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    This book is dedicated to the thousands of actors, musicians, creators, crew members, and artists who have brought the story of The Phantom of the Opera to life for over a century. Especially the final Broadway cast and crew who took Phantom into its final bow at the Majestic Theater in New York. Your art changed my life.



The Music of the Night will never be over, as long as it sings in our souls.



Thank you for everything.
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Author’s Note
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Angel’s Kiss is a dark, historical romance with adult themes and explicit content. This includes light bondage and domination, explicit language, mentions of sexual assault and child abuse, suicide, and violence. For more detailed triggers and other information, please consult my website: www.jessicamasonauthor.com. 

Thank you for reading.
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Foreword
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Book Two, ladies and gentlemen, of our story told in pieces. Some of you may already recall the strange affair of The Phantom of the Opera and its mysteries which have never been fully explained. My work here is not to undo that legend, nor to restore it, but to fit that old frame with a different tale so that we may bring our ghost’s story into a new light. As once again we return to the Opera Ghost and his angel, I ask your indulgence for that which is new and all that has changed.

After all, how else can we enjoy a story that has haunted us for so long, unless we find a new way to tell it? This is the very story that has been inside my mind like a persistent ghost for many years, haunting me with hints of what romance we could find if it were to be reassembled.

Perhaps now we can revive the ghosts of so many years ago with a little...illumination.

Let us begin.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Prelude
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Joseph refused to use a stick to walk. Those were for cripples and old men. He was still strong and if every other step had to hurt from heel to balls so he could walk like a real man, so be it. The trip to the tavern on the Boulevard des Italiens was just long enough to make him rethink his pride, but soon enough, he was at a table in the back with a sour bottle of wine and an even more disagreeable companion. Franc passed Joseph some of his cheap tobacco and Joseph rolled a cigarette as he glowered around the smoky room.

Joseph and Franc did not speak. The barge of a man never had much to say. Stagehands from below were like that: brutes with no skill beyond turning a crank and pushing a table to the right place. They didn’t have to be clever like Joseph’s men in the flies. Their job required real skill, balance, and nerve. Up there, you had to move quick and sure, or else you’d end up another story. It was a wonder Joseph got away with only a limp after becoming such a cautionary tale himself. Of course, he hadn’t fallen. 

“He’s here,” Franc grunted at last, flicking his eyes to the door of the tavern. LeDoux looked like a poodle tiptoeing through a den of tigers as he made his way to Franc and Joseph. He jumped out of the way of one customer, while trying with all his might not to touch a single surface. Joseph had always wanted to see what would happen if he threw Carlotta’s pet in the sewer. Or the Seine.

“You’re late,” Joseph said as LeDoux reached them. “That means you pay for this round and the next.” 

“Is that really necessary?” LeDoux asked back, puffing up. 

“You did the summoning, you’ll do the paying,” Joseph replied, sneering. Franc grunted in agreement. 

“Fine. After she speaks with you,” LeDoux huffed. 

“Where is her ladyship?” Joseph asked. Usually, Joseph never dealt with the bitch herself. She didn’t like to get her hands dirty. Maybe something had changed in the months since his accident. The Opera had probably gone straight to hell without him.

“She’s outside,” LeDoux answered. “She’ll speak to you from her carriage.”

“She too good to come in?” Franc demanded. 

“She is, actually,” LeDoux sneered. “And the smoke irritates her instrument.”

“I’ll give her something to irritate that fancy throat of hers,” Joseph said with a sneer and finished the dregs of the wine as Franc chuckled. The men snuffed their cigarettes on the table and followed LeDoux out and around the back to an alley where Carlotta Zambelli’s carriage waited, snow gathering on the roof.

“It’s fucking freezing. Let’s get this over with,” Joseph snapped as the diva opened the window and surveyed them. She was wrapped in fur like the  empress she fancied herself. Even her hat looked like a weasel taking a nap on her head. 

“So, they took you back?” Carlotta asked, rolling her eyes. 

“The new management was happy to have me,” Joseph replied. “Or so I’m told. Things got messy with the old men leaving so sudden and putting this lot in charge.”

“They’re idiots,” Carlotta snapped. “And I’m going to bring them to heel.”

“So you want my eyes?” Most people didn’t realize how much you could see from the flies if you were looking. He’d used his position to great advantage for Carlotta in the past.

“We’ll pay the same as before, but there will be extra if you can bring me something I can use on them.”

“You didn’t need to haul us out in the snow to ask that,” Joseph said, narrowing his eyes at the woman. She looked even angrier than usual. “This about your new rival?” 

“I thought you’d be interested in her, my friend,” Carlotta smirked and nodded to LeDoux. “My dear secretary keeps careful track of all the rumors and stories throughout the Opera, even those concerning the so-called ghost.”

Joseph gritted his teeth and flexed his hands. “That thing is a demon. Not a ghost. A monster.”

“Of course, I almost forgot,” Carlotta sneered. “A monster threw you off the catwalk. You didn’t fall like an idiot.” 

Joseph drew back his fist, ready to throttle the smug expression off the bitch’s face. He’d never forget that night, no matter how drunk he was. He still saw that horrible skull in his dreams. He woke more nights than not in a cold sweat, with the feel of skeleton hands on his throat.

“He tried to fucking kill me!” Buquet spat. “Because I saw the truth!”

“Yes, yes. LeDoux, read me that bit. About poor Joseph’s accident,” Carlotta sighed.

LeDoux flipped through his notebook. “Ah, yes. Before the accident you claimed a witch called the ghost down on you earlier in the day. A costumer, perhaps?”

“She’s friends with that mulatto bitch. Don’t know her name.”

“Her name is Christine Daaé,” Carlotta said. Franc made an expression that passed for interested. “And that same ghost she summoned to torment you has been very generous to her during your absence. She’s a singer now. Fancies herself my equal, if you can imagine. She and her ghost poisoned me to keep me from the New Year’s gala and then tricked me into letting her take my place in the last Faust.”

“So, the witch is your rival?” Joseph asked with a dark laugh. “You want to hurt her? And the ghost?” He could almost taste his revenge now. 

“He won’t like that,” Franc muttered. 

“Exactly.” Carlotta gave a triumphant, smug smile. “We’re not just going to hurt them, though I do intend to put that girl through a lot of pain. We are going to wipe this girl and her Phantom from the face of the earth.”

“Where do we start?” Joseph asked with a grin.
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1. Seen
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For the third time in as many days, Christine Daaé found herself following a ghost through the underground reaches of the Paris Opera. And for the hundredth time, she pondered how her unremarkable life had come to be filled with ghosts and fallen angels. The Phantom who held her hand looked exactly as the legends described him: tall, clad in black, his sweeping cape engulfing him in shadow. The only thing to distinguish him from the dark itself was the meager light of his lantern and the answering glow of his white mask. Christine was afraid, of course. Anyone who knew the stories of the Opera Ghost would be. But she felt many other things alongside her fear: Curiosity. Pity. Wonder. And, most strangely, familiarity. 

The first time she’d entered the Opera Garnier had been confusing, wondrous, and frightening too.

Three months ago, Christine had arrived in Paris with nothing to her name after her dismissal from the Conservatory of Music in Rouen. She’d had no hope, save for an old, foolish promise. Though her father had not kept up his end of the bargain by sending her an angel to guide her after his death, Christine had been determined to find her way onto the stage of the Opera they had dreamed of together. She had found herself lost and soaking in the stables of said Opera, and a decidedly un-angelic being had taken interest in her instead.

Christine still didn’t know why the Phantom who now led with a gloved hand had helped her then. Pity, perhaps? Whatever the reason, he had steered her into a job in the costume workshop and allowed her shelter in his theater. She had repaid that charity by loudly and resolutely not believing the Opera’s ghost stories when she heard them. How foolish she must have seemed to him: a vagrant girl with no faith challenging the Opera Ghost aloud to make her believe. She’d been looking for something, anything, to believe in again after years without the angel her father promised. Either through pride, charity, or both, the Phantom had obliged her.

A real ghost had appeared to Christine – or so she had believed – emerging out of nowhere to resurrect her neglected soul. Later that same night, she had snuck to the stage to keep her promise to her father. She had sung and prayed and again, the Ghost had answered. It was on that stage, when she had first heard his inhumanly beautiful voice, that the Phantom had become her Angel of Music. 

Now, in the dark far below that stage, it stung for Christine to remember how entirely and instantly she had believed. The drip of water and the scurrying of vermin pierced the blackness around them. The only other noise was the echo of Christine’s steps in the shadows, for her guide made no sound as he moved. It was easy, even now, to forget that he was human. 

Had she been a fool to believe him? He had been a voice without a body. He’d performed miracles. For months, her supposed Angel had taught her with unparalleled skill, lifting her voice to heights she had never dreamed. And in return, she had given him everything.

Christine’s cheeks heated at the memories, even more so when her guide’s long, skeletal fingers tightened around hers as they turned a corner. She had loved her strange angel and begged for his touch like a wanton trollop, thinking it was heavenly. Again he had answered her prayers and blessed her with pleasure beyond her imagination. She had laid herself out for him like a whore, and he had not stopped her until it was too late. Until he stole everything from her.

The first time he had led her to his domain had been the night before last, after he had cleared Christine’s path to a glorious debut as Marguerite in Faust. She had been so overwhelmed and desperate for him that she had not questioned it when he had somehow led her out of her dressing room, engulfed her in the magic of his song, and ferried her to his strange home. Then she had slept in his arms after he had...

No. She refused to think about that right now, with her hand in his. Nor was she eager to remember the following morning, when she had learned her angel was just a man. When she had torn off his mask to reveal the horror of his face. The visage of living death.

Her guide looked over his shoulder at her for the first time and Christine caught her breath. Even shadowed by the wide brim of his hat, his eyes appeared to shine, glinting like gold stars in the dark. How could a mere man have eyes like that or the voice of an angel? Had it been some horrible heavenly trade, recompense from fate for giving him the face of a monster?

He turned away from her, his focus returning to their path. But his mask remained in Christine’s mind, like the bright disk of the sun seared into her eyes. She remembered him in the moments after she had torn it away, after his fury and her screams had faded. He had wept and sung to himself like a frightened child. He had agreed to let her go but begged her to come back. So he would not be left alone in the dark again.

It had been Raoul de Chagny of all people that had (quite unintentionally) convinced Christine to return. Her first love had found her at the perfect time to remind her that perhaps there was a reason her angel had come in such a form. This bizarre man’s fate was bound to hers now. If she wished to keep singing, she had no choice but to return. And so, here she was, following a shade into the underworld, choosing the foolish hope that the man who had used and condemned her might somehow be her salvation too.

“Are we going back to your...home?” Christine asked, shivering. She still wore the long cloak he had placed around her shoulders the day before, but the cold of the cellars was already deep in her bones. 

“Yes. Don’t worry, we’re not far.” His words were careful and clipped but it was still the perfect voice of her Angel of Music – dark and soft, but clear and piercing, like silver upon velvet.

“So you do live down there?” Christine’s voice was unsteady as she considered what kind of person would choose such a home. Her guide nodded without breaking his stride. “But why here?” 

“Well, you know how difficult it is to find a decent flat.”

Christine nearly tripped. His flippancy annoyed her enough for curiosity to break through. “I still don’t understand where it is. There was water and a boat. I don’t understand how that could be.”

“Haven’t you heard the legends of the Opera Ghost lurking beyond the lake?” he asked back as they descended yet another flight of stone steps. “Or better yet, rising from the black waters at night to wander the empty halls. I always liked that one.”

If he was trying to comfort her, it wasn’t working. “I thought that was just another story.”

“Every legend grows from a seed of truth,” the Ghost replied with a shrug. “My Lake Avernus is very real.” He raised his lantern higher, revealing that they had come to a large, open space. 

There it was. A lake in the foundations of an opera house. At first, it looked like a cavern, but no, the wide columns were man-made. They simply appeared exceptionally long because they were reflected in the surface of murky water. Faint light came through a single grate above, but it was barely brighter than an oil lamp and served to give the whole space an eerie glow. The water had a smell, like a stagnant stream under a bridge, but it wasn’t awful. 

“How – why is this here?”

“When Garnier began construction twenty years ago, the builders came across an underground tributary of the Seine right where the foundations were to be laid.” His was the voice of a teacher again, formal but familiar. It was strangely reassuring in such a grim, dank place. “Instead of moving the site, they drained and dried out the earth. It took months. But they couldn’t change the river’s path. So, to keep the water in check, Garnier installed a lake within the foundations. They couldn’t just dig a hole, so they made a huge casing to hold the water, like a great bowl. And to make sure nothing would leak they built another one around it. There is a great deal of space between the two casings.”

“And that’s where you live? In the space between?”

“I never thought of it so poetically,” he replied quietly. “I like that better than a tomb beneath the streets. Come,” he ordered and turned left before his words could frighten her more. They made their way along the edge of the water, the same way they had followed when he let her go the morning before. He had released her on the condition that she not reveal him, and only hours ago, she had been given the opportunity to do so.

“So no one has ever found you?” Christine asked carefully. 

He looked back over his shoulder at her, golden eyes sparking with danger. “Not yet.” 

“But someone is looking.” His shoulders tensed and his grip on her hand tightened. She pushed on, trembling again, but not from the cold. “Your Persian friend.”

“So the Daroga did find you.”

“That’s not the name he gave me.” The foreigner who had accosted Christine this morning had called himself Shaya Motlagh and been convinced that the man whose home Christine was about to enter was a monster. 

“Daroga was his title in Persia when I knew him there. I assume he asked you for information about me.” Nothing of the menace in the Phantom’s aura abated, even with his aloof tone.

“I didn’t tell him anything,” Christine blurted out, surprising herself. She had been sure of one thing in the past few days: that whatever resentment or fear she harbored for the man who had been her angel, she would not condemn him to the clutches of the world above. 

“Thank you,” the Ghost said softly as he stopped and released her hand. Without him holding her, she felt unsteady on the platform; like the dark was alive around her, ready to swallow her whole. “Did he say anything else of particular interest?” 

Christine stared up at him and swallowed. He was so tall and so solid, but she could not feel a single hint of warmth from him, as if he truly was death made flesh. “He told me you were dangerous,” she confessed tightly. “Are you?”

“Yes,” he replied without hesitation. “Are you afraid of me?”

“Yes,” Christine answered just as quickly, her breath sticking in her throat as he stared down at her with his shining eyes that were so sad, even in the dark. She waited for him to reply, for some sort of consolation that she was safe in his company. But none came and he turned away from her.

“Look at the water,” he ordered instead, and Christine obeyed so swiftly it made her guts churn. Was it habit, to follow a command from that voice without thinking?

“Why do I need to look away?” she forced herself to demand, turning back around to look at the wall. Only there was not simply a wall there. The Ghost stood next to a door that had appeared from nowhere. He swept his arm out and gave a bow, allowing Christine to enter the strangest flat she had ever seen.

“Welcome back,” her host said as Christine tentatively stepped across the threshold. The warmth that enveloped her was a head-spinning contrast to the cold of the lake.

“Dear God, I thought I dreamed it,” Christine gasped as her eyes fixed on the massive pipe organ that occupied almost the entire wall opposite what could be termed the front door. But there it was, brass pipes shining in the candlelight, bounded on both sides by packed shelves. In the middle of the room, set off to the right, was a fine piano. On the walls, shelves, and tucked into corners were still more instruments – viols, winds, a guitar, a harp. There were even some she did not recognize. It was somehow the exact home she would have imagined for an angel of music. 

Set in the wall to the left of the entrance was the fireplace, flanked by more crowded shelves of books. In front of the merrily burning fire were two imposing chairs and a worn couch, none of which matched in style or color. The walls (at least what Christine could see of them past the pictures and papers hung on them) were painted a deep yellow, much – or perhaps exactly – like the walls of the Opera above.

The floor was covered in rugs which, in combination with the fire and well-used furniture, made the strange parlor warm and inviting. Christine looked up to the ceiling, which was oddly dark. Christine gasped when she saw that what she had mistaken for soot on the ceiling was blue-black paint, and upon it, rendered in shining gold and silver, a perfect night sky.

“How?” she breathed in unthinking awe. “How did you do all this?”

“Very slowly.”

Christine whipped about to face her host, her heart jumping into her throat when she saw that he had removed his hat, gloves, and cape. It transformed him from the menacing silhouette of the Phantom into Erik. 

She had seen the Ghost, and her angel was a familiar dream. But Erik? He was a stranger. He was exceptionally tall and thin, but his impeccably tailored jacket fit so that she could tell he was muscular as well, in a wiry, angular way. His limp black hair fell well past his jaw, but at least the mop was better combed than when she had seen it last. His thin hands hung at his side, flexing his long fingers absently. Those hands were almost as pale as his mask. 

His mask itself was smooth, with sculpted brows and a narrow nose to conceal that he had no actual nose beneath it. And it was delicately painted. Had he done it himself, just as he had made this strange home? Erik stared back at her as blatantly as she stared at him and it made her remember the first time she had looked into his eyes in this home, drunk on lust and delusion and what he had done then. Christine shuddered.

“What happens now?” Her voice was small as she remembered the pleasure and pain the man before her had caused her. “You asked me to come back and I’m here. But what do you want from me?” 

That was the question she could not avoid. She had come to find an angel, but what sort of deal with the devil would that require? Erik looked at her forlornly.

“I have been alone for a very long time,” he began and familiar pity shivered through Christine’s heart. “And so have you. It is my hope that we can remedy that together. Your company and presence here is all I ask.”

After all she and her angel had shared, she found that hard to believe. Still, Christine swallowed her fear and met Erik’s plaintive gaze. “How long do you wish for my company?”

He turned away from her, shoulders tense. “You will stay with me for five nights, so that you can know me,” he said, formal and stiff. “You will be free to go to rehearsals, of course, but you will return here. And after those nights have passed, you may go wherever you wish. But perhaps by then, you will want to...” His voice faded as he glanced at her.

“Where – where will I sleep?” she asked, her heart thundering at the idea of returning to his bed.

She could not forget what had passed between them only two nights before. He had bound her wrists and blindfolded her, and she knew now it had been so that he could keep his secret. In the dark, he had ravished her with his mouth and hands and she had never experienced such ecstasy. Would he do the same again or use her for his pleasure? If she resisted, would he force her? How had she come here, knowing this might be the price to continue her career?

“You need not fear for your virtue,” Erik said, bitter and dark, turning away from her once again with forlorn eyes. “Or worry yourself about my feelings for you. I intend to host you as a gentleman, as your teacher, and, perhaps eventually, your friend.”

“Friend?”

“Let me show you to your room,” Erik muttered.

“To my – what?” In a few long strides, Erik was at a door to the left of the fireplace which he opened to let Christine see inside. Hesitant and wary, Christine stepped inside.

At first, she didn’t understand what she saw. It was a fine bedroom, but it was also so undoubtedly her bedroom. For months, she had slept in the Opera on a borrowed prop bed beneath a bower of silk flowers, where she had nested and gathered trinkets like a magpie. And now, she was staring at her bed and bower, in Erik’s house. There were her brush and baubles; her shawl draped over a chair. There was the clock he had supplied her, and her books arranged carefully on the nightstand. He had even placed a vase she recognized from her dressing room on the mirrorless vanity and supplied it with a few violets.

But it was also like the other room, with inviting but old and mismatched furniture, mostly in the Louis-Philippe style. The floor was piled with soft carpets and the walls were crowded with exquisite paintings. A door to the left of the bed caught her attention and she rushed to it. Her jaw went slack when she saw the comfortable bath chamber, complete with a beautiful copper tub. She turned to Erik in awe.

“The rooms were here before. I just made them yours,” he explained with an aloof shrug as he remained at the door. Once again, Christine could do nothing but stare.

Months ago he had revealed himself to her in a darkened hall, and it had been the sadness in his eyes that had made her pity the Opera Ghost. Now those same lonely eyes watched her as silence rose between them like the tide. He was even more of a mystery now than he had been then and it terrified and fascinated Christine.

“How did you find this place—”

“I will leave you to make yourself comfortable,” Erik cut off her question, stiff and formal, and retreated without a sound. As he closed the door, Christine suddenly found herself alone in a room beyond all her dreams within the home of a man so many knew to be a living nightmare. She didn’t want to make herself comfortable, she wanted the answers he had promised her, but she stood frozen on the spot. 

This wasn’t right. She was in a windowless room with a dangerous man outside her door, a hideous creature that pretended to be a ghost and yet still wanted to be her teacher and angel despite all his monstrousness. Why? What did he actually want from her? Why had he done this to her in the first place? It was anger that propelled her from her room and back into Erik’s parlor with demands for answers ready on her lips. But she found the room empty.

“Erik?” she asked the silent walls, her terror rising until she saw a note on the piano, written in red ink with an angular hand. 

I have errands to attend and will be back soon. You have nothing to fear in my home.

Christine’s heart fell again, though she knew she should feel relieved. He was gone and she was free for a while. If she wanted, she was sure she could leave and find her way back to the land of the living. Couldn’t she? She had come here of her own free will and had agreed to stay. Though, now that she considered it, hadn’t she simply been told to stay? And for five days at that. 

She pulled her cloak closer around her shoulders as she shivered. If she had come here willingly and had nothing to fear from Erik as he said, then why did she feel like a prisoner?

––––––––
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Shaya Motlagh let out a sigh that turned to a cloud of steam in the frozen night as he trudged down the Rue de Rivoli. The Tuileries “gardens” were even less like a garden than usual this time of year: a barren landscape of leafless trees and pale stone. A desert of a different kind in the land of his exile. At home, it would not even be dark yet. At home, he would not have missed the sunset prayer. Even in the depths of winter, Tehran would be hot and crowded and alive, redolent with the scents of cooking meat and sweat, the air full of the shouting of merchants, the whispers of women, and the distant call to prayer. Thinking of home made him remember how and why he could never return. The anger warmed him more than a fire.

“Spare a sou, good sir?” a brittle voice asked from a dark doorway along his route. Shaya did not hesitate to delve into his pockets, pulling out a few small coins that were so chilled from the January air that he could feel the cold of them through his gloves. The beggar, an old woman wrapped in rags, took the alms with a nod of blessing. “Thank you, sir. God bless you.”

“God is great,” he whispered in his own tongue beneath his breath, so she would not know it had been a Muslim who had given her alms, obeying a prophet she did not know. This cursed country was full of men and women like her, lost souls doing all they could, knowing no better. Shaya wondered, as he pulled his coat tighter for the final push home, if Christine Daaé knew better. 

He had been shocked to see the girl alive and in one piece after Erik had stolen her away right out of her dressing room. And yet, somehow, he had not been surprised at all that she refused to reveal the monster’s secrets. He was far too familiar with Erik’s ability to manipulate the fear and suspicion of others or the strange control the “Ghost” had over the Opera. Therefore if the girl was protecting Erik out of fear, that made sense. She had to be an innocent in all this. 

Shaya came at last to the door of his flat, which opened before he could even fumble for the key.

“It’s late, sir, I was beginning to worry,” Darius chided before Shaya had even stepped through the threshold.

“You know the rules, you have to wait three days before going to the police if I don’t come home,” Shaya replied as his servant took his coat and stood aside to allow Shaya entry into the humble parlor of the flat they shared. Thank Allah, Darius had stoked the fire.

“I must say, as always, that I disagree with that rule,” Darius muttered as Shaya sank into a chair and took the cup of tea that was ready for him.

“Your concerns are, as always, noted, but irrelevant,” Shaya replied. “There are innocent people out there that need protection.”

“What if they’re not innocent?” Darius asked back. He did not need to speak Christine’s name. 

“The girl will require more convincing of the danger she is in, that is all.” Shaya said it as much for himself as for Darius. Perhaps if he could explain better who Erik was – what he had done, how much he had destroyed, what the monster looked like, for heaven’s sake – she would see the light. The girl could not possibly have seen Erik. If she had, she would not have protected him. “I will try again. Perhaps tomorrow.”

“You think the creature will allow that, if he is as interested in her as you suspect?”

“If he has his sights on corrupting her, then may Allah protect us all,” Shaya whispered.

––––––––
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Erik knew the path up from the Opera cellars into the world above by heart, which was a blessing today because he could not have thought of anything but Christine if he tried. He had no lantern now, so he merely saw the shadows with his waking eyes. But in his mind, he saw only her. He saw her expression of awe as she entered his home, he saw her curiosity when he had revealed the secret of the lake, but above all, he saw her fear. He saw the way she had shivered and recoiled from him, the terror in her eyes as she had looked at him and remembered what was beyond his mask.

And so he had run. He had fled his own home and the relentless pressure of Christine’s gaze. Back into the cold and the black where a creature such as he belonged, hiding his evil away from the searing light of her goodness. He found himself too soon above ground in the gaslit halls. Even that light stung his eyes after so long in the dark.

He had been such a fool to think she would return to him with anything but horror in her heart. He was a monster, and she was right to fear him, but there had to be some way to earn back her trust. To make her look at him with a fraction of the adoration she had given to her angel. He just had no idea how to accomplish such a thing. Frightening people was what came naturally to him. He didn’t know how to comfort someone. Not anymore.

The Opera kitchens were small, compared to the huge building they served. It was a haphazardly added place, adjacent to the grand salons, built when the management had realized that the well-heeled patrons expected a few canapes and pastries between acts as they sipped champagne. Erik usually found the food left there to be stale and uninspiring, not that he minded. But he needed something fresh to feed her, didn’t he? He normally waited until much later at night to visit, but it was past dark and a Sunday; surely no one would be there at this hour.

“Who’s that? What are you doing here!” A male voice demanded from the hall before Erik could even enter the kitchen proper. Erik sighed and turned to the fireman that had spoken. Of all the Opera employees, it was always these steadfast fools sent to patrol the grand Palais that gave him the most trouble. It was not that he begrudged them their important task of keeping the building from burning down like the old opera on the Rue Le Peltier (and a hundred other operas and theaters before it), but he did wish they wouldn’t get in his way so often.

“Walk away, young man, I don’t wish to do harm tonight,” Erik said, raising himself to his full height and staring down the quaking youth. He was ashen with fear, having recognized that he had accosted none other than the Phantom. Would he run or would he be foolish enough to try bravery?

“Get back,” the man – a boy, in truth – stammered as he fumbled at his collar to pull out a silver crucifix. Erik rolled his eyes as the idiot began to mutter a prayer. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me.”

“No one is with you,” Erik sighed and sprang on his prey, grabbing the boy by the lapels. In a heartbeat, the poor wretch found himself flung across the hall, crashing into a marble column. The boy gave a groan and shriek, not even bothering to look back as he scrambled up and fled. How unsatisfying.

Erik took his time, waiting to be sure no one else was close before finally stealing into the kitchen to collect his supplies. He was equally careful in his return journey, his pace slowing the closer he came to the lake. How could he face her again? How could he bare himself before her eyes when he had just proven what a despicable creature he was? He could stop it all now, but the thought of letting her go was even worse.

He poled the boat over the glassy waters of the lake, heart heavy and tight with guilt and dread. It was so much easier to love her when he could hide and forget himself. Was there nothing he could conceal himself with now?

He lingered outside his hidden door, leaning against the wall that now separated him from Christine and tried to find some strength or composure. He had begged for this; to simply be close to her, to have the chance to be known. He could not squander it.

He had not expected Christine to be in the parlor when he entered. The strangeness of another person waiting for him in his home was immediately replaced with concern when she spun from where she stood by the organ and looked at him with horror in her face.

“Where were you?” she demanded before Erik had even closed the door. 

“As I wrote—” 

“‘Errands’ means nothing,” Christine snapped. “You were gone for an hour. I was alone here for an hour.”

“I’m sorry,” he replied as he doffed his hat and cloak. “I thought you’d want supper.” He indicated the pack of food he held. 

“I’m not hungry.” Christine’s face was as cold as her words. “Never leave me here alone again.”

Erik turned away from her wrath, skin crawling. “It will not happen again,” he muttered. Even without looking, he could still feel her staring. “If you are not hungry, I will not trouble you,” he said and made to retreat to his room.

“Do you not want me here?” 

He spun at the question and the tone of offense in Christine’s voice. “What?”

“You won’t talk to me or answer my questions. You claim you want me to know you but how am I to do that if you won’t even look at me or tell me of your life?”

“My life,” Erik scoffed. “That is a story far too ugly for your pretty ears.”

“Don’t condescend to me. I’ll decide what I need to know to trust you.” Her tone smarted but the fire in her reminded Erik exactly why he loved this woman. “Please, tell me something.”

“I...” Erik could not even find the words to explain, and Christine heaved a furious sigh. She cast her gaze about the room until it landed on the great organ. To Erik’s horror, she picked up a sheaf of music that she had obviously taken from his shelves.

“This music. It’s handwritten and I don’t recognize it. It’s yours, isn’t it? You’re a composer. I knew you had to be—” Before she could speak another word, Erik snatched the parchment from her hand, his heart pounding in horror.

“Don’t touch that!” he growled and turned his attention to the rest of his work. If she had found his Don Juan, she would not still be here. He had been an idiot to leave her alone in his home! Terror rose in him until he saw that the great, red, leather-bound score of his most terrible work remained safely on the highest shelf. He turned back to Christine only to have his relief replaced by guilt as he saw the fresh fear on her face.

“I want to go home. I was a fool to come here,” she declared and stalked towards the door. 

“No, please stay!” Erik’s first impulse was to seize her, but he knew touching her would shatter any hope of winning her back. So instead, he turned to the organ. His hands fell on the ivory keys and a swell of music filled his home, booming through the shadows. He played a fragment of a composition from years ago, when he had first assembled the instrument. It cried out with pain, burning and searing for a terrible moment before he stopped. He listened to Christine’s ragged breath as the notes faded, the very walls trembling with memory.

“What are you doing?” she whispered. 

Erik could not turn. He could not bear to be seen by her. He never wanted to be seen, or known. But if she wished to, out of some madness, he would try to let her. Or at least let himself be heard.

“Allowing you to know me the best way I know how.”

He did not hear her move, only the soft sound of her breath as she waited. Praying she would truly hear, he sat at the organ and began to play in earnest. Without words or vision, he gave her what he could of his story. 

The notes blossomed from beneath his fingers and the great pedals beneath his feet, dark as a storm. The harmonies were harsh, discordant and unresolved, the rhythm irregular. It was the sort of music that would never be allowed in the Opera above. It was too modern, too wild and uncomfortable. But it was him, or part of him. It was the dark and the pain that he had been born from, the loneliness and the loss. There were flashes of peace, of promise, but they were deceptive and only led to more suffering. Yet still, there was beauty, hidden beneath and between the roiling darkness. There was hope.

It was small, this hope, this fraction of a melody that fought through the thundering sounds of his life and travails. But it was there, a wisp of beauty that demanded to be followed, even if it led him to new pain. He chased the motif, trying to fit it into the discord and in turn bringing a new harmony to the sound. The melody grew, like a call, begging him to resist the shadows. It was the music and hope that had sustained him amidst all the blood and grief and loneliness. But it still wasn’t enough, in the minor key in which the motif settled and it faded away. Just as he had, it died softly, until it was but a ghost.

But then...her. Even though he could not look at the woman behind him, he could imagine her. He could die a hundred times and still hear her voice in his heart and see her smile in the dark of his mind. She had become his hope, somehow, and with the thought of her, the melody returned, in glorious major harmony as rich and beautiful as Christine herself. She was the music, the hope he had held onto for so long in the dark was her. It had to be. She had to hear that. She had to.

The final notes of the organ lingered in the air, echoing as Erik’s home returned to silence and he listened once again for her breath behind him. It was rougher now, unsteady. Worried, he turned to Christine to find her standing just a few feet behind him. Her face was wet with tears. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered and, for the first time, Erik did not feel the instinct to avoid the pressure of her gaze. She was looking at him differently now. Perhaps it was pity in her expression, he truly could not say. But the fear and anger were gone. For now at least. 

“I’m not accustomed to people, as you may have intuited,” Erik told her slowly. “It may take me a little while to remember how to be a proper host. I beg your indulgence for that shortcoming.”

“You’re as afraid as I am, aren’t you?” 

Erik nodded. “Tomorrow, I will be more forthcoming. I promise.”

“And for tonight? Will you play more for me?” Christine asked carefully.

“The organ?” 

“What instrument soothes you most when you’re afraid?” It was an intimate question, the sort that would have made him turn away an hour ago. 

“The harp,” he said at last, and her forest eyes widened in interest. It was a relief to retreat to the instrument in the corner as Christine took a seat on the couch by the fire. He chanced a look at her as he began to play. Perhaps she had expected something suited to the Opera or the fine salons of Paris. But she had asked for comfort, and so that was what he provided: an ancient song of Ireland. It was music that sounded like rolling green hills and gray skies, of ocean waves and lost places. 

He was not sure how long he played for her, selecting ballads and bard’s tunes; even a few airs of his own composition, until the candles around them began to gutter. He played her ancient songs of magic and tragedy and watched her eyes droop and her face fill with peace. He would play for her forever if he had to. As long as there was music for her, even in this dark tomb where he had built a life, she would stay. It was music that had brought him to this place, and music that would keep his only hope in the darkness there with him.
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2. Lessons
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Christine stared at the door of her room, willing her body to rise and her feet to move. It should be easier today. Erik was just a man; one who was apparently nearly as frightened of her as she was of him. She had nothing to fear in his company. Yet even with that maxim repeating in her head, she could not move. 

She could go back to bed, but that would mean more time lying there hearing his music in her memory. It had haunted her the entire anxious night, in and out of her restless dreams. The first composition he had played for her, that incredible wall of sound from the organ that had ensnared her and told her his story. She could never forget it.

It had begun like a cry, a visceral chromatic fall into despair and loneliness. Had she possessed the presence of mind, she could have picked out the harmonic innovations that pushed the sweeping, keening melody to incredible heights. But that had been impossible. Erik’s remarkable music was too full of anguish and beauty. She had been swept into a storm, barely able to hold on as the organ filled the strange house on the lake with waves of sound, dark as the catacombs around them.

Then, out of the darkness, a new motif had emerged, thin and delicate as a spring shoot. Under Erik’s masterful hands, it had grown and bloomed into a melody of longing and hope that had taken her breath away. She had wept as her angel transported her to heaven with his music once again. 

And that was why she could not move. Because she had thought her promised protector was gone, but Raoul had been right. Fate had chained her to an angel of a different kind, but his power remained as great. The music that entranced and enraptured her had not been a dream or a phantom. It had been Erik. That music could still wrap her in a spell she could not resist and that was terrifying. 

In the quiet, her stomach growled. She had not eaten since the morning before, and the nervousness that had kept her from accepting Erik’s food had faded at least. Yet even her hunger could not make her move. 

She dug her fingernails into her palms and screwed her eyes shut, screaming at herself in her head to stand, to do something. She could not run from her fallen angel forever, nor could she hide. His music would find her, even in the silence. She could hear it now in her heart: the plaintive lilt of a violin played with such mastery it made her shiver.

Christine’s eyes opened as she relaxed, that fantastic music encircling her like a fog. It was as dark, strange, and as enthralling as her mysterious teacher. And it called to her because it wasn’t a memory. The Romani air was real. Erik was playing for her once again. Alarmingly, she found herself standing at the door, turning the knob, and drifting through the threshold, summoned inexorably by the masked man in black in the windowless parlor.

His eyes were closed, Christine noted as she regarded him from beside the fire, the way Papa’s always had been when he played. His long body swayed to the music, like a dance, where the instrument was his partner. She watched his fingers fly over the strings with effortless precision until his eyes opened and he caught sight of her. The bow scratched terribly across the strings as he staggered back.

“I’m sorry!” Christine exclaimed as Erik stared at her like he had never seen her before. She was wearing her white dress with black lining today, and the exposed skin of her décolletage was suddenly very warm, as were her cheeks. “Good morning?”

“Good morning,” he replied after too long, and she finally breathed again.

“Did you...” Her words were moving from her brain to her mouth at the speed of molasses on a cold morning. “Did you sleep well?”

“No.” Erik cringed he said it. “I don’t sleep much anyway.” He looked at the instrument and bow still in his hands and set them down hastily. 

“I didn’t sleep well either.” Erik looked up at her in alarm. “It’s alright. It’s always hard sleeping in a new place,” she tried. He simply continued to stare at her, gold eyes offset by the blacks and dark blues of his ensemble. “I am hungry now,” she muttered, and Erik startled from his reverie.

“Of course.” He moved carefully across the room, avoiding her eyes. “I hope you don’t mind fish. A fresh one may take a while – I would have to get the boat.” He caught Christine’s gaze, the faintest smile on his lips at the edge of the mask.

For the first time in that dark place, Christine found herself laughing. Erik’s sly smile broadened at the sound, gentle mischief in his eyes.

“Perhaps you would prefer an apple.”

“Yes, please,” she said softly. Erik ducked into what she supposed was a storeroom and emerged quickly with the promised food. “Are there really fish in your lake?”

“A few, but they’re dreadfully hard to catch,” Erik answered with a shrug. “They’re not half bad. But you may prefer this.”

He offered Christine the apple and retreated as soon as it was in her hand. She could not help but note how careful he was not to touch her. He set the kettle to boil above the fire, back once again steadfastly to her.

“Aren’t you going to eat anything?” she asked as he straightened to his full height and turned to her, the white mask catching the glow of the candles and lamps.

“I ate earlier, I apologize. I don’t eat a great deal either.”

Christine looked down at the apple in her hand, trying not to stare at him and think of how terribly thin he was. But at least he was telling her something about himself at last. 

“May I ask you a few more questions?” 

“If you wish it. I will try to answer as well as I can.” His jaw was tight, and his lips pursed. Christine was thankful the mask left at least his mouth visible. Said mouth wasn’t quite normal, she could tell that now; the shape and the sickly-pale color of the skin around it hinted at what was hidden and a few dim scars strayed from behind the white material. 

“Were you born—” She caught herself as Erik’s sad eyes met hers. 

“In France?” 

Christine looked away. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

“It’s a fair question,” Erik said quietly. “The answer is yes. I’ve always looked...the way I do. Though a life with this face has also left me, shall we say, worse for wear.”

“I’m sorry,” Christine whispered.

“So am I.” He turned from her again to watch the fire.

“Were you?” Christine stammered. “Born in France, I mean? Erik is a northern name and I thought perhaps—”

“That I was one of your countrymen? Alas, no. I was born here, in a small, primitive little village near Rouen. My name came to me by accident.” She had no idea what that might mean and was too frightened to pry. She watched the low burning flames in front of them, amazed that somehow, he had contrived a way to keep the smoke from filling the room. 

“You built this place, all of it?” Christine gave voice to the question in her mind. To her relief, Erik turned back to her with more warmth in his eyes.

“I did.”

“How? How did you find it? How long have you been here?” 

“It’s a complicated story,” Erik replied hesitantly.

“And we are on such a tight schedule today.” 

Erik’s mouth twitched in amusement. “Very well. I came to Paris for the first time a little under eleven years ago,” Erik began as he strode to a cupboard and took out a teapot, cups, and tin. “Can you tell me why that was poor timing on my part?”

“That would have been 1870... The war?”

“Very good,” Erik said with a nod. “I’d only been in the city for a few months before the Prussian army decided to join me. It was quite an experience. Paris was under siege. German bombs were falling everywhere, and the citizens felt it was their duty as Frenchmen to have another revolution. In the countryside, they were content outing Napoleon III, but here in the city, they declared the commune of Paris. I found the cause just, so I joined them.”

Christine’s eyes widened. “You were a communard?” 

“I’ve been many things,” he replied meaningfully. “A builder is one of them, as you have guessed from my home. For the communards, I was a great asset in fortifying their base of operations, which happened to be in the half-finished opera house commissioned by the emperor they so hated, ten years before.”

“I heard about that,” Christine muttered as Erik spooned a generous portion of tea leaves into a chipped porcelain teapot. “An opera house seems an odd place to headquarter a new order.”

“It was big and empty. We used it mainly as an armory, but it’s such a maze it was a useful place to hide treasure as well. And prisoners. The building was half-finished, so it was easy to modify.”

“Modify?” 

“Trap doors, false walls, hidden passages,” Erik bent to retrieve the kettle as he hesitated. “Trick mirrors.”

“So, that’s how you walk through walls?” Christine ventured, more disappointed than betrayed, as he poured the water into the pot and returned the kettle to a hook by the fire. “That’s so ordinary.”

“I’m sorry to disappoint you,” Erik said as he turned to her. He held out an empty hand, then with a flourish, a silver teaspoon appeared between his fingers. Christine gave a crooked smile. With another elegant movement, the spoon was gone. “But most magician’s tricks are fairly ordinary and disappointing when you know how they’re done.” He turned his hand over to show her where the spoon was hidden between his fingers.

“Is that what you are then? A magician?” 

“As I said, I’ve been many things.” Erik set the spoon down and sighed. “Thanks to the work I did as a communard, the Paris Opera has an entire architecture that no one knows but me. And now you.”

Erik indicated a large, framed cross-section of the Opera hanging above the fire. It was vastly different from regular schematics of the Opera, covered with extra lines and with small notes in his messy, angular hand.

“The communards also kept their prisoners by the lake, in a chamber like this. I claimed this one as my own and I took to spending my time here as things worsened above,” Erik continued as Christine’s eyes found the lake on the diagram. “The leadership of the commune and I had, shall we say, disagreements, so I left before the siege ended and the commune fell. My modifications were hidden well enough that when the workers returned, they didn’t know anything had changed.”

“You said that was the first time,” Christine ventured as Erik carefully poured them cups of tea. “When did you come back?”

“Six and a half years ago,” he answered, far more darkness in his tone and demeanor now. “My second adventure in Paris went even worse than my first. And I was...” He flinched, reaching for his left shoulder, then pulling his hand back into a tense fist. “I was hurt. I needed somewhere to hide. I remembered this place and took refuge here. And I simply stayed. It turned out to be the perfect place: close to music, hidden away, an entire realm of illusion and magic between me and everything else.”

Erik took a careful sip of tea. It was odd to see the notorious Phantom do something so human.

“And when did you decide to become a ghost?” Christine asked, as she sipped her tea, which was an earthy sort of mint flavor that she had never had before. 

“I don’t think you’ll believe me when I say I became a ghost rather by accident.”

Christine raised an eyebrow. “You’re right. I don’t.”

“There were already stories about ghosts at the Opera before I returned,” he said, holding her gaze. “They started when the workers came back after the war, knowing so much suffering had happened here. People saw things, heard things. When I took up residence, well – even with the passages, it’s difficult to be completely invisible. People saw a shadow in a mask or eyes in the dark. And the story grew into more. Within a few months, I was a phantom and I have been since.”

Christine considered him as he took a seat by the fire, gesturing for her to do the same. The chair was comfortable and well-used. It had to be after so long, didn’t it? “Six years down here,” she muttered as she took another sip of tea, trying to imagine what such a life would be like and how incredibly lonely it had to be. But maybe that’s why he had chosen it. “How old are you?” she asked, the words passing her lips before she could stop herself.

Erik blinked, as if it was a question he had not considered in a long time. It probably wasn’t. “Thirty-five,” he answered, then frowned. “No. Thirty-six. I know, I look older.”

Christine tilted her head, ignoring his dark joke. She was intrigued. “Have I just missed your birthday?” 

“By a few weeks, I think.”

“You think?”

“I know it’s in early January, but...it was never marked.” 

Christine winced at the sadness in his tone. “Mine is in July,” she offered hopefully. 

“I know. The eleventh, correct?” 

Christine nodded. Of course he knew. She took another sip of tea, enjoying the taste and smiling. “This is very good.”

“I’m glad you like it, it’s my own blend,” Erik replied, and Christine nearly laughed. 

“Where on earth did you learn to blend tea? I doubt from the communards.” 

“First in China, then India,” he said matter-of-factly, and Christine’s jaw dropped.

“You’ve traveled that far?”

Erik nodded, clearly pleased to have impressed her. “For much of my life, I never stayed for longer than a few months anywhere. I’ve seen a great deal of the world.”

“What’s it like – the Orient?” 

“Warm,” Erik began with a smile as Christine finally began to eat her long-forgotten apple. “The air is heavier there, the sun shines at a different angle. Even the color of the sky is different, like it’s been painted with gold. The air smells of sweat and spices in the cities, and at night, in some places, you can hear birds and tigers in the jungle...”

––––––––
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Raoul missed the summer. The snow had stopped in the early hours of the morning, leaving the streets of Paris a mess of puddles and small melting hills of ice, all stained gray and brown from the detritus of the city. Raoul wondered if there was any point in trying to avoid the muck or if he should give into the fact that his poor valet would be stuck scrubbing his trousers and boots for an hour tonight. He had stopped the carriage at the Place de Notre Dame des Victoires, for discretion’s sake, and now regretted it as he made his way to Christine’s door.

He’d barely slept the previous night, going over his strange encounter with Christine again and again. The more he considered the conversation, the less it made sense. She had seemed so happy to see him, yet so sad at the same time. She’d spoken of the angel of music her father had promised and her mysterious teacher. She had assured Raoul that this unnamed benefactor was not his rival, but everything pointed to the conclusion that he was. It was all too mysterious, and he was highly concerned for his old friend. So, he found himself haunting her door again.

The street entrance to access her flat was open, surprisingly, and Raoul marked the draftiness of the foyer as he looked around. How sad that people had to live in places like this. 

“—how could you let her go!” a voice above Raoul demanded, and a slightly familiar one at that. 

“I’m not her jailer, Julianne!” Raoul did recognize the voice of the reply: it was Adèle Valerius, the singer who shared the flat with Christine. Why was Christine’s maid harassing her at this hour? Raoul was torn between wanting to bound up the stairs and interrogate the women and the far less-gentlemanly urge to lurk and listen to what they might say about Christine. He settled for approaching slowly.

“This is different and you know it!” Christine’s maid went on. “Something changed the other night.”

“Yes, she stopped living in a dream,” Adèle snapped back. “I’d say that’s a good thing. Now she can get on with her career.”

“This isn’t about her career. Christine’s not like you, she’s—” Raoul cleared his throat to interrupt, and the women turned to him. 

“Are you being bothered, Madame Valerius?” Raoul asked pointedly, choosing to ignore the indignation in the maid’s dark features. He did not like to think of Christine working in the Opera with such an exotic.

“No, we’re fine. Julianne is here for the same reason I assume you are, Monsieur le Vicomte, to look in on our dear Christine,” Adèle replied, more tired than concerned. Her chestnut hair was barely up and her ample curves. “And as I told her, Christine left earlier this morning.”

“To where?” Raoul asked.

“She didn’t tell me, but probably the Opera,” Adèle said before Raoul’s mind could rush too far afield. “She likes to practice in peace when no one else is around, or so she says.”

“Oh,” Raoul muttered, his attention returning to the maid. “If she’s at the Opera, why are you so concerned?” he demanded and the girl bit her lip sourly. “Christine is lucky to have such a concerned domestic, though she does need to teach you better as to how to address your superiors.”

“I know how to say ‘fuck off, you condescending clod’ well enough,” the mulatto snarled with a final glare to Adèle and Raoul before rushing away. 

“She’s just worried,” Adèle sighed. “And you should know she works for the Opera, not Christine. She’s her friend from when they were costumers together.”

“Costumers?” Raoul echoed. “Christine didn’t begin as a singer?”

“She’s risen quite far, quite fast,” Adèle replied, looking Raoul over. “One of her many mysteries.”

He didn’t like the sound of that. “You’re sure she’s at the Opera? Do you think I’d find her there?”

Adèle looked to the stairs where the maid – no, costumer – had left. “There’s a chance. But it’s a big place, very easy for someone to hide. And that’s to say nothing of—”

“Of what?” Raoul asked, troubled by Adèle’s dark look. 

“It’s nothing, just superstition. The Opera isn’t terribly welcoming to intruders who dare to walk the halls alone,” Adèle explained with lightness in her expression but darkness in her voice. “Just be careful where you look.”

“I will be,” Raoul replied. With a quick bow and a tip of his hat he was off again, back into the soggy January chill, a cold fear in his heart to match it.

––––––––
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Christine looked so beautiful today. Erik’s mind kept returning to that one incredibly distracting thought over and over as they sat and talked by the fire through the morning. He had tried, many times, to let the observation be made and to move along, but she was there – right there! – in his home with no mirror or shadows between them. The candlelight made her skin look golden and warm, and her forest eyes dark and alluring. Even as he spoke to her of his travels from the Punjab to Hong Kong, he could not keep his eyes from the long line of her neck, the delicate lift of her collar bones, the perfect cupid’s bow of her lips, and most remarkable of all: her smile.

It was a treasure, that smile, as was her laughter. They were gifts he had not even considered possible to receive when he had asked her to stay, and yet, she gave them. Speaking of India had led him to a passionate diatribe against the British Empire. That had become a discussion of Shakespeare and how his mastery of words to an extent that was nearly musical was the reason the English had so few great composers. Christine had mused on whether it was bold or arrogant for any composer to adapt Shakespeare into opera and whether the same applied to other poets. 

“Do the words or story even matter in grand opera if the music is right?” Christine asked, and Erik shot her a scandalized look.

“The music is there for the story,” Erik argued. “It can’t be gibberish.”

“The Magic Flute is gibberish,” Christine said with a shrug and another precious smile, which unfortunately could not ease Erik’s indignation. 

“It’s allegorical,” he replied slowly.

“It’s incomprehensible.”

Erik could do nothing but sigh and look to the ceiling. “I fear I have taught you nothing.”

“It’s still wonderful, it just makes no sense,” Christine replied. “And that’s fine. I don’t think something has to be perfect or even sensible to be beautiful.” He looked back at her, curious and awed by her once again. “Anyway, you won’t let me sing the Queen of the Night yet, so it doesn’t matter,” she muttered, her head falling back against the back of the old blue couch. 

He drank in her beauty like water from an oasis as he watched her look around his home. He reluctantly tore his eyes from her to follow her gaze to the great organ against the back wall. “You can take a closer look, if you wish.” 

Christine sent him a hesitant look before rising. She looked so small compared to the enormous pipes that went all the way to his high ceilings as she approached the huge instrument. Erik rose as well, attentive to the wonder on Christine’s face as she drew close. 

“Do you like her?” Erik asked.

“Her?” Christine echoed, turning to him. “Does she have a name?”

“Cecilia. I didn’t name her though; she came with it.” He watched as Christine oh-so-carefully touched the keys he had played so often and it gave him a strange thrill. “She’s over a hundred years old. Her previous home was a church that was damaged in the siege of Paris. She sat in the elements for years before the land was sold to be turned into something new and fresh. I bought her for fifty francs.”

“You saved her,” Christine corrected, running the back of her knuckles over one burnished brass pipe. 

“It took me a week to disassemble her, working at night. Then I had to move her piece by piece down here. Then it was a month to put her back together. But I’m glad I did. An organ is the closest thing I can get to my own orchestra in terms of voices and sound.”

Christine smiled wistfully and looked around at the other instruments on the shelves and hung carefully on the walls. “How many instruments do you have?”

Erik laughed softly, amused by Christine’s uncanny ability to ask him questions with answers he had to think so hard about. “I don’t think I’ve actually ever counted.”

“And you play them all?”

“Some better than others. Most of the instruments I own came to me like Cecilia. I rescued and repaired them, then learned to play as I did.” Erik paused, trying to discern Christine’s face and the sadness there. “Would you like to see my workshop?”

Christine’s eyes lit up and she nodded. He picked up a candelabrum and showed her to the door to the right of the organ, on the same side of the parlor as his bedchamber. 

“You call this a workshop?” Christine asked in unabashed wonder as she stepped in. Books lined every inch of the walls, mixed with discarded materials, abandoned projects, and loose papers. A long, cluttered table filled the center of the room, littered with pieces of instruments and other mechanical distractions. Christine’s brow knit in fascination as she trailed her fingers over papers covered with notes and designs, then reached towards a large contraption of wood and metal coils.
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