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Author’s Note
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Angel’s Mask is a dark, historical romance with adult themes and explicit content. This includes light bondage and domination, explicit language, mentions of sexual assault, and a sexual relationship between adults wherein one is unaware of the other’s real identity. 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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The Phantom of the Opera already existed. He was not, as many may believe, the product of a filmmaker’s imagination or a ludicrous fantasy concocted by a love-struck composer. His story has been told again and again for over a hundred years, yet it still captivates all who learn it. The Phantom is an icon that excites our imaginations and stirs our hearts. Perhaps that’s because we can all see something of ourselves in the story of an outcast, or because we are thrilled by the mystery and beauty of the dark, or perhaps we are simply helpless to resist a ghost story full of love songs.

So why tell his story again? For the same reason we read the same book until its binding breaks or sing a beloved song until we hear it in our dreams: love. And hope. We never stop looking for something new to discover in the familiar, searching for a mystery yet to be unmasked. And hoping that maybe, this time, it might be different.

Perhaps you know some version of the Opera Ghost’s love story. Perhaps not. Either way, the story you know will not be the one you read here. Though the melody is the same, we have changed the key, adjusted the harmony, and expanded the orchestration. This is the story as discovered by the author over many years in the Phantom’s labyrinth. And while much is different, the spirit remains, if you will pardon the pun. 

Yes, the tale of the Opera Ghost already existed, but a new ghost story always waits to be told. The search for Erik and his angel haunts us all and demands reconsideration, like a persistent specter; that is to say... a Phantom.
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Prelude
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Paris, 1880

No one wanted to go below the third cellar, especially after dark. Not that the hour made a difference, down there. It was easy enough for firemen like Papin to avoid the duty most days; there were no doors or gaslights to check that far below. Besides, who needed to worry about fires with a damn lake beneath? Tonight though, there had been reports again from the furnace attendants of something in the shadows. Papin had earned this unenviable job by daring to say that they all should ignore the nonsense. There were always strange things moving in the dark below the Paris Opera. Everyone knew the stories.

The flare of Papin’s match in the cold quiet of the underground did little to drive back the gloom. As he lit his lantern with a shaking hand, he cursed each shadow – and his fool mouth for good measure. He shivered as he walked deeper into the maze of silent, gray stone. Less than twenty years these walls had stood, and yet it felt ancient. Lonely. And quiet as the grave, save for the echo of his boots and the rasp of his own breath as he counted his steps. God forbid he lose his way. No one, even the firemen, really knew the deep cellars. There were maps of course, which he had taken care to examine before making his descent, but they were useless when every corridor and stairwell looked the same, like some dungeon out of a fairy tale. 

Papin slowed every time he heard something move beyond the protective circle of his lantern’s light. Even the scratch of a rat’s claws in the black. A sound from a few feet ahead made his heart begin to pound. Rhythmic. Cold. Oh – nothing to be scared of. Simply the drip of water. He relaxed as he came to the alcove cut in the rock, where a small fountain trickled down the wall and through a grate to the black below. A petite statue of the Madonna had been placed there long ago. This had been on the maps, though he had not thought he was so far. The workers had prayed here when they laid the foundations of the Opera. After that, the communards and their prisoners had knelt here and prayed for their souls. Or so the stories went.

He bent before the virgin as he drew a candle stub from his pocket and lit it from his lantern flame. Funny thing, he thought, crossing himself as he rose, for a fireman to leave an open flame unattended. But it was comforting to look back and see the flickering light – the glow of faith pushing back ever so slightly against the dark of a place so close to hell. Of course, you didn’t need to get to hell to find the dead waiting here, they said. 

Papin continued to follow the corridor, glancing back before he turned a corner to see that the light was still there. It was, though not as far off as he had expected. It was so hard to tell distance down here. He descended a flight of stairs and swallowed his fear. He was surely close in the fifth cellar now – as deep below the Opera as one could go.

Each step echoed the with stories; stories of fools like him who had gone below and were never seen again, of dark water, flaming skulls floating in the black, and the suffering of men whose bones remained lost in the foundations. He glanced over his shoulder once more, wishing he could still see the light at the virgin’s feet, and his heart stopped cold when he did.

The flame was still there, exactly as far behind him as before. Papin turned slowly as he watched the little candle flicker and the shadows around it shudder and dance. The shadows continued to move, drawing closer to the light as Papin’s heart began to beat again, harder than ever before in his life. The shadow, for it was one shadow that had coalesced out of the blackness, lifted the candle. Papin followed the light with his eyes as it rose, unable to look away. He saw a flash of white in the dark before the flame extinguished.

He opened his mouth to scream when he saw the other lights that remained, but no sound came as he stared in horror at what had to be eyes, glittering like yellow stars. The only sound in the darkness was cold laughter. Perhaps he was going mad, because he could only think that the sound was as beautiful as it was terrifying. It was only a second’s thought though. Soon the crash of his footsteps fleeing filled the dark as he ran.

The shadow was too fast. In a heartbeat, it had Papin in its grip. Frozen hands locked around his throat, as the lantern crashed to the ground. The flame flared before guttering into nothing and Papin saw the mask of white around those terrible eyes again. The sound of laughter echoed in Papin’s ears as the world washed away and the light of the Phantom’s eyes faded into black.
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1. Shadows
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She had thought the so-called Palais Garnier would be more beautiful. Or at least, that the building of her dreams would look more like a palace than a train station. But contrary to her fantasies, the edifice squatting at the end of the Avenue De L’Opéra was less like a palace and more like an ornate stone wedding cake, glowering at the carriages and bustling foot traffic below. She was an Empress in a country that had done away with the title, Christine Daaé mused.

The great copper dome, flanked by winged horses, was a dowager’s crown. Filigree and busts adorned her all over, like too many jewels. She wore layers of crests and cherubim, masks of comedy and tragedy, and busts and names of the great and not-so-great composers. Christine was pleased to see her beloved Mozart there, but she wondered if Meyerbeer truly deserved the honor of inclusion. On the top corners above the grand loggia, crowded with columns, stood twin angels, and far above Apollo thrust his lyre to the heavens. Perhaps in the summer sun he would have glittered gold, but against the cold gray of the October sky, he looked dull and distant to Christine’s eyes.

“So, there you are,” she whispered to herself, stepping into the shadow of the great building. It had been a long journey to get here. The Gare du Nord train station was miles from the Opera, and Christine had found herself terribly lost at first among all the streets filled with identical cream-colored buildings. Everyone had been able to point in the right direction though. That was the point of the new Paris that Baron Haussmann had birthed a decade before: relentless order, sameness, all roads leading to one modern world. Christine did not like it, but at least it was easy to understand. Now she stood among the noise and bustle at the very crossroad of the world.

Christine walked slowly to what she hoped was the main entry. There were so many arches and doors, flanked by frolicking nymphs whose bare stone breasts seemed even more scandalous and ill-considered with the clouds above threatening rain. There had to be a way in, past the iron gates. Despite her weariness and doubt, Christine could not help but feel a thrill.

There were days when Christine thought of her spirit like a garden. It was abandoned long ago and now grew thin and wild, but hope sprang up like a weed, no matter what she did to stop it. Even now filthy from days of traveling and carrying all she owned in a threadbare satchel, she could not help it. The single open gate came into view and Christine stepped through to see the main doors. A man with sallow skin and spectacles sat at a podium beside the door, sniffling. 

“Excuse me, Monsieur—”

“Not open,” the attendant snapped. Christine glanced to the open door beside him, ornate tile just visible on the floor inside. 

“Is the National Academy of Music not a public building?” 

The man looked at her like a stray animal that had somehow gained the power of speech. “Not open to beggars.” 

At least blushing made her warmer. Christine swallowed and pushed on. “I wished to enquire about auditions.” 

“You think you can just walk into the premiere opera house in the world and audition?” His laugh was not promising.

“Are they not looking for choristers? Even just people to fill the stage?” Christine stammered even as the man’s frown soured. “I need work and—” 

“Try in the Pigalle. I’m sure you’ll find openings there.” 

Christine’s blush deepened. She knew of Paris’s infamous red-light district. “Monsieur, I’m not—”

“Then go around and see if they want help shoveling shit in the stables,” the man snapped just as thunder rumbled and the rain began to fall. “And get out of here before I call a gendarme.”

Christine hurried away, determined to at least spare herself the embarrassment of being removed by force. Cheeks burning, the deluge that soaked her was the final indignity. A different girl would have started to cry. But for her, disappointment was so familiar that it was comforting. The joke about the stables had been the worst, she thought, adjusting her soggy shawl. Even the enormous Paris Opera didn’t have stables.

Christine followed the perimeter of the massive building, the stone slick and dark from the storm. At the least she might find a dry place to wait out the rain. She sighed again at the thought. What would she do when the storm passed? Try again? What was her plan when they turned her away a second time or a third? Where else could she possibly go in this sprawling, indifferent city full of strangers? 

The few others she saw braving the storm scurried from building to building, tucked under umbrellas or papers, trying in vain to outrun the drops. She was the only one just walking. 

––––––––
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The Opera Ghost enjoyed the scent of rain. It mixed with the earthier smell of the stables into something that reminded him of distant, wild places far from the chaos of the city or the murky dark beneath it. César liked it too, if the way the white gelding snorted and shook his mane was any indication. 

“Easy, my friend, just an autumn storm,” the Ghost whispered, petting the animal’s flank before guiding him back into his stall. César’s neighbor, a bay mare, whinnied in greeting as the shade retreated back into the shadows. It wouldn’t be too long before others would notice the Andalusian’s return. 

On cue, the head groom of the Opera rushed to César, breathing exactly as hard as a man who had been passed out drunk in a bale of hay until three minutes ago might. Indeed, Jean-Paul Lachenal’s affection for wine and sleep, and general distaste for work, was what made borrowing César so easy.

“Damn it all, there you are!” Lachenal exclaimed as he examined his prize steed. His face was ruddy around his gray moustache, but his hands were steady as he made his inspection. “It’s nearly noon! I have told you: no more excursions during the day! What if someone important had happened by? What would I have told them? That you were off with some phantom?”

The phantom in question smiled in the shadows. Half the fun of taking César for a ride was Lachenal’s fits when he was returned. Today he appeared primed for a truly amusing performance.

“Maybe that would have been the best,” Lachenal went on. “If that cursed thing keeps making off with you, maybe the management should know. They can get me some damn locks for my stable doors!” he bellowed into the shadows.

“Now, where would the fun be in that?” the Phantom spoke, smooth as night. The color fled from Lachenal’s face, and the man crossed himself. 

“Ah, Monsieur! I didn’t know you were still here!” the groom yelped.

“I’m always here,” the Ghost replied, his voice right at Lachenal’s ear, making the man turn as if he expected to see someone standing behind him. César whinnied in agreement. “I’m sure you would never mean to insult or question me. Would you, Jean-Paul?” 

“Of course, Monsieur! Didn’t mean a word!” Lachenal croaked, spinning like a lethargic top.

“You called me a thing.” It was far from the worst insult the Ghost had endured, but he couldn’t let such disrespect stand. 

“Oh, Monsieur, you know I would never insult you,” Lachenal said, gulping. The Ghost knew something bold and foolish was coming next. “It – it’s just that you keep taking my damn horses without warning!” Lachenal finally stood still and focused on a point far from where the shade he was addressing actually lurked.

“Perhaps you would prefer to work elsewhere?” the Phantom taunted, and his prey began to shake. The Phantom laughed.

“Oh no!” Lachenal blubbered. “You, Monsieur, keep this work so – so exciting! I would never want to leave your employ. I’ll do anything to show you—”

“Hello?” 

It was a woman’s voice that startled Lachenal out of his begging. It surprised the Ghost as well. They both turned their gaze to the soaking vagrant shivering in the cover of the stable doors, wide eyes attempting to make out the shadows and the idiot within them.

“Mademoiselle?” Lachenal asked.

“I’m sorry, I was just looking for a place to wait out the storm,” the girl replied. 

“Oh, well. Hm.” Lachenal stared at the girl. So did the Ghost. She looked small and sad with the pouring rain behind her, little more than a leaf blown in by the storm.

“Invite her in, you buffoon,” the Phantom ordered, and Lachenal jumped.

“Yes, of course, come in!” Lachenal said, too loudly. The girl stepped into the stables with understandable apprehension in her face.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt.” The girl looked around, past Lachenal to the horses and empty space around him. “Oh. Weren’t you talking to someone?”

“Just to the horses.” The girl blinked. “They get lonely,” Lachenal added. The Ghost restrained a chuckle.

“I can’t believe there’s really a stable here,” the girl muttered after a pause. 

“Where else would we keep the Opera’s brightest stars?” Lachenal puffed with pride, giving a slight bow, and gesturing to the half-dozen stalls. 

“They perform?” The girl came closer, and the Ghost could see her better. Her clothes were old and dirty, and overall, she was wholly unremarkable. Dark hair, perhaps slightly taller than most if she didn’t slouch. She appeared to be in her twenties, but her eyes were sad and made her look older. She wasn’t ugly, not at all; she might even have been pretty, past the grime. But something prevented her from being beautiful, like looking at a stained-glass window at night.

“César here gets a louder ovation than the tenor when he appears in Le Prophète,” Lachenal explained with a grin. He gave the girl a nod as approached the white horse, indicating it was alright to touch him. The girl presented her hand to be sniffed before receiving César’s approving huff and then caressed the animal’s snout. 

“It’s nice to know you, César,” she said. “I’ve never met so famous a performer before. I hope I can see you on stage someday.” 

“There’s a performance tomorrow,” Lachenal piped up. “Alas, Faust has no horses, despite my suggestions for where they could be included.”

“The man at the front made it quite clear I wasn’t welcome during the day, so I doubt I’d be allowed in for a performance. Even if I could afford a ticket.” She said it with a dry, brittle tone. 

“Why were you trying to get in front?” The Ghost was glad Lachenal asked on his own.

“Oh. I was hoping that...I mean, I was looking for...” She obviously didn’t want to sound like a beggar, which was useless, since she certainly looked like one. “I need work,” she managed with a defeated sigh. 

“Well, there are all sorts of places around that need a hand, the hotel across the Place De L’Opéra might need maids.” Lachenal truly was trying to be kind, but the Ghost saw the way the girl’s face fell. Perhaps even the glimmer of a tear in her eye.

“She wants to work here, you moron,” the Ghost whispered.

“Why would she want—” Lachenal stopped himself at the girl’s fresh look of confusion. “Why, uh, why do you want to work here of all places?”

“I love music,” she said with a shrug. “I’ve dreamed about coming here for a long time.” It wasn’t the whole truth, the Ghost could tell that, but it wasn’t a lie either. She said it with the tired sort of affection one has for the only thing left in your life that brings you joy.

“Take her to Grelot, you imbecile.” The Ghost surprised himself with the order. Perhaps the rain had him feeling charitable. And he did have a certain affection for lost and abandoned things. “Earn my goodwill this way. Don’t let her leave without a job.” 

“In costumes?” Lachenal said, and the girl once again stared at him as if his hair was on fire. “I mean yes! The costumers! Louise always needs warm bodies!” Lachenal exclaimed too enthusiastically. “Come on.”

“What?” the girl asked.

“Follow me, I promise I’ll get you set up nicely.” He said it too loudly, to make sure the Ghost heard. 

“I – what?” The girl was rightfully suspicious and moved slowly to follow Lachenal as he fetched his keys. “You’re too kind, Monsieur. I don’t even know your name and I—”

“Jean-Paul Lachenal,” he grinned. “And you are?”

“Christine. Christine Daaé.” 

“Come on, Christine, it’s your lucky day,” Lachenal grinned and led her out of the stable.

The Ghost remained, considering his own actions. He wondered whether (if by some miracle Lachenal could convince Louise to take in the girl) the miserable creature would even survive a day in the Palais Garnier. Another wounded stray, looking for a place to belong. The Opera was already full of them, including the very ghost that had saved her on a whim. It was easy to pity her, with her dirty clothes and eyes that might have been gentle in another life. 

The stories about him were usually so dark, it made things interesting if he mixed in some charity once in a while. It kept his subjects on their toes and earned loyalty where he needed it. Not that a damp vagabond could be of much use. But still, sometimes it was...pleasant to indulge in human kindness. Though it had been a while since he’d counted himself human. Well, just like the rain, it would pass. But perhaps the girl would remain.

“Good luck, Christine Daaé,” the Ghost whispered into the dark. “Don’t disappoint me.”

––––––––

[image: ]


Christine hurried after the mad groom, ready to wake from the dream at any moment. But it was real because she was dry and warm and finally inside the Paris Opera House. It had been a long while since she had felt anything akin to wonder, but it edged into her heart as Jean-Paul escorted her through the dim halls. The walls were painted with the lower half a deep maroon and the top a pinkish yellow; the lighter color reflected the smoky gaslight while the deep red magnified the ever-present shadows. The air was ripe with the musty, wonderful smell only theaters had.

Somewhere deep in the theater, they entered a large chamber. Bright gaslights illuminated the huge, glittering room stuffed with every color Christine had ever dreamed of and even some she hadn’t. Exquisite tutus, sparkling gowns, dark robes, and monsters’ faces hung to the rafters, and the workshop buzzed with female voices gossiping and laughing as they worked at long tables. In her drab, wet clothes Christine was just a smudge on the otherwise beautiful scene. She shrank when she noticed the imposing, middle-aged woman stalking towards them, her stern face as red as her russet hair.

“What in God’s name are you doing here, Jean-Paul! You’ll get your muck all over my workroom!” the woman barked. 

“Hello, Louise, my darling,” Jean-Paul sputtered. “You look lovely today!”

“I am not refitting another costume for a horse, you – what is this?” Louise turned her blistering gaze to Christine, who withered more. 

“This is, uh, a new friend, and she’s looking for work and I thought that you might be in the market for a new, uh, what’s the word again? With the mending and cutting and—” 

“I wouldn’t take on a new girl off the street on the word of a stable hand.”

“Chief groom!”

“Especially not one that looks like she just rolled out of the workhouse.” 

“It was a train, actually,” Christine muttered.

Louise’s eyebrows rose high. “Or one without manners.” She began to turn away and Christine sighed. At least she could say she had been inside the Opera.

“Louise, please!” Jean-Paul called out, oddly urgent as he caught Louise by the elbow. “Think of this as a favor, not for me but in honor our...mutual departed friend,” Jean-Paul said slowly, looking directly into Louise’s eyes. It had to mean something because Louise’s face went pale. “Besides, woman, she’s got nothing in the world but some dream of working here. You can’t deny her that.”

Christine tried not to squirm as Louise looked her over and down with a critical eye. “Can you sew?”

“I know the general theory.” Louise did not seem convinced. “I work hard and I’m willing to learn.”

“Do you scare easy?” 

Christine squinted, lost again. “Excuse me?”

“Are you easily frightened? Superstitious?”

“No, I don’t. I mean, I’m not.” 

Louise gave Jean-Paul a long, meaningful look and finally heaved a sigh. “Fine, fine. We’ll set you to launder and mend,” she said. “I suppose you can’t do too much harm there.” Jean-Paul gave a laugh of triumph. “And you can leave.”

“Excellent! Thank you, darling Louise, thank you!” Jean-Paul gave Christine a grin and a wink then sauntered away, a new spring in his step. 

“Come on then, girl,” Louise grumbled. Christine turned back to the older woman, who was gesturing for her to follow. She walked with sure, deliberate strides as Christine scurried after her to a small side room filled with decidedly unglamorous coats and shawls. “Leave your things here. What did you say your name was?”

“Christine.”

“Good, we don’t have any Christines. There was one a few months back but, well, she was superstitious.” The overwhelmed new employee dropped her bag and shawl and followed Louise back into the main room. “You can work the laundry for the rest of the afternoon, won’t hurt since you’re already wet and you look like you could use some warming up. Patrice! Take our new girl back to help with the wash. Follow her. Good luck.” 

Christine was suddenly following a ruddy-faced woman towards a door from which steam was spewing. 

“Dig in,” Patrice ordered cheerfully as they entered. Christine was confronted by a heap of clothes as tall as her, piled on one side of the room and a huge copper tub filled with steaming, soapy water on the other. Two other older women were moving back and forth from the clothes to the water, their faces shining from the heat. Christine tentatively began to pull garments from a pile. Louise had been right: it was nice to be warm again.

The day passed quickly. No one paid Christine much mind. She sensed eyes watching her on and off, but anytime she looked up, the women skillfully hid their stares. In a few hours, she felt she had mastered the finer points of laundering the extravagant costumes of ballerinas and divas. She had been given her orders or instructions only when she did something blatantly wrong, so she had not been obligated to speak much, which was a relief. She always preferred to stay quiet as long as possible, delaying the inevitable moment she would be exposed as ‘odd’ or ‘curious’ or some other polite expression for ‘strange.’ 

In time the room began to empty, the other workers prompted by some cue Christine had missed, until Christine was the last one left, scrubbing the delicate tule of a white tutu. Just as she was wondering what to do now, a crash startled her. She rushed to the hall to find the source. A woman about her age was there, swearing quietly over a basket of ballet slippers. She had skin the color of strong coffee with milk and jet hair thick with tight curls. Another woman walked directly past her and the mess, sending the girl a sneer.

“Let me help,” Christine said, bending to gather the slippers back into the basket.

“It was a damn rat that spooked me! Ran right past my foot and I thought it was—” the other woman looked up, her deep chestnut eyes catching Christine’s. “You’re new.”

“I started this afternoon,” Christine confirmed, placing a final slipper in the girl’s basket. 

“Welcome to the Paris Opera then. Julianne Bonet.” She held out her hand, which Christine shook timidly. 

“Christine Daaé. I’m sorry, my hands are all wet and...shriveled.” At least the hours in the laundry had left them clean. 

“You get used to it,” Julianne shrugged. “The rats, less so.” 

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“Thank you, by the way, for helping,” Julianne nodded towards the slippers, and stood straight. “Everyone else gets in such a hurry to leave before dark. I guess I can’t blame them.”

Christine didn’t know what to make of that comment, even though Julianne looked like she was waiting to be asked about it, dark eyes sparkling as they looked over Christine. “Could you tell me, when do we get paid?”

It was obviously not the question Julianne was expecting. “Oh, not until the end of the month.”

Christine’s stomach would have fallen had it not been so empty. “That’s almost two weeks.” 

“You do get extra in cash if you stay late after the performances, and there’s one tomorrow.”

Christine braced herself. She hated begging but she had to ask. “Is there any way to get an advance?” Now Julianne looked like she might laugh. “I just need something to pay for a room for a few nights. All my money went to the train ticket to get to Paris and—” 

“Let me guess, you don’t have anything for food either?”

“Not much.” 

Julianne looked at her with a mix of curiosity and pity. “Follow me,” she sighed, leading Christine to the now-empty cloakroom. “I can’t spare money, but – here.” Julianne pulled a package from her own bag and handed it to Christine. Christine pushed away the oily brown paper to reveal a baguette.

“Thank you, thank you so much,” Christine breathed, staring lovingly at the freshest meal she’d seen in days.

​“As for a place to stay...” Julianne glanced around the dim room. “Do you scare easy?”

“You’re the second person that’s asked me that today.” Christine was used to the particular type of madness of musicians and theater folk, but the denizens of the Opera were clearly a peculiar breed. “But the answer is no, I’m not afraid of much.”

“We’ll see.” Julianne strode out of the costume room with Christine trailing her, entirely confused again. She led them up several flights of stairs and then down another dark, two-toned hall that looked suspiciously like all the other poorly-lit halls Christine had seen that day, and finally to a door. The room Julianne revealed was illuminated only by the dim orange glow of the gaslights being lit outside the window as the last traces of day faded.

“No one comes here much, it’s too far from the workshops and the salons, but not close to the stage. If you stay put, you should be fine for the night.”

Christine looked around the cluttered room: it was full of broken and disassembled musical instruments, mostly old, dusty pianos, and furniture covered with sheets. “I can sleep here?”

“You can try,” Julianne replied. “Just don’t wander about.”

“Will I get caught?” Christine didn’t relish the thought of losing this job or trading in a storeroom for a jail cell.

“Oh, no. Like I said, no one stays here past dark when there’s no performance. They, uh...” Julianne bit her lip as Christine’s curiosity flared again. What on earth were people so afraid of here? “If you make it through the night, I’ll tell you then.”

“If?”

“Oh, you’ll be fine. Just stay in the light.” Julianne handed her a candle and matches then looked around the room, giving Christine the impression that she expected to find someone else there. “Good night and good luck.” 

And in with a final wink, Julianne was gone back down the hall. 

Christine clutched the candle in her hand, telling herself she was as brave as she’d claimed. She didn’t fear the dark, but even so, a shiver ran up her spine. The building around her was eerily silent now that it was empty. And yet Christine still felt the prickle on the back of her neck of being watched. 

Steadfastly ignoring the feeling, Christine stepped into the room, taking her place among the other abandoned things hidden in the dark of the Opera. It was exactly where she belonged: among the instruments that, like her, would never make music again and the other silent shadows.

––––––––
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The girl was still in his opera. The Ghost had expected Louise to take her in (the costume mistress had a soft heart despite her bravado, after all) but he had not expected the urchin to repay his kindness by trespassing in his realm after dark. Yes, he knew he shouldn’t blame her per se. It had been the dresser, Bonet, who had decided to test the limits of the Phantom’s charity. This Christine didn’t know her crime. But, alas, that didn’t mean she would survive without punishment. He did have a reputation to uphold.

The Ghost waited, tucked away in the deepest shadows, silent and still as the grave in the old storeroom, until the girl returned from washing. As he had throughout much of the day, he watched her. She was fascinating for some reason – perhaps the quiet sadness she carried. It was almost enough to make him pity her for the fright she would soon endure. Almost.

The girl sat on the floor next to the window, in a small patch of orange light from the gaslights below. There was no way she could see the moon or stars, but even so, her face turned to the sky, and once again, unbidden, the Ghost considered how almost-beautiful she was. He took a soundless step closer to her, his long black cape sweeping around him, flexing his thin, pale hands. 

“I know you’re there,” Christine spoke, calm as could be, and the Ghost froze. How could she? But her eyes were not on him, they were focused on the floor. As the Ghost kept still, not even breathing, he watched the same spot as her. And heard it. The scratch of tiny claws. “Come on out, I won’t hurt you.”

The Ghost watched as the girl pulled some bread from her bag and broke off a small piece. She set it on the floor a safe distance from herself before taking her own bite. Sure enough, the rat scurried out and grabbed the prize. For the first time, he watched Christine smile.

“Now, my friend, I’ll make you a deal,” Christine said to the rat as she finished her own bite. “I’ll give you a bit more if you promise not to scurry over my feet while I’m sleeping, alright? I’m nervous enough here as it is.”

The rat did not respond but regarded the girl thoughtfully as they both chewed. 

“Thank you,” Christine said, tired and amused. “Everyone else here has been surprisingly kind, I’m glad you are too. Well, except for that doorman but...I honestly never expected all that’s happened today.”

The rat remained silent as Christine threw it another crumb, and the Ghost found himself hoping this strange, kind girl would go on. 

“Would you believe I’ve been dreaming about coming here for years? All my life it feels, and now I’m here.” Christine sighed deeply. “Begging for charity, sleeping on the floor, and talking...to a rat.” She gave a hollow laugh. “It’s almost like a fairy tale, don’t you think? The part where the heroine is all alone, and some spirit comes to help her. But I guess I’ve had enough help for the day, I can’t really complain.”

The Ghost smirked. She had no idea how right she was. 

“Have you heard the story of Vasilisa the Beautiful? She would feed her little doll and tell it her sorrows and it saved her from the Baba Yaga.” The Ghost smiled, genuinely this time. He did know that story, but how did she? “I always liked that one. My friend and I, when we were children, we would collect stories from anyone who would tell us and bring them back to...”

Christine stopped, a shadow passing over her face. Her eyes closed and the Ghost considered taking his chance. But as he moved, he saw the tears on her cheek. Her eyes were shining when she opened them again. 

“God, I wish I had a little doll like Vasilisa, carrying a blessing. Just so she could tell me what to do,” she told the rat, her voice thick. “I’m here and I’m so grateful but...what do I do now?” She drew her knees close to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. She looked incredibly small and broken. “What do I do now?” she repeated, barely a whisper. 

The rat responded by scurrying away and Christine let out a pained laugh. “Well, good night then, it was nice to meet you. I’m Christine, by the way.”

And I am Erik. He almost said it aloud, imagining her terror as he emerged from the dark, eyes ablaze and mask shining in the shadows. But he didn’t. Erik stayed frozen, the name he had not spoken in years caught in his throat and echoing in his mind. 

“I wish you could hear me,” Christine whispered, and when Erik looked, he saw her eyes were once again on the sky. She wasn’t speaking to him, or to the rat. It was another, unknown ghost who haunted her. 

He drew closer, fascinated by this girl who was odd, kind, and so very sad. He wished she would speak again, but she remained silent as she finished her bread and curled up to sleep, her bag serving as a pillow and her tattered shawl her only blanket. It would have been the perfect moment to spring on her, but Erik no longer had any intention of taking his revenge tonight.

He waited in the dark, as still as a statue, listening to the sound of her breath as it slowed. When she was asleep, he would go and leave her in peace to whatever sad dreams she could manage. It was already a mercy. But he didn’t leave. He found himself drawing closer, inch by inch, until he stood a foot away from her, at the edge of the light. A looming, masked figure waiting beside her, like a nightmare. 

He didn’t want to be a terror for this girl though. Not tonight. She was lost and hurt enough and didn’t deserve more pain or fear. He had been lost when he came here, wounded and alone when these stones had become his shelter. When he had come to the Opera, only the ghosts had helped him as well.

At his feet, Christine shivered in the deepening chill. Or maybe some part of her sensed a phantom lurking close. How little did she care for herself that she hadn’t even bothered to pull a sheet off one of the old pianos? It was a reflex for Erik to grab the nearest covering and place it over her. At least she could be warm for tonight.

The gaslights below illuminated her sleeping face with an eerie light as Erik knelt beside her. Close enough to touch her.

“There is a ghost watching you, Christine,” he whispered, oddly compelled by the memory of her words and tears. “I can’t tell you what to do now. But I...” he what? Would be happy to help when she did? What would be the point in that? 

Erik stood abruptly, appalled by his weakness. He had become the monster he was so as to never feel such foolish longing ever again. He was the darkness now. There was no use for sympathy or yearning, not for someone like him. And this girl – she was nobody. There was nothing in her worth even a second thought from the Phantom of the Opera. 

He stalked soundlessly to the door. The damn girl had caused him enough trouble already. He had learned to forget hope before and he would forget her just the same.
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2. Haunted
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Christine woke automatically before dawn. The stiffness in her body was worse than usual, but that was to be expected after a night on a hard floor. At least she was warm. Christine sat up, bewildered. Why was she warm? 

She pushed herself from the floor, blinking in the washed-out light. Nothing in the dusty storeroom had changed except that some sort of drop cloth was covering her. When had she moved it? She chewed the last of her half-stale bread as the room brightened, hoping to remember when she had pulled the cloth over her or what that voice in her dream had said.

In the pale light of morning, the Opera was empty and unnerving, like a sleeping giant. All the strangeness of the previous day was even more disconcerting when Christine thought back on it now, as she made her way through silent halls. Jean-Paul talking to no one, his remark to Louise about a departed friend, everyone asking if she was easily scared. What was wrong with this place?

She tried to put it out of her mind as she made her way back to the costumers. It took her several tries and detours, but she found the workroom just as the other women arrived. Louise sent Christine to a table far in the back of the workshop beside a massive pile of costumes and tutus with the simple instructions to find any holes or tears and mend them.

Within an hour, Christine’s shoulders ached from hunching over her sewing, and she had pricked her fingers a dozen times. No one noticed her, even the women doing the same work, and all the better since Christine’s sewing was only slightly better than terrible.

It wasn’t the worst job. The costume shop was warm and smelled pleasantly of dust, sweat, and cloth. Christine’s work was mindless enough that she could let her mind wander. Once in a while, her attention returned to the torn peasant’s costume in her hand and the hope she wouldn’t bleed on it, or the unending stream of conversation among the women who barely noticed Christine’s presence. 

The only person with more than a passing interest in her arrived much later in the day. Julianne swept into the workshop and immediately plopped herself across the table, grinning at Christine. A few other costumers gave the dark-skinned girl a look that Christine wagered wasn’t just to do with her manners. 

“You made it! I can’t say I’m not surprised.”

Christine rolled her eyes and smirked. “Well, there was a rat that gave me a hard time, but I survived.” 

Julianne looked over Christine as if she were surveying for damage. “Well, I did warn you about the rats. But you do seem to be in one piece.”

“I am. Now, will you tell me why you thought I wouldn’t be?”

A mysterious smile spread across Julianne’s sharp features. “Well, I guess you’ve earned it.” She leaned in close to Christine, who found herself holding her breath. “The Opera is haunted.”

“Haunted?” Christine exclaimed, then laughed loudly. Perhaps she was out of practice and had done it wrong because a handful of other women turned at the sound. She shut her mouth, trying to school her face into something more somber. “You aren’t serious. Are you?”

“She’s dead serious,” an older woman at a worktable next to them replied, scowling at Christine over her embroidery. “And you should be too when it comes to him.” The way she said ‘him’ could have made someone want to cross themselves. 

“You all believe the Opera’s haunted,” Christine asked the gaggle of women now staring at her, including Louise who had come to investigate the pause in work. 

“Of course we do,” Louise said, grim and careful. “As long as the Opera Garnier has stood, he has been here. The Phantom.” 

“Everyone knows about the Opera Ghost,” Julianne added with relish. “He walks the halls dressed like he’s on his way to a performance, but he always wears a white mask. They say if you see beneath it, you’re never heard from again.” 

Christine fought back a scoff at the theatrics of it all, just as the older woman who had spoken before chimed back in: “His mask is black, you foolish girl.”

“No, Maxine, it’s white!” a small girl at another station squeaked. “You see it floating in the dark like the moon. Or his eyes – his eyes burn!” 

“He lives near the lake, they say,” Louise added, her voice dark. “Deep in the fifth cellar. No one goes down there for fear of him.”

“Oh so there’s also a lake?” Christine snorted. 

The white-haired woman, Maxine, glared at Christine. “The Ghost is the soul of the Opera,” the matron declared. “It’s he who really holds the power here, not the managers or the stars. Without his approval, everything would be cursed.”

“As if it’s not cursed already,” Julianne snapped back, and Maxine sneered like Julianne had blasphemed. She turned back to Christine. “He makes all sorts of accidents happen. Especially when he’s unhappy.”

“He’s certainly made more costumes disappear than I can count. Carlotta’s especially,” Louise added. 

“Lord in heaven, he hates her,” Maxine muttered before Christine could ask who in the world they were talking about.

“Can you blame him?” Julianne replied.

“And then there was the fireman, just the other day, the one who they found half-dead! A mile from where he was supposed to be,” the young woman added, visibly pale. Christine’s head was swimming. 

“But ghosts aren’t real,” Christine countered, hearing uncharacteristic coldness in her voice. There were few things left in this world that could inspire her ire, but this was one. The women looked at her with a combination of pity and derision. “I mean, these stories are amusing, but I just don’t think—” 

“It doesn’t matter what you think, girl,” Maxine cut her off. “The Opera Ghost is real. As real as you or me.” 

“I don’t think you understand,” Julianne added to Christine, gentler. “We’ve seen what he does, people hear his voice and see him. I’ve heard he has a private box and a concierge who takes messages to the managers for him.”

Christine opened her mouth to say that sounded completely insane, then shut it. She knew better than to debate matters like this with believers. She’d tried it too many times and paid the price. 

“Don’t let them scare you away,” Louise said, looking between Christine and Julianne. “Especially Julianne. She just likes the ghost stories because they’re good for frightening the ballet rats.”

“Christine doesn’t need to be scared, I don’t think,” Julianne said with a secret smile. Louise shook her head and left the two alone. The rest of the room returned to ignoring Christine as well, which was a relief.

“What did you mean by that?” Christine asked, fiddling with her mending.

“Well, he let you sleep here last night, he must like you,” Julianne said.

Christine tamped down the impulse to laugh again. “Or I survived the night because ghosts aren’t real.”

Julianne shrugged. “You’ll believe soon enough. He has a way of making himself known.” Christine shivered at the promise in Julianne’s voice, thinking back on the night before. Not just the sheet that had moved itself, but the eerie feeling of the Opera; that sense of being watched from somewhere in the dark. Julianne’s eyes widened. “Or he already did...”

“No,” Christine said it for herself as much as Julianne. 

“Did you see something?”

“No. Just shadows and rats,” Christine pushed back. “I don’t believe in ghosts.” Julianne could not possibly know how deeply it hurt Christine just to say it. 

“We’ll see, my friend, we will see,” Julianne said. Christine held her tongue. She very much doubted that.

––––––––
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Erik was bored. And a bored ghost was a dangerous thing. Nothing had held his attention, even music, so he was wandering his kingdom, considering the excitement of yesterday and the monotony of today in contrast. He found himself beneath the stage, among the pulleys and wheels taller than him that moved the scenery above.

It was calming to walk in this secret, mechanical corner of the world, where it smelled of wood, hemp, oil, and shadow. Soon the theater above would be bustling with activity ahead of the performance and it would not be safe for him in the warren of ropes and machines. He would have to find some other distraction to keep him from thinking of the girl he’d decided to forget.

The first sound of a stagehand’s heavy footfall and a wheezing cough echoed through the stillness. It was time to leave. Erik pushed through a trap door onto the empty stage and stole away. He passed the billowing black curtains in the wings and crept towards the dressing rooms. It was possible that some other fool might catch sight of him here, but they would just scream and run, and the Opera would have another story. 

Erik found himself at the door of dressing room three, by far the largest and most highly desired of all the dressing rooms. Of course it was Carlotta’s and despite years of efforts, he had been unable to evict her from it. 

Erik slipped into the room without a sound. He left the door ajar, allowing a sliver of gold gaslight to penetrate the empty gloom. A box on the diva’s vanity practically overflowed with jewels, all gaudy and charmless. He broke a string of ugly beads, scattering them. But he’d stolen enough of Carlotta’s baubles that even that was boring. She had so many that she barely even noticed when they were gone.

He turned to the costume the woman would wear in a few hours and raised his hand to the pink satin gown. Now, a tear would be such a terrible inconvenience... Erik stopped, his hand hovering in the air. That girl – that Christine – was at work in the costume shop right now, likely mending tears like the one he was ready to inflict. His hand fell, unwilling to add to the pathetic creature’s work. 

He grabbed the diva’s shoes. Those would have to do, and Marguerite didn’t need bejeweled slippers anyway. He stood with his prize, laughing darkly. But he moved to the wrong place. The light from the door reflected in the vanity mirror and onto his mask. And for a second, Erik saw his own masked face.

He froze, loathing and panic overcoming him before he smashed the mirror. The glass shattered under Carlotta’s heels; cracks blooming to obscure his hated reflection. The shoes had the benefit of protecting his hands, which was a blessing. It would never do for a ghost to bleed. 

––––––––
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Christine had found a pleasant stairwell to rest and eat her supper. Said supper was just an apple that she assumed Julianne or Louise had left in her bag in a fit of pity, but it was something to fill her starving stomach, so she was content. She stared at the plaster on the walls as she chewed, slow as possible to make it last. The wall would be white in daylight, she guessed, but here it took on the warm, orange glow of the gaslight. There was a small crack running down a few inches from the brass fixture. This building had only been open five years. How quickly things fell apart.

“There you are.” Christine looked up at Louise’s stern face. “You staying for the performance?”

Christine gulped down her final bite and nodded. “I heard there’s extra money if we do.” 

“Were you planning on lurking here ’til then or were you going to go up?” 

Christine stood too quickly, stumbling over herself. “I can listen?” 

Louise chuckled. “Of course, just stay out of the way. Julianne seems to like you, see if she needs help with the petit rats.” Christine’s heart beat harder than it had in days as she straightened her dress and rushed out the door. “The stage is the other way!” Louise yelled after her and she corrected course.

It wasn’t hard to find her way to the stage. She just followed the people in costume. At last, she heard the sound of the orchestra tuning from above, one pitch flowering into dozens of echoes and variations. The sound, so familiar and magical, filled her with both joy and aching regret, like notes in harmony. More performers passed by, sweeping past her without a thought. She didn’t care. Jean-Paul had said they were presenting Faust tonight.

Finally, she spotted it: the great stage of the Opera Garnier with its subtle slope so each seat saw every inch of grandeur. The fire curtain blocked the view of the audience as the stagehands completed their work arranging Faust’s study. Behind the flat meant to be the doomed Doctor’s wall were layers of painted backdrops, creating the illusion of expansive countryside in the distance. Off to the sides in the wings were ropes and winches and pulleys and sandbags, all manned by burly stagehands. Christine followed the miles of rope with her eyes, up and up, to where it disappeared into the flies. The heaven of ropes and catwalks above was alive with movement and the sheer height and expanse of it made her mouth fall open in awe. 

Someone pushed past Christine – she guessed it was a chorus member by their peasant’s dress. The chorus was already assembling in the wings to sing the idyllic air that would inspire Faust’s bargain with Méphistophélès. Christine backed away from the crowd, ducking behind a set piece. She didn’t want to be reprimanded for being where she so very obviously didn’t belong. 

She had meant to find this stage in a very different way, and she wasn’t worthy of being so close to it. There was still time to leave, she thought with regret, but where would she go? Just as it had been for years, she had followed music to another dead end. She didn’t leave though. She couldn’t. 

Christine wedged herself into a hidden corner, closing her eyes as the overture began. Slowly, Gounod’s marvelous, ominous music welled up from the unseen orchestra. It made her heart race as it rose and crested, like waves on a mysterious sea. She let it sweep her away as the dark chords warmed into something more like a dream, a promise of heaven and hope, despite the devils awaiting. 

Christine smiled in the dark as she listened. She didn’t believe in ghosts, she wouldn’t let herself; but she believed in this.

––––––––
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Everyone had routines for performances. The chorus with their vocal exercises and teas, the stagehands with their shouts and barked orders. The directors fretted and the violinists tightened their bows. Erik watched all of them, making sure to keep to his own routine as well. The petit rats, the youngest members of the ballet, had a new tradition this year of leaving “gifts for the Ghost,” so he wouldn’t take anything important at an inconvenient time. They placed pins and pennies and beads in a porcelain dish outside their dressing rooms in the dark hall. It was only polite for Erik to accept and give the dancers a thrill. 

The treasure sat safe in his pocket as he moved through his secret paths in the dark, listening to the beginning of Faust’s lament. He had seen the production enough times that he didn’t mind not being in his box. Especially because he had another tribute to collect. 

Carlotta had to be fuming at the chaos he’d left for her. He knew just the place to wait for the uproar. In the twilight area between the stage and the dressing rooms there were many places to hide. The one he had in mind would be perfect...were it not occupied.

Of all the places Erik had expected to find her, this was the last one. Yet there Christine Daaé was: tucked into the shadows like another ghost, eyes closed as she listened to the opening scene. Below the stage, beneath a trap door, Robert Rameau awaited his entrance as Méphistophélès, but here in the dark, the devil had already arrived and was ready to finally show this girl exactly why she should be afraid. Erik readied himself.

“Fucking hell, she’s going to kill someone for this!” Erik darted back at the voice, just as Christine’s eyes shot open, curious. A pair of women were whispering close together. He knew them. The one who had spoken was a dresser for Carlotta, poor thing, and the other dark-skinned one usually kept to the dancers, though she had helped Christine last night.

“Calm down, Anette, we’ll find them,” Bonet said. 

“Julianne?” The women turned to see Christine emerging from her hiding place. “What’s going on?”

“Carlotta’s goddamn shoes have gone missing and she’s about to fire me for it!” Anette snapped. “Who the hell are you by the way?”
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