
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Angel's Fall

        

        
        
          The Phantom Saga

        

        
        
          Jessica Mason

        

        
          Published by Murmuration Books, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      ANGEL'S FALL

    

    
      First edition. March 20, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Jessica Mason.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8988421153

    

    
    
      Written by Jessica Mason.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For every phantom phan who wanted a different end to the story. This one is for all of us.

      

    



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Author’s Note
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Angel’s Fall is a dark, historical romance with adult themes and explicit content. This includes light bondage and domination, semi-public sex, explicit language, violence, off-page sexual assault of a secondary character, and discussion of suicide. 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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So, do we now come to the end of the Opera Ghost’s love story? We have followed this specter through shadows and trials to what surely must be the conclusion of the tale. We know how it ends, this story we have learned so well. Grand opera must conclude in tragedy, with lovers torn asunder as they sing their arias of love and death. That is the way of things.

But what if it isn’t? What if the story we know is just a shadow on the wall? What if the real ending is one yet to be unmasked? Not all operas end in tragedy – just ask Figaro. What is more, this is not a fable of ghosts and restless spirits. This is a love story. 

A love story about angels. 

So, once more, let us begin.
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Prelude
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Meg tried to be quiet entering the flat, but the floor had decided it was the perfect morning to try out-singing the entire Opera chorus. Maybe it was the first hint of spring; the warming air making the boards groan under every careful step Meg took. All her training in the corps de ballet couldn’t keep the noise from echoing in the stillness and alerting the woman waiting for her by the fire. Maybe her mother was scowling at being awoken so early. Or was it still late?

“Where in the name of God have you been, Margaret Giry?” 

Meg hunched her shoulders meekly. She was doomed. “I told you: the masquerade. I lost track of time.”

“Did you now?” Madame Giry, as she was known among the other box keepers, demanded as she stood. “And with whom did you do that losing?”

“I was with Blanche and Marie!” Meg gulped as her mother continued to glare. “For the most part.”

“Who else?”

“Cécile Jammes?”

Her mother didn’t like Jammes much. To be fair, neither did Meg. When they had first met, she had been impressed by the older dancer’s confidence and the way she held herself above all the squabbling and rivalries among the petits rats. Jammes had always seemed to be playing a game no one else knew and Meg had been fascinated by it. The elder Giry had always been suspicious of Jammes, however. Jammes had been in such sour moods lately that Meg had begun avoiding her.

“And what did you get up to with her?”

“Nothing! I more... interrupted her. I tried to apologize. Then I got lost.” Meg wasn’t lying. She had found herself lost at the masquerade and she had stumbled backstage to find Jammes in the arms of a paramour. It had not been the embrace that had shocked Meg – she was used to such things in the Opera. She had gasped only when she realized that Jammes’ lover was not a man. It was one of the dressers: Julianne Bonet, clothed in a soldier’s uniform.

The women had not seen Meg, only heard her, but her interruption had been enough to send Jammes running and leave Meg in a fog for an hour. She had drifted, thinking of how different it had been to see the two kissing in that little corner. It was so different from the patrons who would yank girls (some younger than Meg’s fourteen years) to sit on their knees as they watched rehearsal. Or haul them off to some hidden corner of the Opera to do things that Meg wished she didn’t know about.

“How long were you lost? Who found you?” her mother demanded, reading Meg’s thoughts. “Was it one of the patrons?”

“No!” Meg cried, aghast.

“I’ve told you, you don’t need them. He takes care of us so you don’t have to do those things!” 

“I know! I didn’t do anything with anyone!” Meg was lying this time. She had wanted to feel what those women had. The idea had stuck in her head rather persistently after what she had seen. She’d wanted to have her own secret, seductive encounter even before she had seen the other couple that had taken her breath away even more. “I saw him.”

“The Ghost?” Her mother straightened as she smiled dimly, pride radiating off her as it always did when she discussed the very particular owner of Box Five on the grand tier. “How do you know? Wasn’t everyone in their masks?”

“I knew it was him. I could feel it.” Meg shivered to recall the incredible aura that had radiated from Red Death as he had stalked the party. “He was dressed all in red with the most fantastic mask, like a death’s head. It was truly awful, that head, just like I’ve heard the Ghost described, but then...” Meg sighed and her mother raised an eyebrow. 

“Then what?”

“Do you remember how you told me you thought the Ghost might have a lady?” Meg was breathless as she said it. “After he asked you to bring him flowers a lady might like?”

“That was months ago, before Christine Daaé bewitched him.”

“Maybe it was her. A woman all in black danced with Red Death, with the Ghost. The way she looked at him, Mama. I don’t even know the words.” Meg knew how it had made her feel though – a hundred times curiouser and lonelier. There had been such love and promise and defiance and sin in that woman’s eyes as she had looked at Red Death. Everyone had just assumed that they were a normal couple, not a ghost and a siren. Meg might have been the only one to have still believed, and that made it all the more enchanting. Death and his maiden, celebrating into the night.

“You don’t need those words,” her mother admonished.

“I’m not a child anymore, you know,” Meg pouted. “I can take care of myself. I made it home in one piece, didn’t I?”

“After how many hours lost in dreams?” her mother snapped, and Meg looked away. She didn’t want any more questions because her mother didn’t need to know how Meg had searched for a good hour through the raucous, masked crowd for a familiar set of eyes. She’d found them at last, and the flutist to whom they belonged. Meg and Pierre had kissed in a stairwell until the chiming of a clock had drawn Meg away.

“Mother, please.”

“Get to bed. We have church in a few hours.”

Meg nodded and obeyed, skittering off to her room to remove her butterfly costume. She could still feel that thrill, like a healing burn on her skin, even as she slunk between cold sheets. The thrill of lips upon her, hands upon her waist... And no more. Those stolen kisses had been all she needed to warm her. She knew it wasn’t the same as whatever it was Jammes had, or Red Death’s lady; but it was something. A little spark. The morning star before dawn.

Meg closed her eyes, her mother’s voice loud in her mind to remind her who ruled the morning star. The devil had many temptations, and a ghost, of all things, kept Meg safe from many of them. Meg didn’t have to supplement their rent by selling herself to a patron as so many other dancers did, because the Ghost added to her mother’s pay. Meg didn’t have to worry her mother that she wouldn’t come home after being carried off in some patron’s carriage. She was glad of that and grateful to the Ghost because she didn’t want that. 

Meg wanted something different. She wanted starlight and fire and hidden embraces. She wanted whatever it was that made those lovers burn.
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1. Ashes
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“Are you sure that’s all?” Antoine de Martiniac’s voice was raw from a night of revelations and carousing, and Raoul de Chagny was sick of hearing it.

“Yes. That’s everything.” Raoul rubbed his hand over his face. He needed sleep and a shave, and probably looked as awful as he felt. The alcohol from the masquerade had worn off hours ago, and he had not been in the mood for more. Planning how to avenge one’s father’s death had a way of dampening the mood. Even Philippe had switched to coffee while he listened to Raoul’s fragmented story.

“Then start again from the beginning,” Antoine barked. His icy blue eyes were as wild as they had been hours ago, when he had revealed that the villain who had sent so many – including Antoine’s own father – to a fiery death was the same Erik who had enchanted the woman Raoul loved, Christine Daaé.

“Must I?” Raoul groaned. 

“Yes. Even the parts that make you look like a lovesick fool.” It was Philippe who replied. Raoul’s older brother was usually so jovial; the warm, laughing center of every crowd, who never took anything too seriously except money. It was sobering and unsettling for Raoul to see his brother with a grim expression as they sat in the parlor next to a dying fire. Even his thin mustache looked solemn. “Start with when you first heard him. When you were listening at Christine’s door.”

“I thought it was just a man in her dressing room,” Raoul told the two older men for the third (or was it fourth?) time. The sky outside was brightening now. How long had they been at this? “After I saw Christine sing at the New Year’s gala.”

“When she laughed at you after you accosted her at the reception,” Antoine scoffed. “You always forget to mention that part.”

“She only laughed at me because he was watching her and influencing her!” Raoul wished with all his heart he had stayed home that fateful night. Maybe then he wouldn’t have seen the girl he loved as a young man thrust onto the stage of the Palais Garnier when La Carlotta had become indisposed. Raoul blinked as a new thought occurred to him. “He did it.”

“What?” Philippe asked.

“Erik,” Raoul spat the name. “The villain must have arranged for Christine to sing. He made Carlotta sick.”

“Adèle did say something about the bitch claiming to have been poisoned,” Antoine mused. “I never took it seriously.”

“He wanted his student on the stage!” Raoul exclaimed. “Erik put Christine there and in return, she gave him—” 

“Her soul,” Philippe finished with utter derision in his voice. “You listened at the door like a common thief and heard her say she gave him her soul.”

Raoul shuddered at the memory of the pure devotion in Christine’s voice that night. “She did.”

“But then, when you snuck in after she left to confront the man, the dressing room was empty,” Antoine finished.

“He was using the mirror. Somehow, he hides behind it.” Raoul wondered if the fiend had been there, laughing at the fool on the other side of the mirror.

“And after that, you wrote to her. She didn’t reply, yet you still thought it was a good idea to carry her to her room after she fainted on the stage after Faust,” Philippe recited. “After she once again took Carlotta’s place, when the Signora was tricked out of performing.”

“Our Phantom’s work again,” Antoine remarked, twining his long fingers together. Philippe raised an eyebrow. “It had to have been.” 

“Sorelli said the whole company blamed the ghost for driving the old managers away too,” Philippe added. “Maybe he cleared them out to help Christine. Carlotta had her claws deep in Debienne and Poligny.”

“She has her claws deep in Firmin Richard now,” Antoine said. “But back to our dear Raoul. You saw her that night. Then she disappeared from her room. Now we know how she was taken.”

“You didn’t believe me at the time.” Raoul scowled.

“Because you have the tendency to be an idiot when it comes to that girl,” Philippe drawled. “Then you saw her the next day. She was upset.”

“Very.” Raoul remembered the pale, stricken face of his old friend that cold morning after Faust. When she had been accosted by a man whose part in this mystery Raoul still did not understand. “I thought she was upset because of that Persian fellow harassing her, but then she started talking about—” 

“What have you neglected to mention now?” Antoine’s thin lips curling into a sneer.

“That she was talking about angels,” Philippe finished for his brother and Raoul balked at him. “I remember things too, you know.”

“She said she had thought her teacher was an angel. I thought she was being metaphorical or superstitious! She was always a fanciful girl. Now I think she might have really meant it. This Erik convinced her he was her angel of music. That’s not so far from an opera ghost.”

“You should have hauled her off to a madhouse right then,” Antoine scoffed. 

“She wasn’t mad, that’s the whole point!” Raoul snarled back. “She is a victim here.” He bit his tongue and did not say how he had encouraged Christine to give her ‘angel’ a chance because signs from heaven did not need to be literal angels. Fate had presented this teacher to Christine, Raoul had told her. Only now did Raoul know it was the work of the devil.

“The next time you saw her was after Carlotta had her fired. She was trying to talk to the woman,” Philippe pushed on. Raoul blushed at that memory too. He had held Christine and taken her to supper. Everything had been so normal. “I surmise the discussion with her rival didn’t go well.”

“Sorelli was gabbing on about some stagehands who broke their faces in a fight around the same time. They blamed the Ghost for it,” Philippe mused. “If they went with Carlotta to accost Christine, maybe they ran into her protector. So he may leave the Opera?”

“Then he made our favorite diva croak like a toad at Faust,” Antoine continued. “I must say, I can’t fault him for that. It was her best performance.”

“I saw Christine that night too,” Raoul muttered.

“With the degenerate,” Philippe added.

“I’d rather have Christine pretending an affair with a sodomite than actually—” Raoul stopped himself, unwilling to imagine what Erik had forced Christine to actually do. “Rameau is harmless.”

“The next time I saw her was outside the Opera again,” Raoul pushed on.

“With my help, and Adèle’s. Which we both regret providing,” said Antoine as Raoul rolled his eyes.

“I was foolish. I knew that she was being manipulated and controlled,” Raoul recounted. “I told her so and kissed her as if I could break the spell.”

“As we have established, you are a romantic fool.” Philippe had pity in his voice that Raoul hated. 

“And you were a fool again when you accosted her after the premiere of Rigoletto,” Antoine went on. “Her beneficent angel probably heard you professing your great love for her and went into a fit of jealous rage.”

“Are you implying I am the reason he killed that stagehand?” Raoul sprang up, ready to fall upon his brother’s friend. 

“Raoul, calm down!” Philippe barked, holding Raoul back. “We don’t know why he killed Joseph Buquet. Or if he did.”

“He did. I’m sure of it.” Raoul fell back into his chair. Now came the most humiliating part of the tale. “I just don’t know how Christine could have gone back to him once again knowing that, or how she could have refused me.”

“You mean when you proposed the next morning?” Philippe raised his hands when Raoul sent him a dire glare. “You’re right though. We should have known something was amiss when she rejected you so cruelly. No sane woman would do that.”

“I didn’t want to think about it.” Raoul blushed to recall the days after he had been left alone in the Madeleine waiting for Christine. He had wanted to marry her since he was fifteen. His foolish heart still wanted nothing more than to lock her away from all this horror. In the days after her rejection he had indulged every vice he had. It had only been a dire warning that had brought him back to reality.

“You believe it was that Persian who tipped you off about the two of them going to the Bois after that?” Philippe went on.

“I don’t know, but that’s the only time I’ve seen the villain, before tonight,” Raoul replied.

“I think the masquerade was technically last night,” Philippe groaned.

“Did he look different? Erik, I mean,” Antoine asked, his eyes fixed on Raoul and filling with fervor once again. “When you saw him and Christine in the Bois that night, did his face look like a skull?”

“He had a black cape and a wide-brimmed hat, felt maybe. His face looked like death. I thought it was another mask,” Raoul answered softly. “It made more sense than a living corpse trying to kiss Christine.”

“He must have her under quite the spell,” Philippe grumbled and Antoine gave a scoff.

“He does!” Raoul sat upright again, anger surging. “It’s his voice! It acts on her like magic. He’s using his voice and his control of her career to manipulate her!”

“Does believing that make it easier on you?” Antoine’s lip curled. “I’ve never seen anything uglier than the face of Red Death. I remember thinking that six years ago before he killed our fathers. That even the devil couldn’t concoct something more hideous. Yet your Christine returns to him! Defends him! Probably even spreads—”

Antoine crumpled to the floor with the force of Raoul’s blow. Philippe, surprisingly, had not moved to stop his brother from striking. “She is not acting of her own accord. He has bewitched her,” Raoul gritted out as Antoine massaged his jaw and struggled back into his chair. “I saw it last night when I watched her go through the mirror.”

Raoul held back the final bit of the confession, as he had all night. That he had heard her speak the name before her strange angel had come to abduct her again. ‘Poor Erik,’ she had sighed. Not poor Raoul. Poor Erik. The memory sparked a rage in him that made his smarting fist tighten again. 

“Should we start in her dressing room? See if we can find Erik behind that mirror?” Philippe offered, but the other men shook their heads.

“That’s just the door. The whole Opera is his labyrinth,” Antoine said. “In or out of the Opera, we’re facing a monster who will not hesitate to kill. He nearly strangled Raoul in the Bois. Only Christine saved him.”

“Christine is the key.” Raoul saw her face in his memory, turned to her mirror in absolute ecstasy, and a fresh burst of rage filled his heart. “We have to save Christine from him first.”

“And how do you propose we find her to do the saving, if she’s with him?” Philippe scoffed. 

“Adèle might know something she hasn’t mentioned,” Antoine offered. “I could ask her.”

“She’s furious with you after the scene you made last night.” Philippe turned to Raoul. “But she’s always liked you, little brother. Perhaps after church, you can go.”

“Church?” Raoul furrowed his brow.

“It’s Lent,” Philippe replied with a put-upon scowl.

“Since when have you cared about Shrovetide?” Antoine asked.

“Since the two of you started talking so cavalierly about killing a man. I think it might do you some good to remember what today is about.” Philippe looked grimly at his younger brother and Raoul shivered. “Remember: thou art dust, and to dust you shall return.”

––––––––
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There was no dawn in the underground. Erik had come to accept that years ago. More than accept it, he enjoyed making his life in a place divorced from arbitrary ideas like hours and dates on a calendar. When you lived outside of time and the world, nothing could hurt you. It was safe in the quiet dark next to the lake, tucked into the foundations of the grandest opera house in Europe. Yes, he was a ghost, trapped in the shadows, but phantoms were not subject to the rules and vicissitudes of mortal men.

The ivory keys beneath his hands, only slightly paler than his skin, sang softly of loneliness and protection, of being untouched by the living world. Down here in the dark, he could sing forever, and no one could stop him or harm him, not even time. He liked losing himself in a book or a new invention or composition, only to find he had been transported through days. It was so easy to disappear.

Or it had been, before Christine Daaé walked into his life. 

Erik stopped playing as he listened for movement from the adjacent room. Silence answered. He took up his quill to scratch a few more notes onto the parchment in front of him and considered the changes his Christine had wrought in his lonely existence.

His angel had come to him in the rain, fate placing her in the orbit of the famous Opera Ghost at just the right moment. Fate had taken pains in those early days to let him see her kindness and how lost she was. It had been a simple thing to reward a gentle soul by restoring her faith. Erik had shown her that ghosts were real, but Christine had not come to the Opera looking for ghosts. 

It had been easy to become her Angel of Music, no different than pretending to be a ghost. But ghosts did not lust as he had for her, and angels did not sing their willing students to ecstasy as she had begged him to do. By the time Erik had realized he loved her, he had been lost entirely. So was she.

Erik smiled, the action still alien without the pressure of his mask against his face. Christine didn’t let him wear it when they were alone anymore, especially when they made love. Such a contrast to the first time he had bound her and blindfolded her just to caress her, doing all he could to hide. He had thought nothing would match the thrill of her skin beneath his fingers. How wrong he had been. 

With each encounter, she amazed him. Last night more than ever, when she had trapped him beneath her and let him spill inside her, speaking an impossible confession.

He had woken next to her hours ago, and for a while, he had stayed, drinking in her beauty in the dim candlelight. Just as she had transformed his world all those months ago, now she had put an entire symphony into his brain with the miracle of her kindness. Her kiss. 

Her love.

Erik knew of no other way to celebrate this miracle than through his music. So he had slunk from their bed to play and transcribe a fraction of the awe and disbelief and fear and love in his soul. 

Erik didn’t look at the clock on the mantle to see the hour. He didn’t want to know how close he might be to reality’s return and the end of these dreams. Even after so many nights as Christine’s lover, he still feared the dawn beside her. Or maybe it was the simple fact that, in his heart, he knew that he was a monster undeserving of her light. He would keep that light, even so. He’d do anything to keep it.

“I knew I’d find you here.” Christine’s voice came from behind him in answer to a silent prayer.

It was like the sun breaking over a mountain at dawn, turning to see her. The sky brightened as she smiled, gentle and indulgent, and the warmth of day returned as she drew near.

“I am sorry if I woke you. I was inspired,” Erik murmured, taking in the beauty of the woman draped in dark sheets. 

Perhaps there were those in the world above who would not find her perfect. They might deride the roundness of her hips and belly, the asymmetry of her eyes, the mess of her dark hair from a night of exertion, or the weakness of her chin. To Erik, she was nothing short of a goddess.

“I don’t fully believe that,” Christine admonished as she took her place next to him on the piano bench. “I think you ran off because you were afraid that I’d wake up and take it back. As if that were possible.”

“Anything is possible.” It was strange – after so many years of hiding his ruined face, with its corpse’s sunken nose and hideous scars – how odd it felt for his bare cheeks to heat with embarrassment. 

“I meant it.” Christine caught Erik’s chin with her finger to make him look at her. She looked back at his face with all its horrors... and smiled. She kissed him softly and held his gaze as she drew away. A miracle once again. “I love you. You can’t run from it.”

Words failed him, even as unheard music surged through his soul. He twined his fingers with hers as he kissed her, for it was all he could do to express his awe and need. He wanted to hold her forever; freeze this instant and those words for all time. Could he ever ask for such a gift? Even as the kiss deepened, the answer flared in his mind. Erik sprang up. 

“I said not to run!”

“Stay there! I – I have to find something.” Erik fled to his room. The ebony casket on his dresser was dusty. He hadn’t touched the little box in years, but its contents were still there. The cool, solid feel of metal in his hand soothed his rising nerves as he returned to find Christine standing in wait. 

“Erik, what is that?”

“I told you about the party at my father’s house and being captured. The fire. I never told you why they thought I was a thief.” Even as he spoke, the memory of that awful night made the scars across his shoulder and chest prickle. His father’s pained voice calling out for his son at last echoed in his mind. Erik tightened his grip as Christine gave his hand a dubious look. 

“Was it because you actually stole something?”

Erik gave a shrug that Christine answered with an indulgent scowl. “I felt entitled to this, but technically, I was not within any conventional legal rights in taking it.”

“I’ll ask again: what is it?”

Erik’s fist clasped harder around the hard-won prize. “I didn’t see my grandmother, the Baroness, very often as a child, but I knew her. For the longest time, I thought she was just a kind aristocrat that cared for us. When I learned who my real father was, it all made sense. The next time I saw her after that, I confronted her and asked her if I was so ugly because of what father had done to my mother.”

“What did she say to that?” Christine asked as she caressed Erik’s arm, offering comfort in the face of darkness.

“She said with personal certainty that children born of crimes and violence were not doomed by that, because the opposite wasn’t true. My father was born of love and look how he turned out. Maybe there was hope for me.” Erik gave a laugh.

“She was right, but why did she think so?” Christine asked sternly. 

“Because she loved my grandfather, the old Baron. He had fought his parents for the right to marry her since she was below his station. His wedding ring bore his family motto. Sic itur ad astra. It means ‘so goes one to the star and immortality’.” Erik opened his hand and showed Christine the plain gold band, the engraving barely visible within. 

“You stole your grandfather’s ring?”

“I meant to, but when I finally had a chance to look at my prize, I found I had taken the wrong one. Maybe my grandmother took it off when he died.” Erik toyed with the ring. It would fit one of his thin fingers if he tried.

“How do you know it’s hers?”

“She showed me the engraving, that day. The promise that at least one man in my family knew how to love. Amor ultra astra.”

“Love past the stars,” Christine whispered. She had grown still beside Erik, her eyes on the ring. “Why were you thinking of that today?”

“I’m not asking you to marry, don’t worry,” Erik said too quickly, and Christine raised an eyebrow. “I only ask for you to wear this as a symbol of the promises already given.”

“That I am yours.” Christine touched the gold band in Erik’s palm. 

“That you will always come back to me after you go up to the world above. That you will call this your home and stay here with me.” Erik’s heart seized as he asked it. He had never been so bold. “I love you and—”

“Yes,” Christine said before he could make more of a fool of himself. “I will wear your ring, Erik.” 

Christine swallowed and presented her hand. Her right hand. Because this was not a wedding band and never could be for them. It was something less and more. 

Trembling, Erik placed the ring on Christine’s finger, surprised once again at how this woman could render him utterly helpless. He stared at the ring, shining in the candlelight and caught his breath in awe before he kissed Christine, sealing the vow. 

What a picture they had to make, Erik thought distantly, as Christine’s lips opened against his. A man with the face of death embracing an angel, two bodies in the shadows below Paris, tangled together, at the cusp of becoming one.

“You are everything to me, Christine Daaé.” 

“Would you believe me if I said the same was true of you?” Christine was breathless, her face full of something warm and kind. Was this what love looked like? Erik was not sure. He had never seen love in this light. 

“No, but I hope you will try to convince me.” Erik relinquished his last drop of composure as Christine smirked, and the sheet that had been concealing her nakedness fell away. Erik drew back to drink in her beauty, her utter perfection. “That’s a good start.”

“You’re awful.” Christine shook her head. Erik’s hands swept over her and she sighed in delight, eyes falling shut so she didn’t see his mask of arrogance fall away.

“I know,” he whispered. “Will you tell Adèle that you won’t need your room at her flat anymore? Tell her you’ve found a new home. Today,” Erik begged but tried to make it sound like a command. 

“As soon as I can. Then I’ll come home and—” She held a finger to Erik’s lips before he could speak. “When she asks, I’ll confirm what she’s known for a while. That I’ve made the awful mistake of falling in love and there is no cure for it.”

––––––––
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The February sky was dark gray, barely penetrated by the dim morning sun. Shaya scowled at it as he rose from his prayers. If he didn’t have to face Mecca to prostrate himself before Allah, he wouldn’t even know which direction the sun was coming from. He had made a study of Paris’s avenues and boulevards in his first months here, so he knew where East was, even on mornings like this when he was forced to do his duty to God in a hidden alley a few streets away from the Opera. 

Shaya could have said his prayers at home, with Darius beside him, if he were a different man. That man could have been enjoying a strong cup of hot chocolate (one of the few inventions of this land that he enjoyed unabashedly) next to a warm fire right now. Instead, the inferno in his brain had driven him from home in the dark of the morning, leaving their fire to gutter to ashes for Darius to rekindle alone. Shaya had left a note, assuring his longtime companion (it was a fiction to call him a manservant anymore) that he was alive and Erik had not killed him at last. He had failed to mention what he meant to do.

He had sought Erik’s ruin for years, and now that the monster admitted his great love for Christine Daaé, it was within reach. Shaya would need agents to help. Ideally, it would be the young Vicomte de Chagny, who foolishly loved Daaé, but Shaya could bring others to his cause. Recruiting spies was easy, if one had the right leverage. After a night of sin for Mardi Gras, the denizens of the Opera would all be on their way to beg absolution as Lent began, and leverage would abound. 

Paris was full of churches, chapels, basilicas, and grand cathedrals, but the Opera folk tended to flock to one in particular. The Madeleine was a short walk from the Palais Garnier, and the building modeled on a Greek temple was a fitting place of worship for artists who were no better than pagans most days. 

Shaya pulled his coat tighter as he watched hungover scene painters and choristers file up the stairs into the grand façade for services. They passed by those exiting, who had come earlier to have their foreheads marked with an ashen cross they would bear like the mark of Cain all day. Shaya had never really understood the ritual, but none of these people would understand why he had made the Hajj in his youth, so he didn’t begrudge them. 

He recognized many faces as he drew closer. There was Gerard Gabriel, the chorus director, looking bleary and yawning as he entered the church, with Carlos Fontana, the lead tenor, limping behind him. Did Gabriel look guilty? Was he too high of a mark for Shaya? He had clearly been influenced by “the Ghost” when it came to Christine, but he also thought Shaya was the Phantom, or some agent for him. Would it be worth his time to try and convince him they had a common enemy?

Shaya shook his head and fished in his pocket for his bag of tobacco and papers, only to discover those were in another coat. Or that Darius had removed them again because he hated the habit. He sighed in annoyance as he looked up, just in time to catch swift movement across the square. 

A woman rushed towards a gaggle of ballet dancers (Shaya could tell their vocation from their identical chignons and the way they moved like reeds in the winter wind). He recognized her. There were only so many young ladies with dark brown skin and sparkling eyes who frequented the areas around the Opera, and Christine Daaé’s dresser and friend Julianne Bonet was one of them. 

Shaya watched as Bonet accosted one of the dancers, an older girl with dark blonde hair. Cécile Jammes. The dancer had been involved in the discovery of Joseph Buquet’s body, and Shaya knew her. Bonet grabbed the dancer by the elbow with a sort of desperate possessiveness that interested Shaya greatly. 

He skirted the square, keeping his eyes on his prey while Bonet tugged Jammes away from her friends and towards the row of shops near the grand church, closer to Shaya. Perhaps fate was smiling on him today.

“Are you really serious about this?” Bonet was asking heatedly as Shaya came within earshot, secreted in front of a shuttered mustard shop.

“Just because you don’t care about our souls doesn’t mean I feel the same way,” Jammes snapped back. 

“So give up meat for Lent like everyone else and confess your sins! You don’t have to give up us.” That certainly was interesting. 

“Be quiet! There are normal people about!” Jammes hissed, confirming Shaya’s suspicions. “Anyway, you should be happy. It frees you up to dote over your precious Christine.”

“Christine is my friend and she’s—” Shaya peered around the corner in time to see Bonet bite her lip, holding back a secret she couldn’t reveal. “I don’t care for her the way I care for you.” Shaya couldn’t see Jammes’ expression, only Bonet’s, and she looked hurt by whatever she saw in her paramour’s face. “I love—”

“Don’t say it!” Jammes admonished. “It’s a sin!”

“Love is never a sin,” Bonet replied quietly.

Shaya’s heart seized. They were simple words, but somehow, they had made it to Julianne from the man who had spoken them to Shaya and Erik, so long ago. 

“Go home, Julianne. Or better yet, go to church.”

“I don’t need to anoint myself with ashes to pretend to be holy,” Bonet spat and turned away. “Neither do you, Cécile.”

Jammes remained still as stone while Bonet stalked away, her back turned to the grand façade of the Madeleine. When Shaya moved so that he could see her face, he saw a tear on her cheek.

“An interesting choice in lovers, but not the strangest I have heard of in the Opera,” Shaya said lightly as he stepped towards the dancer. Jammes went pale. He wondered if it was just his words or if she, like so many of the petits rats, feared the infamous ‘Persian’ as much as the Opera Ghost.

“What did you hear?” Jammes asked.

“Enough that if I were to share it, it would cause quite a scandal for you.” Shaya smirked. “I don’t think the chaperones would want such a dangerous influence around young girls.”

Jammes sneered. “No one would believe you. Why would you tell anyway?”

“Because secrets are my business. I’ll keep yours if you trade me something better.”

“What?” Jammes blinked. She looked overwhelmed and Shaya was sympathetic. This was a lot for one morning, but she had to be prepared for a bit of intrigue at the Opera. 

“You know things, Mademoiselle. About ghosts and stagehands hung above the stage. Things that are far more valuable than the sins of a ballet rat.”

“Don’t you work for him? Doesn’t he know everything?” Jammes asked with narrowed eyes. 

Shaya shook his head slowly. “I am his greatest enemy, Mademoiselle. I assure you any secrets you share with me will help to destroy him.” There was nothing more to say, for now. “Good day, Mademoiselle Jammes. May God be with you.”

Shaya knew Jammes glared at him as he walked away. It truly was a blessed day. He could hear the sound of the great organ inside the Madeleine as he walked beside the church in its cold shadow. Shrovetide had begun; the last gasp of winter when things were leanest and darkest. But that meant that spring would come soon. So too would the triumph he had awaited and sought for years. He could feel it in his soul.

––––––––

[image: image]


The world was always a bit too bright when Christine stepped out of the cellars of the Opera and into the world of the living. Today she felt especially out of place with Erik’s ring glittering upon her hand. A promise to the man she loved.

The thought echoed in her mind as she strode down the Rue des Petits Champs towards the flat of Adèle Valerius. Months ago, she had been content to love an angel. Now, she was certain in her love for a man. Love damned them both, but knowing that was better than lying to herself or hurting him by not telling him the truth. Erik was brave enough to love her despite the pain, so she had decided to be brave as well.

Christine cast her eyes away from the crowd around the Basilica of Notre Dame des Victoires, the faithful lining up to be marked for the season of Lent. She had gone last year, when she was failing and faithless at the conservatoire. She had not been able to see how a few ashes on her forehead would make her life any better. This year, she had spent the morning in delicious sin and intended to bide all of Shrovetide indulging her lusts and vices.

The door to Adèle’s flat swung open and Christine took in the sight of the parlor. It had appeared so grand to Christine months ago, when the mezzo soprano she had been assigned to understudy had taken her under her wing and offered her a place to call home. Now, Christine saw the dust and the frayed edges. The walls were lined with posters and pictures of Adèle’s past glories and a single portrait of the great love whose loss had hardened her friend’s heart.

Even back then, Christine had not felt at home here. In those days, she had made her real home in a hidden corner of the cellars with a set piece as her bed and a bower of silken flowers above her. Now, her home lay deeper in the dark, and her bower was a canopy carved to look like a forest at night. She had thought of Erik’s secret house on the lake below the Opera as home for weeks now. That was the place she was safe, where she didn’t have to hide herself in any way. Erik saw all of her and thought she was beautiful. He knew all her crimes and still forgave her.

Christine’s mind filled with the image of Joseph Buquet’s body falling into the emptiness of the flies, his neck snapping before her eyes. The moment the life left his body repeated often in the theater of her mind, and what frightened her most was not the awful memory, but how each time she recalled it, it shocked her less. She had pushed that man to his end to save Erik. She would do it again. 

A woman like her – prepared to do such things for a man who had taken lives and committed crimes far worse – didn’t deserve the light of the living world. She deserved his ring on her finger, marking her. She deserved to go back to the dark to her terrible love.

Christine shook herself from her reverie and moved through the parlor.

“Adèle? Are you home?” Christine called. A tired groan came from the bedroom, followed by shuffling and swearing. 

“What are you doing here this early?” Adèle demanded as she stumbled from her boudoir, tightening her robe over her ample curves. “In fact, what are you doing here at all?”

“That’s what I need to talk about. I came to get the last of my things. I won’t be needing the room anymore.”

A wry smile warmed Adèle’s face. “Well, it’s about time your mysterious teacher found a place to house you. Do you need a suitcase?”

“I would appreciate that.” Christine smiled as they entered the simple bedroom where she had never slept well. The maid must have tidied. The last Christine remembered seeing this room, the bed had been in shambles after she had made love to her angel there for the first time.

“I hope wherever your protector is putting you up, it has thicker walls,” Adèle commented, following Christine’s gaze. The Christine of even a week ago would have blushed at the comment, but today’s Christine only smirked.

“It does. And very few neighbors.”

“Lucky girl.” Adèle retreated as Christine gathered her meager possessions from the drawers and returned with a worn bag made of an old carpet. “Don’t worry about returning that. I won’t need it. You might.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m happy for you moving up in the world, but you must be careful. Letting a man keep you can be dangerous. Gilded or not it’s still a cage,” Adèle said. “I have my own flat for a reason.”

“It’s not like that. He and I...” Christine touched the ring on her finger to steady herself. “It’s different.”

“So it’s love?” It was a resigned statement rife with disappointment. Christine shrugged in reply and returned to packing her things. “Are you still taking precautions? Nothing is going to ruin your career or your sweet dreams of romance faster than a welp in your belly.”

Christine blanched. “Yes. Mostly.” 

There had been a moment in his arms after the masquerade when everything had felt possible. When she hadn’t just accepted that she loved a man with the face of death who hid from the world in the dark – she had dreamed for a second of more. Something more that could grow from them, from their love.

“I’m going to make you some special tea, just in case. In fact, you can have my supply of ‘just in case’ when you go.” Adèle wafted from the room before Christine could protest and she followed with her full bag, pausing briefly to look back at the room she was leaving behind. The absence of any sort of regret comforted her. 

In the parlor, Adèle fussed with a teacup and a tin of herbs that Christine knew were meant to keep a woman free of the burden of a child. She handed Christine the cup with a stern expression as Christine hesitated. She should drink it, she knew; to stem the risk brought on by her stupidity and passions, even if the danger was meager.

Until last night, they – or more accurately Erik – had been careful. He had never spilled inside her, saving her from the doom of continuing his bloodline. She hadn’t told him the real reason he need not fear, but that was one secret she wanted to keep, for a little while more at least. She took the tea without protest. It tasted of bitter earth and summer sky. How strange.

“Good girl, nothing can drive a man away from his kept woman faster.”

“For the last time, Adèle, I’m not being kept,” Christine huffed. 

“You know, I wouldn’t have to be so worried if I knew more about your mysterious lover.” Adèle took a seat near the enameled fireplace and gave Christine an accusing look. 

“He’s extremely private,” Christine muttered. 

“There’s private and then there’s a bloody ghost.” Christine’s choked on her tea, but Adèle didn’t see as she heaved a dramatic sigh and let her head fall back. “The way that man makes you sing and hit your high notes, shall we say. I’m jealous.”

“Are you finally going to look for someone better than Antoine?” Christine chuckled. 

“Why do you think I’m giving you my supplies?” Adèle replied with a fresh scowl. “To think I wasted so much time at the masquerade with him, and he had the audacity to lose his mind before I had a proper final ride on that pretty cock of his.”

“I’m going to ignore that second part. And ask what you mean by ‘lose his mind’?” 

“He went mad after Red Death put a curse on him at the masquerade, the fool.” 

“What?” Christine asked, unable to keep the dread from her voice. She had stopped Erik – clad in macabre crimson splendor – from exacting his wrath upon some fool at the masquerade. Had that been Antoine?

“I forgot, you weren’t there. You missed quite the spectacle. For a while, we all thought it was the Phantom himself who’d stepped out of hell, or wherever it is he keeps his residence below. Red Death, he named himself, this man in a mask like nothing anyone had ever seen. I’ve never seen anything uglier.” Adèle shuddered and it stabbed Christine to the heart. “Antoine, the idiot, tried to touch him. The thing caught him, nearly broke his wrist, and Antoine lost his mind. He was raving when Sorelli and I took him home.”

“Raving about Red Death?”

“Said he was a ghost. Not the Opera Ghost, mind you, a different sort of ghost. I think.” Adèle threw up her hands and shook her head. “An idiot, like I said.”

“You don’t think it was the Opera Ghost?” Christine asked carefully. 

“Well, we all did until some little trollop decided to dance with the man. The girl looked entirely enamored of him, and I can’t imagine any ghost inspiring such admiration.”

“Maybe you need a more vivid imagination.” Adèle looked at her curiously and Christine gave a falsely innocent shrug. 

“And what were you doing last night, by the way?” Adèle asked with a sly smile. “It had to have been enjoyable if you’re leaving my nest for good this morning—”

A knock at the door cut off the older woman. “Odd time for visitors.” Adèle went to the door, uncaring for any modesty regarding her lack of dress. Christine admired that. “May I—Monsieur de Chagny?” 

Christine spun at the name, hoping against hope that she wouldn’t see the younger of the Chagny brothers at Adèle’s door, but she had no such luck. 

“I’m glad you’re home,” Raoul said. “I was hoping you could – Christine?”

Christine’s heart was a stone in her chest as Raoul stared at her over Adèle’s shoulder.

Last night, she had broken his heart on purpose. It had been as awful as pushing Joseph Buquet to his doom, but just as inevitable. Raoul had seen her and Erik together, caught in an embrace in the Bois de Boulogne. Only her promise that she would drive the boy she had once loved away had kept Erik from madness and desolation. At the masquerade, Raoul had called her a whore incapable of love and more. So why was he there?

“What are you doing here?” Christine demanded, forcing herself to stand and face the man who was looking at her with an undisguised mix of wonder and horror. “If you came looking for me, I think I made it very clear—”

“You had chosen him. I remember. I came here to ask Madame Valerius if she would be of help with Antoine. He’s doing poorly and—” Raoul swallowed and shook his head. “I doubt you care.”

“Neither of us do,” Adèle grumbled. “So you can be on your way.”

Adèle began to close the door, but Raoul stopped her, pushing into the flat with eyes fixed on Christine. “I will confess to being surprised to find you here, of all places. Though I am relieved. Have you come to your senses when it comes to your illustrious angel?”

“That does not concern you.” Christine had to remain calm...

“Does it concern your friend here then? Or anyone who cares for you? Don’t you think she should know the danger you’ve put yourself in?” Raoul’s eyes were wide and bright. Christine began to tremble.

“Danger?” Adèle scoffed. 

“Yes, danger!” Raoul cried. “Christine will lie and say she is safe, but she knows. She must know that the man who has ensnared her is the worst sort of villain.”

“What on earth are you on about, boy? You sound as mad as Antoine!” Adèle laid a hand on Raoul’s heaving chest, but he shook her away. 

“Please, Christine, reassure your friend that you are safe!” Raoul pushed. “Tell her you won’t be descending into the netherworld any time soon. Or that you’ve come to your senses!”

“Raoul, stop! Please!” Christine cried, raising her hands as Raoul pressed towards her, senseless of Adèle trying to hold him back. Raoul’s fury froze and he stared at Christine’s hands. “You have no right to speak to me like this.”

“No one has the right to speak to her like that,” Adèle hissed in agreement. “You’re not her husband or her fiancé, dear God.”

“Then who is?” Raoul asked flatly. Christine retracted her hand, but it was too late. Raoul had seen the ring. “Who gave you that? Is it a wedding ring?”

“Wedding rings go on the left hand,” Christine protested, holding her hand to her chest to calm her pounding heart. “And as I have tried again and again to make clear: I owe you no explanations for my life, nor who I spend it with!”

“So it is from him. Your angel.” Something grim settled on Raoul’s face. “Your Erik.”

Christine felt as if the room turned upside down. As if the world had started spinning like a whirlpool and she was about to drown. Blood pounded in her ears and her guts scurried in terror around her insides as her panic rose.

“Where did you hear that name?” 

Raoul’s face hardened further. “From your own lips. Last night in your dressing room.”

“You were spying on me?” Christine fumbled for the arm of her chair, her legs failing her as she stumbled back and sat. 

“A voice from the walls inspires you to slavish ecstasy and you fault me for trying to get to the truth of whoever it is who had ensnared you?” 

Christine was going to be sick. Adèle ran to her, kneeling to embrace her. “Raoul, you don’t know what—” 

“I know what I saw. I know who it is that has trapped you in these lies and plots.” Raoul looked mad and triumphant. Did he still think he would save her? It would be the death of him. Or Erik. Or both

“You must forget that name,” Christine declared, grabbing Adèle’s arm. “If you want both of us – all of us – to be safe, please, forget that name!”

“So you admit he is dangerous!” Raoul crowed, undeterred.

“No!” Christine heaved a sob, quaking in panic. 

“Get out of my home, young man,” Adèle intervened, pulling Christine close. The firm warmth of her body against Christine was like a port in a storm and Christine clung to it. “You’ve done quite enough. Go tell Antoine he can go fuck himself while you’re at it.”

“I won’t go until I know Christine is safe!” Raoul shouted, and Christine covered her ears. Everything she had done had been for nothing! Raoul was still as foolish and focused as ever.

“Raoul, I can explain everything, I promise you!” Christine heard herself say from a hundred miles away as she turned her face from Adèle’s shoulder. “But please, don’t speak of this to anyone! Give me time and I swear I will explain. I can’t right now. I—”

“Will you promise to meet me tomorrow? At that café where we had supper? At six o’clock?”

Christine couldn’t even remember the name of the place but she nodded. “Yes. I promise.” 

“Now get the hell out,” Adèle snarled. Raoul gave a final scowl before turning and storming out the door. “Christine, what was he on about? Are you really in danger?”

“No, I...” Christine swallowed, trying to calm her pounding heart. She focused on the details of the physical world around her. The feel of Adèle’s linen shift against her hands. The smell of soap. The heat of the fire. “I’m not in danger.”

“But Raoul is? Your Erik would hurt him?” Christine blinked up at Adèle, shocked again to hear that name in a mortal mouth. “Christine, I knew. I heard you that night, remember? You called that name. Several times.”

“Goddamnit,” Christine groaned. 

“You need to stop being a fool about this affair, right now.” Adèle held her firmly and breathed slowly, forcing Christine to match her. “This is what you do: You take your things and go to Erik. I will tell people you still live here. No one will know you aren’t with Robert. And yes, I know Robert is sleeping with Moncharmin. I’m not a fool.”

“Why are you—”

“Because I see it in your face when you talk about this man. You truly love him. You’re practically marked with it, like one of those dusty crosses on your head.”

“What else do I do?” Each word hurt. All of it hurt so much now that she admitted what Erik was to her. 

“Do what we do best. Act.” Christine looked up at her friend. “We play our parts. We make the fools in the audience think we are fragile damsels in need of rescue. It’s easier for them that way, rather than meeting us as people. Make Raoul think he’s saving you and then send him away with that.”

“Erik won’t...” Christine bit her tongue. It felt like a sin to speak his name, even now. 

“If you love him, you’ll make him understand what you have to do.” 
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2. Leading Roles
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Erik felt light as he walked the empty halls of his Opera. Lighter than he had felt in ages. Finally, the things he loved were safe. His angel and his home. Their home? Erik paused in the silent hall and smiled. As mad as it sounded, it was true. He would enjoy it more once he dealt with his administrative duties. 

“Sweet Christ, my back,” a low voice groaned further down the hall behind the very door to which Erik was headed. “I told you we should have just gone to your flat.”

The only response was a rather piteous moan. The first speaker answered with a sonorous laugh that Erik recognized. It was Robert Rameau, the lead bass. Which meant that the other man inside the office where Erik had been heading was Rameau’s lover, Armand Moncharmin, the artistic manager of the Paris Opera.

“How are you not hungover?” Moncharmin asked, voice thick with suffering, as Erik approached. “You had more last night than me.”

“I told you: champagne is poison. Stick to sherry and you won’t regret a thing in the morning.” 

Moncharmin made another pained sound. Erik glanced into the office. It was less opulent than the rest of the Opera, but the two men sprawled on the floor among discarded clothes, half under the desk, did increase the air of decadence. 

“You are the devil,” Moncharmin muttered, rubbing his eyes as Rameau leaned in to kiss him with a tender smile.

Erik watched the intimate moment with a twinge in his gut. He glimpsed encounters like these all the time as a ghost, though he tried to avoid it. His discretion was not out of any respect for the privacy; more so because catching an assignation had always reminded him of his own isolation. Now, it reminded him of what he loved, and how dangerous it remained. The lightness that had buoyed Erik all morning faded, and he saw a similar darkness in Moncharmin’s face as his lover pulled away.

“You should go,” Moncharmin said softly. 

“Why? It’s not like I have rehearsal,” Rameau replied. Erik could hear something hesitant in the deep voice; something longing for more. Moncharmin stood by way of answering. “Armand.”

“I have to work,” Moncharmin sighed. “I’m assembling a full proposal for Richard on why we should mount our first production of Wagner.”

“Of course you are.” Rameau’s exhale was wistful and resigned. 

Erik retreated to an alcove in the hall as Rameau made himself decent and took his time exiting the office. Erik wondered if there was a final kiss, something to remind the two of whatever passion had led them to that office together the night before. Something to get them through the day alone. He hoped so, but the melancholy on Rameau’s face indicated there had not been.

Erik waited from the shadows as Rameau’s footsteps retreated. That was his life so often: waiting. Hiding. Watching the dramas of other people who had no idea how lucky they were to walk in the sun. Christine had changed that, given him someone to go home to. Yet Erik still knew that loneliness. Just like he was sure Armand Moncharmin did.

Perhaps that was why the Opera Ghost found himself standing at the manager’s office door, clearly visible when Moncharmin looked up. There was no fear in his face, just quiet resignation.

“You didn’t need to send him away. This place is a tomb on days like this.”

To Erik’s surprise, Moncharmin gave a tired smile. “I know. But it makes things difficult, having him here.” The manager stepped behind his desk – which was just as mussed and disheveled as he was – and began sorting through the chaos. “Not in the way you’re thinking though.”

“Bold of you to assume how I think.” 

“He’s not distracting,” Moncharmin went on, straightening a pile of papers. “It’s just that a domestic morning with him reminds me too much of—”

“All the things you cannot have.” Erik gave a rueful smile at the edge of his mask. “You think having those things more will make it even harder to give them up.”

“Yes,” Moncharmin chuckled and adjusted his spectacles.

“But they’re already too hard to give up. Why not savor as much as you can?” Erik thought back to the morning and wanting to hold Christine until the world turned to dust around them. And the wrenching pain of watching her leave. 

“You have a surprising depth of opinions on love for a phantom,” Moncharmin remarked. “I thought your expertise only extended to music.”

“It is music I am here to serve, but it is not all I am.” Erik gave a shrug that made him appear, he hoped, less nervous than he felt. 

“No, it would seem not. You, my friend, are something more.” Erik began to feel a tightness in his chest as Moncharmin’s sharp eyes remained on him, peering curiously through his spectacles. “Did you always attend the masquerades? I enjoy them. Having a night to be anything I want is liberating.”

“As I said: I find it better to enjoy what I can, when I can,” Erik answered. Moncharmin gave a nod and Erik flexed his fists. How did people do this? Just talk? Moncharmin righted a crooked stack of scores, with the largest on top. “So you are taking my advice? Lohengrin?”

“Richard and the patrons will have a fit about putting on our first Wagner, but the public has an appetite for it. I think we can find the right cast.” Moncharmin held the ghost’s gaze. “We may have to find someone to help Fontana, or another Swan Knight altogether. Valerius does deserve a role like Ortrud though, and Robert would enjoy being a king rather than a villain for once.”

“And Elsa?” It was a role with greater vocal demands than Christine had ever undertaken.

“Mademoiselle Daaé will still be our poor martyr,” Moncharmin nodded. “Another woman deceived and used who will die for love. As if there were any other kind in grand opera.”

“There used to be,” Erik replied wistfully. He turned away, glancing over his shoulder one last time. “I will leave you to your work.”

“Do send my regards and compliments to your Queen of the Night. She was quite the sight, dancing with Red Death.” 

Erik wondered if he had made another impulsive mistake by speaking to Moncharmin like a fellow man. He knew what Erik was and could ruin everything. But Erik knew what he was, and there was a sort of equality there. Moncharmin was not the sort to tear away the mask of another.

“I shall. Until we meet again, Monsieur le Directeur” Erik threw his voice so it echoed through the office before disappearing down the hall. He did need to maintain some level of mystery.

Erik mused on the conversation as he made his rounds of the Palais Garnier, wafting like a shadow through the Grand Foyer and salons, each room covered in so much golden ornamentation and extravagant murals that the effect was like being encased in a great jewel box. Today the hall was still littered with the detritus of the masquerade the night before. A mask here, a shattered glass there, a feather and a crown cast into a corner. 

The grand escalier was Erik’s favorite, even after years. The marble of cream and peach and mauve and teal, the sweeping curves of the banisters, the nymphs raising their unlit torches to the sky. A dim beam of sunlight shone down into the empty, echoing space, reminding Erik of the one above his lake that let in just enough light to his underworld that he could see across the water in the day. All of it – the stone in the same color of flushed skin, the curves and frolicking nymphs, even the light shining into the darkness – made him think of Christine and long for her return. Perhaps she was on her way home even now.

How strange, that he could miss her so much after such a short time.

The thought of her moved him like the wind, and he found himself slipping through the door to the darkened auditorium and passing beneath the unlit chandelier. The massive ornament of crystal and brass hung like a dull bauble, an extinguished sun amidst the painted clouds. Erik wasn’t concerned with that. His road took him through the orchestra and under the stage, then directly down. Through the ropes and cellars and scenery, right down to the darkest reaches of the Opera, to where he would find her. Or wait for her forever.

––––––––
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“Where have you been?” 

Raoul had barely shut the door before his sister’s cry echoed through the front hall of the manor. He was reminded of being caught stealing sweets from the kitchen as a child and was glad of the ashen cross on his forehead as an excuse. “Church.”

“Why didn’t you wait for us?” Sabine was marked too. She must have gone with Philippe while Raoul was off getting his head spun about again. “My maid told me you got in late and were up until dawn carousing with those idiots.” 

“One of those idiots is our brother and the head of this family.”

“Says who? I didn’t elect him.” Sabine grabbed Raoul by the shoulder, forcing him to stand for an examination. Raoul knew he must look ghastly, and indeed, he wanted nothing more than to fall into bed and pretend the last days had been nothing but a dream.

“Luckily we’re monarchists.” Philippe’s voice came from the parlor door and Sabine released the youngest Chagny. “Raoul was running an errand for me and went on his own to church, little sister. It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine. Every time he leaves the house, he comes back injured or heartbroken!” Sabine looked truly concerned and it made Raoul feel small again, but not unpleasantly so. He was lucky to have a family that cared so much.

“He was checking in on a friend. He wasn’t with the little strumpet, I assure you,” Philippe sighed, and Raoul’s warm feelings evaporated. He tried to hide the guilt in his face, but that had never worked with his siblings. “For God’s sake, Raoul, you didn’t! Did you?”

“I knew it!” Sabine crowed. “Has she not hurt you enough?”

“Is Antoine still here?” Raoul avoided Sabine’s eyes as he rushed to the parlor where he had last seen his new ally in the war against this phantom.

“We’re not done!” Sabine cried.

“Don’t worry, I’ll throttle him for both of us.” Philippe followed Raoul into the parlor. Antoine was still there, sprawled asleep on the couch, his long legs hanging over the edge. The slam of the door behind Philippe startled him awake.

“What in the devil?” Antoine groaned. 

“Raoul met with the whore,” Philippe answered. 

Raoul bristled. “She’s not! There is no way under heaven she has allowed herself to be touched by that thing! And I didn’t mean to. She was with Adèle.”

Antoine stood (remarkably composed for a man who had just been unconscious) and glared at Raoul. “And what exactly did you discuss with your sweet Christine?”

Raoul gulped. It had seemed so righteous and correct to confront her. She had been wearing a ring from another man! A man who had murdered and destroyed so many lives! “I—” 

“What did you do?” Philippe demanded.

“I told her I knew who her angel was. That I knew his name was Erik and that I’d been listening when he took her,” Raoul sputtered, hoping the words would sound less foolish if they got out faster. 

“You absolute fucking moron,” Antoine growled, advancing on Raoul like a hungry wolf. “You idiot child!”

Antoine’s hand flew back, and Raoul shut his eyes, bracing for the blow. Instead, he heard a muffled struggle. When he looked, Philippe was holding back his best friend from striking his brother.

“Control yourself!” Philippe bellowed, pushing Antoine back.

“We had one advantage against the monster!” Antoine cried, though he didn’t struggle. “He didn’t know that he’d revealed himself! Now he will!”

“She might not tell him!” Raoul protested. “Christine says knowing his name puts me in danger! She won’t tell him if it means I’ll be hurt.”

“How do you know that?” Antoine sneered.

“He does have a point,” Philippe said. “There’s nothing in how your little bohemian has behaved to indicate she won’t run right to her master and confess all.”

“She promised she’d meet me tomorrow and explain!” Raoul whined.

Philippe looked ill. “And you believed her?” 

“You’ve doomed this enterprise before it’s even begun, you ass.” Antoine began to move towards the door. “I see I’ll have to take this into my own hands.”

“If you go near Christine, it will be the last thing you do,” Raoul snarled. 

Antoine scoffed. “Rest assured, my besotted little friend, I have no intention of harming her.” 

“What are you going to do? Nothing rash, I hope,” Philippe asked. “Unless it’s going to the police like I’ve been saying all along we should do.”

“The police are more useless than this idiot,” Antoine replied. “I have other ideas.” Without another word, Antoine threw open the parlor door to reveal Sabine waiting outside. The blond man’s whole aura changed when he saw her, going from cold fury to oily obeisance as he bowed low. He took Sabine’s hand and kissed it. “My dear lady, I will see you soon.” Then was gone, leaving the whole family gaping after him.
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