsody on an Irish Melody
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“This isn’t your story.”

“My story begins with hers.”

––––––––
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She was the fourth of six children, my mother, though two of her brothers didn’t make it to their third year. Her father was a farmer with a home in the village of Coolaney, near Sligo. Conor Gilbride tilled the earth all week and took his family to sing in the church on Sunday, just as his father had done and his father before him. They did not own the land they worked – it belonged to the English lord of the manor, whom they never saw until it was time to pay their rent. Things were never easy there, but they found happiness where they could. Most of all in music, even if it was forbidden.

The English didn’t let the Irish speak their native tongue nor sing the songs that lived in their blood, but they did it anyway. My mother heard those songs before she even drew her first breath, just like I did. And when she came into the world and grew up singing, she brought joy to her family and everyone around, that farmer’s daughter with black hair who sang like a nightingale. She was blessed by Saint Brigid the bright they said, befitting her family name, little Sarah Gilbride.

Her voice delighted the whole village. My grandparents would take her to the Lughnasadh Fair, and she’d sing for the crowds from villages all around celebrating the first harvest. That was her favorite time of the year, when the green of the world had begun to fade to golden grains and hinted that autumn was near. She loved the bustle of the fair, the people. It reminded her of the wide world just out of reach for a little girl from a little town. But if her voice could take her to Sligo, maybe it could take her further. Maybe it could take her to a new life.

She grew up in the 1830s when everything in Ireland was starting to change. There were more people every year, but not more land or food. Life grew harder for the poor who worked the land, the fruit of their labor going to barons and viscounts a world away while their own families went hungry. Sarah dreamed of more and that dream filled her wild spirit. She would risk everything to find it, that ‘more’ always over the horizon. 

I don’t know if it’s true, for so many of her stories came clouded with grief and regret, but my mother told me how once, on Beltane, when she was thirteen, she snuck off to the standing stones by the cemetery at Carrowmore and sang into the night, hoping that the Good Folk would take her away. She would have chosen to be a fairy’s slave over a life wasted in a backward village at the edge of the world. Nothing happened – at least, not then. According to her, she was cursed after that. But I am getting ahead of myself, or rather, ahead of her.

People had started leaving Ireland before Sarah was born, but by the time she was fifteen, it seemed like families were heading west every month to start new lives. Her uncle joined them, then her oldest brother, taking the boat to America. This was before the great famine began in 1845 and drove all of Sarah’s family from County Sligo. She left the year before that disaster, in 1844. She didn’t want to go west though, rebel that she was. She thought her voice could take her somewhere better or to something greater. So she took the train to Dublin instead and then a boat to London.

She was quickly disappointed by the great metropolis. The only work for a sixteen-year-old Irish girl there was as a maid. There was no stage nor fame for her, only singing for the babes in the cradles rich women paid her to rock. Soon she began to miss the green hills and fresh air. Sneaking off to walk in the sooty fog by the Thames was nothing like walking by the sea on a gray day at home. But Sarah did not give up easily. She was smart and hardworking, and impressed her employers, earning herself better jobs and positions.

Eventually, she found herself in a fine house where she waited on the fine noblewomen, including a very impressive guest: a baroness from France. She was so fascinated by young Sarah that she hired her on the spot and took her home across the Channel to the family’s fine château, near Rouen. Sarah hoped she could save enough working there to go to Paris, the city of her dreams. She believed no one in Paris would care if she was Irish like they had in London. There she would have a chance at the elusive ‘more’ she had always dreamed of. But she would never get that far.

She was happy at the château in the picturesque village of Yville-sur-Seine, for a few weeks at least, as winter faded. She loved spring in the gardens and all the flowers she had never seen before. She caught the eye of a stonemason who was building a new chapel on the grounds. He caught her singing out the Baroness’s window one day and tipped his hat. When he learned how much she loved the flowers, he brought her a bouquet of the first cherry blossoms of the year. Everything was hopeful and good, until the spring returned in earnest, and with it, the son of the old Baron and Baroness, home after a journey abroad.

His name was Alfred, and he quickly took a liking to the pretty new Irish maid. Sarah was smart though, and saw that he was a cad at the least and dangerous at the most. When he pursued her, she demurred. She said no to him many times, but after a week, he decided to take what he wanted and rape her. She was just the young maid, she could barely speak French! She wasn’t a person. She was a thing to be exploited and enjoyed.

I don’t like to think about how I was conceived. No child born of such violence does, I’m sure. Thankfully, my mother never told me in any detail what happened, but for years after she had nightmares, and I heard her cries in the night. She told him to stop, to leave her alone, that she’d tell everyone what he’d done. He didn’t care. I think that monster enjoyed it more that way.

My mother never stopped fighting him. For months Alfred abused her, but she couldn’t get away. She couldn’t tell anyone. She couldn’t go home in shame. She barely spoke the language, and who would believe her anyway? It was only when the Baroness realized her new maid had somehow gotten with child, that Sarah was forced to confess. 

The Baroness – my grandmother – intervened too late, exiling her son to Paris. My mother thought she was free, finally. There was the problem of the child in her belly, but that could be dealt with, even if it damned her soul further. She didn’t care anymore. Before Alfred, Sarah had been a good Catholic girl; she’d agreed to come to France because the people there shared her faith. But the saints were different in that new land, even if the Blessed Virgin was still the same. And all of them – saints, Virgin, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – they had abandoned her to be raped and ruined. So she decided to defy them and save herself.

She went to a woman in the village to get rid of the child that the monster had put in her. Sarah had grown up among the midwives and the herbalists and she knew them and their art well. But just like her saints, this cunning woman failed her as well. Whatever that woman gave my mother to expel the child growing in her womb didn’t work. The evil inside her was too strong and the child growing in her became something terrible and deformed. 

At least, that was the tale she would tell me; as if I was to blame for what I became. Because I refused to die and free her, we were both condemned.

When it was clear she had failed to end the pregnancy, my mother wanted to try again or kill herself. She told me that many times too. But the Baroness stopped her, even over the protests of her husband, who found out about the whole ordeal when my mother was brought inside the château screaming after she was found at the edge of the roof. They kept her under lock and key after that and resolved to keep her and their grandchild close. My grandmother was the only blood relation who wanted me alive – I was her first grandchild after all. She did what was needed to ensure my survival.

I don’t know what kind of threats or deals were made, but by the end of the summer, my mother was married off to the stonemason who had wooed her with posies in the spring. She discovered before the wedding that his flowers had been a lie, brought only in the hopes he could fuck her. In truth, he was a useless lout named Carl who saw the arrangement as an easy way to stay on the payroll. He didn’t mind that my mother was pregnant with a bastard so long as the Baroness gave him his money. He thought he’d be able to take his rights as a husband, but my mother would have none of that.

Carl and Sarah were married in the little chapel in the village, before men and God, and both the men and God knew it was a farce. The Baroness sent them across the Seine, to a cottage on a plot of land that Carl was supposed to tend. The Baroness made sure my mother was watched and the household was taken care of by hiring a half-blind maid from Finland to keep us alive – Aneka. It was a humble home, but it was livable and maybe someone else could have been happy there. 

Perhaps the entire story could have been different if it hadn’t been for my face.

––––––––
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I was born in the dark of winter, earlier than expected. They thought I was dead at first. I’m told the midwife screamed when I moved and began to cry. I looked like a corpse when I took my first breath and yet, I refused to die. Someone called for a priest, either to perform an exorcism or deliver a baptism for the sickly, monstrous thing that had fought its way into the world. My mother refused to let him in; said she didn’t care for my soul. She didn’t want to see me, didn’t want me to live. But finally, she looked.

That was what finally broke her; to see that the child her tormentor had left her with was a different kind of monster. She went mad when she saw me and tried to throw me against the wall, according to Carl. And still, I would not die. Aneka forced her to nurse me, but my mother only did it after making a mask out of an old kerchief, so she could look at me without the urge to dash my head against the floor or scream.

I only know stories about my first months of life. Everyone kept waiting for me to die, but I didn’t. I kept breathing. Carl left as soon as the snow melted, Aneka kept everyone fed. Feeding the animals and the useless humans were no different for her. She reported to the Baroness, so she wasn’t afraid of slapping my mother out of her stupors to make her eat or nurse me or drugging her tea when she started to scream back at me when I cried. 

The only thing that made me stop crying, I know, was when my mother sang. She didn’t sing for me though; she sang for herself. She’d sing old songs of her homeland and transport herself far away from the miserable prison her life had become. My earliest memory is sneaking into her room and listening to those songs, and Aneka shooing me away like I was a dog when she found me. 

Or more accurately a cat. Aneka was the one who named all the animals, all names from her homeland, so that our farmstead sounded like a Viking mead hall. Olaf. Lars. Sven. Harald. Erik. She noticed how I’d perk up when she called Erik the cat, who I played with when he’d let me. So she called me Erik too. My mother didn’t use the name until later, when she accepted that somehow, I had survived into another year. No matter what I was called, I was still a monster, just like my father. 

“Erik. As good a name as any for a curse.” I remember those words from before I could understand what they meant. 

If I was her curse, she was mine in those early years. She had been broken by the cruelty of the world before I was born, this grotesque thing she had never asked for, and now she was barely eighteen, married to a man she hated, stuck with a child she never wanted, destroyed and abused. She was shattered by the time I started to reason and perceive the world. Out of some instinct, I wanted to be near her, longed for her to comfort me. Rarely did she give me anything but pain.

I’ve known since I was old enough to know anything, that I was ugly. I didn’t need mirrors to see it because everyone around me was my mirror. I saw their revulsion when I took off my mask, I heard their words and insults, and I felt the sting of their beatings. Only an ugly, terrible thing would deserve that. One day, when I had misbehaved in some way, my mother did put me in front of a mirror to punish me and I saw at last the monster I was. How I screamed at the sight. 

As I grew older, my mother grew more mad and more broken. One day, she would be wild and violent; the next week, she would not leave her bed. She called me a changeling, sometimes, when her mind was afire. She would say the fairies had taken her real son and replaced him with the withered corpse of one of their own. She’d scream at me and shake me, demanding I reveal my true nature. She hated my face with such a passion that she’d lose her mind when I took off the mask. 

I was four, old enough to form memories, when I refused to put it on. It was so uncomfortable in the summer! I knew I was ugly, awful, but surely it didn’t matter if no one saw, if I could just wander our overgrown fields and feel the sun on my cheeks and the wind on my skin. Aneka wasn’t there to hold her off when she snapped and turned into the stuff of my nightmares. For years after that, I’d hear her screams as she chased me down, terror and guilt filling my heart until I thought it would explode. 

She said if I wanted to take the mask off, she’d take off my face. I was used to her clawing and striking me, but that day, she found a knife. In her madness, she tried to relieve me of my face and only made my ugliness worse. I knew the pain of a beating, I knew fear and love, but that day was the first one I truly knew the hopeless terror that would seize me anys time she raised her voice or hand after that. It scarred me far deeper than my flesh.

Aneka stopped her halfway through and beat her back into her bed. She didn’t come out of her room for a week after, and I was glad of it. Aneka refused to intervene and get her errant mistress out. It was Carl who forced her back to life. He came home from another month of spending the Baroness’ money on wine and bad bets to find his so-called wife in a soiled bed, babbling about the fair folk in a language he didn’t know. 

I remember how he forced her to wash and how she screamed the whole time, then wept. And then she called my name for help. I should have hated her. I was so afraid but she was still Mama. Somehow, I knew to call her that and I didn’t want her to cry anymore. I chased Carl away and crept up to where she was cowering in a corner. I sang her the song she’d hum to herself when she was at her worst.

“There were three ravens sitting on a tree, with a down, a down, hey down, hey down. They were as black as black could be...”

And she came back. It was strange: I was the one that drove her mad, and yet, I was the only one who could calm her when she was at her worst and it was music that did it. Her voice had always entranced and soothed me, so when I realized I could sing too, I thought I could finally make her love me. Children believe such foolish things, I know.

I could make her calm, for a time when she fell into despair or mania. At night I’d sing to myself too. I’d sing myself to sleep in the dark, old Irish songs I learned from her that made me dream of a distant land I’d never seen. I loved them, because, for all her madness and cruelty, I loved the woman who gave me life, because she was all I knew.

I hated Carl though. I blamed him for all my pains and ills, and my mother didn’t stop me. Over the years, he began to resent the bargain he’d made. It was fine for him to travel about and gamble or drink his life away, but he wanted a home to come back to as much as anyone else, I guess, and he resented that he didn’t have it. Instead, he had a madwoman and a petit monster who had started talking back when given orders. 

He tried, more than once, to take his rights as a husband and my mother threatened to cut off his manhood. Once, he tried to beat her, and I came to her defense. I threw off my mask to scare him away and it worked. My mother struck me for daring to show my face and remind her. But that night she sang to me and I sang back. She just made sure she couldn’t see me when she did.

When she was not in a fit of depression or screaming and ranting in madness, my mother could be almost human. She taught me to speak and then to write and read out of pure defiance. It had been a rebellion on her father’s part to teach a girl to read, not only English but Irish too. And so she rebelled when Carl said teaching me anything was as useless as teaching a pig to dance. After that, he found a pig in his bed, and my mother started lessons. 

They were hard, and she was a cruel teacher, but I learned everything fast. Her spite was the reason that I learned anything, but it was my fear and a naïve desire to impress and please her that made me the most eager and quick of students.

Another rebellion came one day my mother spent all of our stipend on a little piano, before Carl could take it. He beat us both for it, but the piano stayed, and I taught myself to play. It wasn’t my first instrument; I’d already learned to make melodies on a tin flute my mother had brought from Ireland. Carl hated it when we played, so we played louder to annoy him. 
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