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Merci, mon ami.
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​Author’s Note
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Angel’s Flight is a dark, historical romance with adult themes and explicit content. This includes bondage and domination, sadomasochism, anal penetration, explicit language, violence, mental health struggles, discussions of infertility and content regarding the exploitation of teenage girls. For more detailed triggers and other information, please consult my website:www.jessicamasonauthor.com.

Thank you for reading. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Foreword
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Stories start and stories end. That is their nature. The curtain opens, then closes, and the tale is done, even though we know there is sadness to come after happily ever after or hope to be found after a tragedy. The story of after is a mystery; an immaterial, untamable thing. The unknown of what happened next is just an echo of a life that is done, even though there was so much left unfinished.

In other words: a ghost.

Some ghosts, however, are not what they seem. You, dear reader, of all people, should know this. Some ghosts are things of flesh and blood, of life and longing, behind the mask of a phantom. It stands to reason, then, that some endings are illusions too. Some stories go on because there is so much more to tell. They do not die, but find a new path, though it may be perilous.

Let us follow where it leads.
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​Prelude
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​Yville-sur-Seine, France

She had not been expecting visitors two days in a row, but the Baroness still managed to compose herself to meet the man from Paris. She did not, however, mind making him wait for three-quarters of an hour in the drawing room before doing so. The servants said she moved slowly because of her age, but in all her seventy-eight years, she had moved at the same pace: carefully and with poise. She was of the old nobility, from a family whose name went back centuries. Even though she had taken on a lower rank through marriage, Adelaide de Martiniac still comported herself with the dignity befitting her lineage.

So what if that appeared to others as moving slowly? They could wait. She was also very tired from the dramatic turns of the day before. Those shocks had been about lineage too, and she was proud of her old heart for enduring them.

Adelaide entered the drawing room with her head held high, her long skirts and petticoats whispering over the parquet floors as Jacques, her most loyal companion, tapped a path at her side. The small dog growled when he saw the man waiting by the fireplace, staring out the window.

“Good morning, Monsieur. I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,” the Baroness lied as the man turned and raised an eyebrow at Jacques’s threat.

“It is no trouble, Madame de Martiniac,” the man replied. He did not use her formal title, pointedly so. Impertinent. “I realize the hour is irregular, but the news I bring could not wait.”

“Everything can wait, Monsieur, when you are my age. Do have some chocolate,” Adelaide replied as the maid entered with a silver tray bearing the Baroness’s customary breakfast of chocolat chaud and apple pastries. She attributed her continued good health to her daily consumption of the drink.

“Madame, I am afraid this is not the sort of news to share over confections,” the man replied with a scowl. He was of average height, this man, with neatly parted hair of pale brown. His moustache was equally tidy in a thin line above his lip. His posture was precise, and his pale green eyes were sharp behind his round glasses. He had the look of a man of business - a marked contrast to her guest yesterday.

“I have come to inquire of you about—”

“You must tell me your name before you bring up my grandson’s disappearance, please,” Adelaide said. The man at least had the decency to look surprised. “Come, come: what else would you be troubling an old woman about at this hour?”

“I am Monsieur Bidaut. I am in the employ of a firm in Paris.”

“A firm that specializes in debt collections, I might guess?” Adelaide offered, but the man gave no indication she was right. “Antoine owed money to half of Paris. I would not have expected them to employ a lawyer."

“I’m not a lawyer myself, more of an investigator. Enough time has passed that at least one debtor has grown impatient and wishes to have your grandson declared dead.”

The man waited a beat, as if he anticipated the words to hurt or shock the Baroness. They did not. She knew already that Antoine was rotting in the cellars of the Paris Opéra. The reaction this man had anticipated had come many weeks ago, and for a different grandson, when Adelaide had read the mysterious words in L’Époque: Erik is Dead.

The humble advertisement had shocked her. She believed she would know in her bones when her firstborn grandson died. She had dreamed of death for days before, and she felt something stop in her heart in the wee hours one spring morning. She had thought it was Antoine – for she had always known he would meet a bad end, just like his father.

It had taken until yesterday for her to be proven right when a man in a mask arrived on her doorstep. The ghost of her past had come, bearing news both dark and remarkable. The death of one grandson and the marriage of the other. Not to mention his resurrection.

“I don’t see what the point would be in that,” Adelaide sighed. “Dead or disappeared, your client won’t get any money from Antoine. He had none.”

“That’s not necessarily true, now is it? A portion of your late husband’s estate remains unclaimed, thanks to you.” Bidaut said it plainly, with no guile or threat, which made it all the more impressive.

“Your client must be owed a great deal to have funded such thorough research. Who is it?”

“I am not at liberty yet to say,” Bidaut replied. “The interested party has a substantial claim. One which they cannot pursue until Monsieur de Martiniac is dead in the eyes of the law.”

“And you wish me to begin those proceedings?” Adelaide had to chuckle. Until yesterday, she had not even been sure that the awful boy was dead, but she couldn’t tell the world how or why she knew.

“They have already begun, actually,” Bidaut replied, much to Adelaide’s surprise and interest. How could a debtor have managed that?

“So you are here to give me notice.”

“And to try to persuade you to willingly pass over the inheritance that Monsieur de Martiniac was denied. I understand withholding it from him in life, as your grandson sounds like he was a less-than-honorable man.”

“He was a monster,” Adelaide corrected. “Like his father.”

The father Antoine had killed. It had been a strange shift in her guilt to learn that it had been Antoine, not Erik, who had started the fire that killed her son. Erik had confessed it all in tight, tense words, gripping the hand of his beautiful new bride. She had been a wonder, his Christine – poised and kind, protective of her husband and assured of herself. It had been a balm to see that the grandchild she had failed over and over again had found a family, at last, that was worthy of him. Who loved him.

“Your words, not mine,” Bidaut went on. “There is time now to undo some of the damage he did in life by making things right.”

“What a strange way to characterize paying off his gambling debts.”

“I never said the debtor I represent was such a person. Suffice it to say, my employer was done great injury by your grandson.” Bidaut’s face darkened, and Adelaide suppressed a shiver.

“Even if that is so, there is nothing to be had from me to make this person whole,” Adelaide answered the man and the question in her heart. “The money you seek is gone.”

“What?” For the first time, Bidaut seemed surprised.

It had been a gift as much to Adelaide’s conscience as to the young couple to finally bestow Erik’s rightful inheritance upon him. She had insisted he take the sum, even if it was blood money of several sorts. He deserved it more than any de Martiniac did, and it would help him to start his new life, wherever that might be.

“I released it into the care of a charitable order,” Adelaide lied easily. “I can’t tell you the name, for it was an anonymous donation. It was done, as you said, to undo some of the evils my son and grandson brought into the world. Seek all you want, but there is no money left. I have retained enough to keep myself comfortable until I die, but that is all.”

“Are there records of this transaction?” Bidaut asked, taking a notebook from his pocket and jotting something down.

“That is a question for my solicitor,” Adelaide shrugged. “Before you ask, he has recently gone to Geneva.”

“How convenient,” Bidaut muttered, annoyed at what he assumed was a lie.

It was not. The transaction was taking place in Geneva, where banks didn’t ask questions and where new names and lives could be easily procured for the inheritors of this not-so-small fortune. It was there also that Adelaide had been assured she could write to them, and that they might, when they were settled, send some word to her.

“Is there anything else you need of me?” Adelaide asked coolly.

“I would give my condolences on—”

“They are unneeded. The de Martiniac name will die with me, but not for a long time.”

“I may be in touch,” Bidaut answered.

“I do hope not. Good day, Monsieur.” Adelaide busied herself pouring a cup of chocolate as her maid showed the detective (or whatever he was) out of her house. She watched out the window as he made his way down the garden path, among the blooming tulips and hyacinth. It was a perfect spring day, and she wondered if Erik and his love, wherever they were now, were enjoying it.

They had seemed happy when they looked at each other, full of relief at their dark tale having reached its end, or rather, finding a new beginning. There had been such love in their eyes, love that reminded Adelaide of what she had shared with her own late husband. The man who had given her the ring which Christine now wore. Love to the stars and beyond.

The memory of her late husband pierced her heart like a knife, the pain so sudden and fierce that it made Adelaide gasp. Grief was strange like that. It could leave her for months, or even years, then suddenly it was there, to remind her that the other half of her heart was gone and buried.

She hoped it was a long time before Erik and his love had to feel that pain before fate ripped them apart. Despite the stability of one sort that Adelaide had been able to provide, there were so many more obstacles in their way. Erik’s face and past, their lack of any friends in the wide world into which they now embarked. That world itself was a cruel place.

She hoped they found happiness, but the visit from Bidaut worried her. Already, someone was asking about Antoine, seeking to uncover the mystery that protected Erik. He wore a new mask sometimes, her grandson, a strange thing with glasses and a beard that let him pass more easily for a regular fellow if you didn’t look too closely. This contrivance with Antoine (to have died for Erik and ‘provide the body in the Opera Ghost’s grave’ as had been vividly described) was such a mask and could just as easily be snatched away.

She would write to them of Monsieur Bidaut’s visit, Adelaide decided. They deserved the warning that someone wasn’t content to let Antoine sink into obscurity and be forgotten. It wasn’t surprising that his crimes would have consequences and echoes that were hard to evade. Some scars never fully healed. 
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​1. Sunrise
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​Florence

Late August, 1881

Florence felt empty in the summer, and more so at this early hour. The August heat had not abated in the night and sat heavy on the quiet streets, humid from the moisture of the Arno running through the ancient city’s heart. Christine liked the quiet of the dawn, as shadows receded from the winding streets, and the Florentines began their work for the day.

There, sweeping the front steps, was Signora Genco. The fierce old woman unquestionably ruled her son: a great, burly man named Vito. Signore Genco and “Mama” (as he called her affectionately) had rented Erik and Christine the flat above his for the month and asked no questions about their strange new tenants. Christine liked the elderly woman who insisted on feeding her every time she came within five feet of the kitchen. Said kitchen was near the inner courtyard of the building, and the walls were lined with beautiful Italian pottery that Mama Genco took more pride in than her actual son.

It had made Erik nervous to live in such close quarters with another family after months of discrete inns, hotels, one rented house, and years alone below ground before then. Christine had argued it was not so different than sharing a home with a thousand artists and musicians. At least here, the walls and floors would be thicker than previous lodgings. They had only received scornful looks from a dowager in a neighboring room once after a particularly enjoyable night. 

The streets of Florence were narrow and crooked, paved in worn cobblestones that had known the footsteps of Botticelli and the Medicis. It was a stark contrast to the order and modernity of Paris, the calm precision of Geneva, or even the sprawl of Milan, where they had so recently stayed. The centuries-old buildings seemed to hang onto the heat like it was a treasure as Christine wended her way through them. Barely dawn, and she was already sweating under her linen dress, her skin prickling with irritation. Of course, it wasn’t just the stifling air that caused her discomfort. There was also the fact that she had awoken alone. Again.

Erik’s note had said he couldn’t sleep because of the heat. There was truth to it, for sure. It was quite a thing to go from living in a perpetually cool cellar to enduring the warmth and hurry of the living world. Still, she knew it was more than that. He’d been anxious for weeks, his agitation growing day by day as the temperature increased and his mood darkened. She wished she knew how to lighten it.

Christine slowed as she passed two nuns in quiet conversation and gave them a nod. She tried to make out their exchange, but only a few words made it through, something about food, perhaps, and a father. Maybe a priest. Christine had been disappointed in her progress in Italian so far. It turned out singing it for years wasn’t a substitute for formal instruction, and though it had some similarities to French, Christine had still spent many a day in Florence, barely able to communicate, especially with her translator and tutor not always available.

That meant she couldn’t ask anyone now if they had seen said translator. Not that Erik would have let himself be seen. He reminded her of a cat sometimes, always disappearing on some adventure whenever the fancy took him or retreating into some secret world where mere mortals could not follow. She knew the things he would seek out to ease his restless soul – solitude and beauty in the form of art, music, or architecture.

Unfortunately, they were in a city filled to the brim with such things, more so than any they had visited in the past months, and Christine wondered if that had been their mistake. Or hers. Maybe Erik didn’t like being in a city full of immortal art when his creations were unknown to the world – some of them locked up in a safe in Geneva, others under the care of a patient friend in Paris who had not answered her letters of late. Christine missed both cities now, but she missed friends like Julianne even more.

They had drifted east for months. From Paris, they had gone to Rouen, then paid their respects at the home of the Baroness de Martiniac. It had been right to visit the only living relative Erik knew to inform her of his half-brother’s death. Less so to come away from that encounter with the promise of an inheritance awaiting Erik in Geneva if they contacted the right man at the right bank.

It had been unbelievable to discover that, not only did they have the not-insubstantial fund Erik had hoarded from fleecing the Opera to support them, but half of a fortune he had never thought to lay claim upon. They had made their way to Geneva and stayed there for a few weeks seeing to their financial and legal affairs – the least of which was finding a means to make Erik even exist under the law, a condition he had resisted for days until Christine had – in his words – fucked the resistance out of him. It had been blissful, in its way: ensconced in a private, well-appointed room in the city’s best hotel. Nothing to do but read and talk and make love and play music.

Now it seemed like a dream, as she wandered the hot streets of the latest city that was supposed to give them sanctuary. After weeks in Geneva, the kind solicitor working on behalf of the Baroness – poor Monsieur Tissot – had made Erik Gilbride a person with papers and accounts who might receive correspondence through Tissot wherever they traveled. And they did need to travel.

Through Tissot, they had received correspondence that someone wanted to declare Antoine legally dead and claim the funds that they had just acquired. That revelation had led them from Geneva into several villages tucked among the Alps, taking in the mountains and lakes as summer set in. It had been another honeymoon of sorts among the hills and woods.

The village of Lungern, where they had found a quiet house near the woods, had felt like somewhere they could stay. More of a home than the hotels and inns, it had been humble, but Christine had loved the little garden, and there had been a piano there for Erik to play. They had thought they were far enough from anyone else that no one would hear them singing.

Christine had expected that time to be easy, once they were finally free to be together and alone. But what they had experienced in the cellars of the opera wasn’t easy to leave behind, despite the joy they found in one another. It wasn’t easy to forget the injuries done to friends or the hearts broken along the way. Or the bodies they had left behind.

The nightmares had begun in that little cottage. Erik had grown restless, and Christine had started to face why they were there. She still dreamed sometimes of Antoine de Martiniac, only this time, he killed more than Philippe de Chagny. Some nights, she still saw the great chandelier of the Palais Garnier fall at her feet, engulfing her in flames.

Christine could feel them still. The heat of them, rising around her. Turning her skin to crackling meat...

“Signorina, ha bisogno di aiuto?”

Christine jumped at the words and the hand on her elbow. When had she started leaning on this wall? Why was her head spinning? She was breathing fast and felt hot and cold at the same time. A Florentine woman with a kind face was asking her something again.

“I’m fine,” Christine muttered in French, and the woman frowned. “Son... Sono bene,” she tried again. She was sure she didn’t look fine, and she felt like a fool for having such an attack on a public street, but the woman was either satisfied or frightened enough to let Christine go.

She quickened her pace, though she wasn’t even sure where she was going. She wanted Erik – her damn husband – not some stranger she couldn’t understand to console her. She had slept poorly too. She was more alone than him in a city she didn’t know, full of people she could barely communicate with. This flat was the fifth place they had stayed since Lungern, after Erik had come home one night to their cottage and declared it was time to leave. Christine had not argued because she had hoped that leaving would end the nightmares and attacks of memory.

It hadn’t. At least in Italy, the music and the heat were good distractions.

The street spat her out into a piazza, one of a hundred such squares in Florence, where merchants were opening their shops as the pale blue sky brightened above. This place she knew. Here she could breathe and find her bearings. On cue, bells pealed from a church nearby, scattering pigeons from the rooftops like a beacon.

“Signorina Christina!” a warm voice called from a shop, and Christine turned with a smile to see a bright, round face peeking from behind a display of fresh breads and sweets.

Patricia was in her sixties at least, but she moved behind the counter of her bakery on the square with the speed and energy of a woman half her age. Her skin was tanned and warm, and it reminded Christine of the bread and pastries she offered hot from the ovens to grateful customers. She had worked for a time in France, learning from bakers there, and sold confections with names and flavors Christine recognized. That had been why she’d come to the shop in the first place, and she’d been happy to find someone who spoke a language she knew.

“Buongiorno, Patricia,” Christine tried. The woman smiled and began fussing with a tray of croissants dusted with almonds. They smelled heavenly, as did the whole shop, though Christine wondered how Patricia could stand the heat of her ovens in this oppressive weather.

“You are early this morning! I am barely ready for you.”

“I have lost my husband, and I’m trying to find him,” Christine replied. She tried to make the words sound like a joke, but the truth of it smarted.

“Ah, si, your husband that very surely does exist,” Patricia replied with a wink. Erik never went with Christine to Patricia’s shop, though he did eat what Christine brought back from her excursions when she made him. Patricia was convinced that Christine had invented a husband as an excuse to wander the city freely as a liberated woman. Or to order extra bread and pastries.

“He couldn’t sleep in this heat and went off somewhere.”

“You should find a man who escorts you places,” Patricia said. “Or who has a name at least.”

Christine scowled. She had been afraid, since they left Paris, of speaking Erik’s name at all. It felt dangerous, even though there were many Eriks (and Eriques and Erics and Enricos in the world) and the infamous Erik who had haunted the Opéra was dead, according to most who knew that name. She was still paranoid about saying it and revealing him. Maybe it was habit, or maybe it was a sense that they were still not safe. Running for months would do that to the mind.

“I’m content with the one I have,” Christine sighed. “But I will only be getting breakfast for myself today, as his punishment for leaving so early.”

Patricia handed Christine the croissant wrapped in wax paper and happily took the few lire that Christine provided in exchange. “There is a cafe, down near Santa Croce, that many of your people go to. You will find yourself a good Frenchman there. It is called Les Halles.”

Christine’s heart didn’t jump because she wanted a new husband, but because the idea gave her a glimmer of hope that there was a place in Florence where she could perhaps find another person she could at least talk to. She had never been to Santa Croce, though she had heard it was even more beautiful than il Duomo. She had also heard that the church had an excellent organ, and it was as good a place as any to search for her spouse.

It made something ache in her. For a few weeks, they had been human and normal, they had lived in the sun and forgotten the past. Now, here she was again, searching for a ghost.

​Paris

Meg had not been below the stage in months.

Most of the Opéra had recovered, though slowly, from the devastation wreaked by the Phantom. First had been the public areas. The Grand Foyer had opened for a small dinner and then a party in the name of raising the funds to reopen the Opéra fully and replace the shattered chandelier. The artists had not been invited. At least, not the ballerinas.

Next to reopen had been the rehearsal rooms, then the offices and studios, their doors unlocked after weeks of hibernation. The wood had creaked and stretched like an old dancer struggling out of bed in the winter, but slowly, the rooms warmed again and people began to pretend everything was normal. Meg couldn’t though. She still remembered.

She avoided the Salon du Danse, even when it reopened. The room was adorned with gold butterflies and portraits of great dancers looking down on their young successors. Meg didn’t like it. She didn’t like the hidden balcony above those portraits, where men would watch and pick out nubile girls to support.

Finally, months after the horrible accident with the chandelier and the death of the Comte de Chagny, the Palais Garnier had reopened. And with a new chandelier too! (Or at least the old, ruined one had been rebuilt and rehung above the auditorium.) The burned and crushed seats had been replaced, and you had to look very carefully from the stage to see the difference between the old and new red velvet.

It was there though: a subtle scar on the beauty of the auditorium. Meg’s mother clucked her tongue at the sight as she escorted Meg to rehearsals and classes. She was here to learn to be a great ballet dancer, one in a long legacy of French art, but it all felt like she was merely preparing for doom. One that started in the Salon du Danse.

Meg remembered how Rochelle had tittered and giggled before her debut among the patrons, then the way she had blushed and flirted with the man who had taken an interest in her. She had seemed so happy, but when she returned to rehearsal the next day, the light had gone from her eyes. Meg didn’t want to be like her. Ever since then, Rochelle had been careless and fearless in that tragic way that girls are when they decide they have nothing left to lose.

Rochelle was the one who had told Meg about the secret meeting in the cellars. Meg had balked at the very idea of it. No one went into the cellars. They were haunted. She’d said as much, and Rochelle and Marie had laughed at her. Blanche had called Meg a ninny. No one had seen the ghost in months, they said. He had died.

How could a ghost die, Meg wondered?

Meg, inquisitive as she was, wasn’t brave enough to defy her friends. So after a respectable time waiting after rehearsal, she snuck away from her dozing mother and made her way down the cold, gray steps to the secret world under the stage. She stood out in the gloom with her golden (perpetually unruly) hair and white ballet skirts catching every whisper of light that reached those hidden halls.

There were many places to hide here, whether you were a dancer, a stagehand, or something else. Meg passed by a knot of workers smoking and sent them a scowl. Their cigars were forbidden both backstage and here, where everything was wood and rope, and an errant piece of ash could bring the entire opera to ruin. Just in time, a fireman on patrol caught the group and began berating them as Meg descended lower, smiling at their comeuppance.

She was less glad when she heard the voices of her friends further off in the dark, snickering. When she found Blanche, Rochelle, and Marie, they were huddled around a letter Blanche was holding, their faces full of shock and delight.

“What’s that?” Meg demanded.

“It’s a love letter,” Marie squealed. “To Victoire from an American.”

“Why do you have it?” Meg asked, trying to see if the paper was, indeed, some fabulous confession of adoration.

“She left it out,” Blanche replied with a shrug that made her pale blonde curls bounce. “After bragging that a rich railroad heir was in love with her.”

“So she wanted you to find it?” Meg pressed, a little confused.

“We wanted to see if it was true,” Rochelle shot back. She was the darkest of the trio, with sleek black hair and deep brown eyes that reflected the darkness. “And see if he’s bored with her yet.”

“It sounds like they haven’t even done anything other than eat,” Marie added with a sigh at the letter. “Though he does say he wants to taste her oysters.”

“I didn’t know Victoire was a fishmonger,” Meg said lightly, and the other girls burst out laughing. Obviously, she had missed some vital, secret meaning. “Don’t you have anything better to do than read people’s personal correspondence?”

“Not since the Opéra reopened,” Blanche sighed and leaned against a stone wall. “And he disappeared.”

The words made a chill go up Meg’s spine.

“Do you really think he’s gone?” Marie asked, voice small and sad. She had grown pale beneath her ginger hair and freckles.

“Mother says they’ve been selling his box. Monsieur Moncharmin assured her it would be fine,” Meg answered, both proud and dismayed. Her mother had taken immense pride in being the Ghost’s box keeper, and the Phantom himself had seen to it that they were protected. Now that he was gone, Meg felt more helpless than she had before. And she had been quite helpless.

“No voices? No disturbances?” Blanche asked.

Meg shook her head. “Nothing. No notes either.”

“Damn, I was hoping he’d have me promoted too,” Blanche sighed.

“I saw something.”

They all turned to Rochelle, who had spoken in a blasé, matter-of-fact tone. She looked satisfied by their curiosity and attention, raising her chin defiantly.

“When?” Marie demanded.

“Two days ago. I was walking alone backstage, and I saw someone in a mask,” Rochelle replied. “And a cape.”

“This is a theater. There are always people in costume,” Blanche scoffed, but her voice was shaking. “It could have been anyone.”

“It felt like him,” Rochelle countered. “For the first time in months, it didn’t feel like the Opéra was empty.”

Something a little like hope surged inside Meg, but she tamped it down. It was too fantastical. “I heard Jammes telling someone that Christine Daaé carried the ghost away with her when she ran off and jilted the Vicomte de Chagny,” Meg stated. She’d been holding onto that one.

“How does one carry a ghost off?” Rochelle asked with a sneer.

“She was a witch, that one. Maybe she trapped him in a crystal ball or something,” Marie suggested. The little dancer had always been vocal in her disdain of Christine, maybe because she had taken some of the spotlight from others. Marie herself had enjoyed a brush with fame when she had posed for a scandalous sculpture by Monsieur Degas.

“So she put him in her pocket and ran away, so he could torture and enchant people for her?” Blanche said. “I doubt that.”

“It isn’t a coincidence that everything happened around her, and the chandelier fell while she was singing,” Meg offered. “My mother says—”

“Do you have any thoughts of your own?” Rochelle snapped. “Your mother says this. Your mother knows that. All because she claims she waited on the ghost for years.”

“She did!” Meg protested.

“Well, I saw something that looked like him and I believe my own eyes, not some doddering concierge,” Rochelle hissed, and Meg’s cheeks burned.

“But everyone—” Marie began, and Rochelle shot her a glare.

“If you’re so certain the ghost is gone, go down to the fifth cellar and see.” Rochelle issued the challenge with a crooked, cruel smile.

“I will then.” Meg turned on her heel and strode to the closest staircase. She didn’t look back at her aghast friends (though she had no idea if they were aghast, or even if they were really friends or just cruel girls she worked with and knew). Meg’s bravery was like the flare of a match, and she knew it would burn out quickly.

All she had to do was go down to the lowest cellars, look about and see that there was no ghost there and come back up. That was all. There was no reason for her heart to thunder so. There was no need to be afraid. Her mother assured her that the ghost had departed and Meg herself had felt the emptiness in the building for weeks.

She could feel it now, couldn’t she?

She found herself in a dark corridor with walls of cold, gray stone, like a castle or a prison. It was incredibly quiet, like all the noise of the world was shut out here, and the dim light of the gas lamps left so much in shadow. Perfect places for a specter to hide. For something to watch.

Meg shivered, despite herself.

The Phantom was gone, and she knew that. So why did she feel like the dark was alive once again? Why did she feel the air vibrating as if a predator were waiting in the dark, preparing to strike? Meg moved further into the dark, crossing herself as she did.

This was stupid. She was letting her imagination get away with her. Mother would tell her to laugh at the dark. It wasn’t shadows that could hurt you, but people.

Had it been a shadow that killed Philippe de Chagny when he drowned that night? The question made Meg shudder again. The tulle of her skirt rustled in the dark and then seemed to echo right behind her...

Meg spun. Expecting – or praying – to see a rat or one of her friends come to antagonize her. But there were no rats of any kind. Just shadows. Shadows that moved quickly across the corridor then disappeared.

Meg yelped as she saw it: a flash of white, the same color as the infamous mask of the ghost. She spun and ran as fast as she could, terror and shock driving her out of the fifth cellar like the devil was on her heels, all the way back to her friend’s secret hiding place.

“Well, did you—” Marie’s mockery was cut off when she saw Meg’s face. “Oh no.”

“I’m sorry, Rochelle,” Meg nearly sobbed, wishing one of these girls cared enough about her to embrace her. “You were right. There’s...” Meg swallowed. She didn’t want to say it or believe it, but it felt true. “There’s something down there.”

“That’s impossible,” Blanche said.

Rochelle at least had the decency to look worried by the confirmation.

Marie was shaking, looking over her shoulders in fear. “I knew he wouldn’t stay gone. He belongs here,” Marie whispered,

“I don’t understand,” Meg whispered, looking around them towards the dark corners which once again seemed full of dangerous power and potential. “Maybe I was dreaming.”

She had to talk to her mother or someone who knew about these things. Meg had to learn if anyone else had seen anything in the Opéra’s depths these last weeks. The legends had remained, of course, in the months since the strange affair of the chandelier and Christine Daaé, but those were just stories. Stories that had a neat, if mysterious, ending.

Now, Meg had seen something with her own eyes to show her that the story wasn’t over. Not remotely.

​Florence

Erik had come to see the tombs. The Santa Croce basilica was famous for its funerary monuments, mainly to men the church had condemned or outright expelled in life, but whose fame in death had been so great that even God’s bureaucrats had been forced to pay attention. Erik had wanted to be alone when he looked at the statues of Dante, Machiavelli, and Galileo, because he didn’t want Christine to see the regret and shame in his eyes when he regarded their legacy.

The huge church was pleasantly cool compared to the sticky, suffocating heat outside. The white, pink, black, and green marble arranged in perfect symmetry inside and out of the building held on to the cold of the earth, and the high vaulted ceilings shaded the pews and chapels as Erik stole through the emptiness. To be in a place like this, alone and silent, sneaking among art and beauty so intricate and grand, reminded him of his opera. Here he was again, a ghost among the tombs, fleeing from mortal sight.

He didn’t know if that made him nostalgic or ashamed.

The Opéra was full of monuments too. The loges were all flanked by busts of greats of French music and art, from the infamous to the obscure. The entrance foyer held statues of Lully, Gluck, and Handel, and the outside of the building was adorned with even more faces of celebrated musicians of the past. All preserved. All remembered.

The former ghost looked up at the face of Dante Alighieri and sighed. Dante had thought very highly of himself. He had been right to do so, but even so, it had been bold of him to place himself in the company of Vigil as an equal to walk through hell. Erik wondered what hero he would be assigned if he were to wander the circles of the afterlife as a tourist. Maybe Mozart...

“He’s not even in there, you know.”

Erik spun, his hand darting to an empty pocket on reflex. There was no Punjab lasso waiting for him there to defend him from the young man who had spoken to him in Italian. Who now looked at Erik with undisguised curiosity.

Erik had taken the precaution of wearing his special mask today, though the false beard that hid its nature as a mask and the spectacles were cumbersome. It was safer for when he walked in the world, though not perfect. Even so, his height and thin frame made him a unique sight, as did his black clothing and untrimmed hair. He was a stark contrast to the interloper now staring at him, a younger man with a square jaw, keen eye, and a rather ostentatious moustache that matched his deep brown hair.

“Didn’t mean to startle you, friend,” the man said with a cautious smile. Erik tried to relax. This man was not a priest, clearly, which meant he had as much of a right as Erik to be in the church so early in the day, which was to say, no right at all.

“I didn’t think anyone was here,” Erik replied slowly, and the man’s eyes widened subtly at the musical lilt of Erik’s voice.

“Neither did I, but when I went to use my key, the door was already open. I didn’t know Padre Navone had given access to someone else to practice.” The man glanced down at Erik’s shoes meaningfully. They were his organ shoes, narrow and sporting sturdy heels. He’d grabbed them first this morning when he’d dressed in the dark to avoid waking his sleeping wife. A vain hope that he might use the great organ in the Basilica had perhaps been one of his reasons for breaking in.

“Oh. Yes. He didn’t tell me anyone else was given permission,” Erik lied.

“It’s no great trouble. Perhaps we can practice together. I need some critique from a fellow musician. The Padres here are kind, but they do not know music, and since Signore Barbieri has been ill, I have had no compatriots.”

Erik regarded the cheerful young man with interest. He had not met many musicians in Italy at all, though it was in many ways a more musical country than France.

“You may reconsider that. I’m a very harsh critic,” Erik muttered, and the young man grinned.

“Excellent. I need it. I’m Jack.” The man held out his hand.

“Unusual name for an Italian.” Erik took the offered hand and shook it carefully, noting how Jack looked at Erik’s long fingers with interest.

“It’s a nickname. An English friend at the University started calling me that because he said there were too many boys with my given name. I liked it, so I’ve kept it for use with friends. I can tell you’ll be one.” Jack seemed quite proud of himself for such a compliment. “And you are?”

“Erik.” He didn’t know why he gave his true name to this man. Maybe he trusted him as a fellow organist. Or he remembered the many admonitions from Christine that making friends wasn’t so bad an idea.

“A pleasure.”

“What did you mean?” Erik asked, nodding to the monument beside them. “About how he’s not there. Did you mean Dante?”

“Yes. He’s actually buried in Ravenna, where he died,” the young man grinned. “He was exiled from Florence for writing the wrong things. But he was a famous Florentine, you see, so they built him a tomb, even so.”

“One might say a man is lucky to be remembered in so many places.”

If Jack heard the bitterness in Erik’s voice, he ignored it. “The latest edition is Rossini’s tomb, across the way. As a musician, I’m sure you’ve seen it.”

Erik shook his head. “I was waiting to see him last and pay my respects.”

“I avoid him,” Jack confessed. “He reminds me too much of all I will never be.”

“That makes two of us,” Erik replied, surprised by his honesty. “You are a composer too?”

“A poor one,” Jack said with a shrug. “You?”

“An unaccomplished one,” Erik echoed, and Jack narrowed his eyes in interest.

“Such is the way of it, I suppose. Come, let’s wake the great lady from her slumber.” Jack headed towards the back of the church and the small door that Erik knew would lead them up to the organ.

Tightly coiled, narrow stairs took the two of them to a hidden compartment filled with keys and stops that smelled of old wood, paper, and oil. Jack lit a small oil lamp to add to the meager light that made its way into the chamber from outside.

Erik liked church organs for many reasons. It was thrilling to create such a huge, powerful sound as one person, but there was also the fact that organists in many churches, such as this one, were almost completely hidden from the congregation below. The music of the organ was meant to evoke the choirs of heaven, to emanate from the walls like the voice of God.

“Now, who shall reveal themselves first?” Jack said, taking Erik aback for a moment. Had he noticed the mask? “I confess, I'm not used to seeing the audience. Though I did learn to play at the church where my father and grandfather played, so I have had harsher critics.”

“I promise not to be critical for at least five minutes,” Erik reassured the younger player. That seemed good enough for Jack, who took his place at the instrument and began setting the stops and pipes to his liking. There was already music on the stand, open to a complex canon. “Will you be playing the Pellegrini?”

“I’ll be trying,” Jack sighed and began to press the keys.

Erik smiled despite himself as the music began. It was one of those canons that began simply with a single line of melody, then bloomed into more and more lines of harmony and counterpoint until it was a tapestry of sound echoing through the church below.

Jack was competent, but not a great player, just as he had said. He lacked a certain ease and comfort that was hard to achieve on such a complex instrument, and it was clear he had learned to play in a church, just as he said. Still, Erik couldn’t help but be moved to hear another musician. It had been weeks since he and Christine had been entertained by anyone but themselves, and while it was always a joy to sing with her and play himself, there was something freeing about being in the audience.

Up here, hidden away, listening to music with a critical but appreciative ear, he once again remembered the Opéra. He thought of his box, of his seat tucked in the private corner, and the carved column. The music of the orchestra and voices ringing out... To the chandelier.

The memory sent a sensation not unlike a shock through Erik. A spike of anxiety and guilt that went from the base of his spine right to his heart. It was a cold, guilty feeling, spreading into his veins like ice and taking his breath away. His vision blurred, and he grabbed the wall as Jack played on, insensible to his companion’s sudden attack.

He had to breathe, like Christine reminded him to do when this happened. It had happened before, more times than even his kind wife knew. It happened more and more since coming to Italy, but she didn’t need to know that. He had to handle this himself and just. Breathe.

He tried to listen to the music and push away the fear that this young musician had heard of the disaster at the Paris Opéra months ago. Even if he had, there was no way he’d know that the strange man he played for was the one responsible for it. The one that had so nearly caused so much more bloodshed and pain.

Another breath pushed back a fresh spike of fear as Erik steadied himself. Jack wasn’t his enemy. Jack wasn’t some member of an angry mob. This wouldn’t be like Lungern. This wasn’t some child.

Let the fear pass, he heard Christine say in his memory, and he tried to.

Breathe in. Breathe out. Listen to the music.

Slowly, the world steadied, and Erik’s heartbeat slowed. He wished he weren’t wearing this awful mask so he could feel some fresh air on his face, even if it was still hot and stifling. God, he hated summer.

“I think it would have been better in C sharp, down a third,” Jack remarked. Erik realized he’d finished playing and was scowling at the music. “He barely uses the foot pedals, and really, what’s the point of an organ piece without them?”

“It’s less tiring to play,” Erik offered, and hoped Jack didn’t notice or remark on how exhausted he sounded.

“Would you like your turn? Oh, you don’t have any music.”

“I don’t need it.” Erik had not meant to sound as arrogant as he did, but Jack just chuckled and let Erik take a seat at the keys. It was as instantly comforting as taking Christine’s hand or shutting the door on the outside world. Erik’s fingers touched the keys, and he took a moment to get the feel of the instrument. It was like meeting an old friend in a new place. Or he assumed it was – he didn’t have that many friends.

He began to play. Bach, of course, because it only felt natural, and it comforted him in times of turmoil to return to the precision and near scientific complexities of the organ’s greatest master. He heard Jack give a slight intake of breath and it made something new flare in his heart.

How long had it been since he’d played for someone other than Christine? He used to make money on the streets with his music, reveling in the attention and money from the crowd, but that felt like that was another life. To play for a fellow musician, but also an unknown, was new and thrilling in its way. Erik didn’t need to impress this young man, but the showman in him wanted to. In truth, he just wanted to play. He wanted to be home.

Music carried him to a secret paradise, as it always had. A place of sound and feeling without vision and judgement. It was safe there, a place where his fear and guilt could pass like so much dissonance, where things made sense and feeling was pure. It was where he was most himself, even when it was another man’s work. It was a balm and a joy, and he had missed it.

He wished he could tell the one person that mattered how it felt, how he needed this, but he didn’t want her to worry. He hoped she was still sleeping soundly, where he had left her, and when he returned, the music would stay with him.

––––––––
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Just seeing a bill of fare in French (next to the Italian one) displayed proudly at the door of Les Halles put Christine at ease. She wasn’t even hungry after her croissant from Patricia, but she ordered at the counter nonetheless just to speak her own tongue.

“A chausson au pommes, please,” she said in French, and the man behind the case smiled broadly at her.

“You’re French?”

“French enough,” Christine replied. She didn’t need to tell this man that while her mother had been French, her father had been Swedish and Romani, or that she had spoken three languages as a child before moving back to France after her mother’s death.

“Of course, welcome to a piece of home,” the baker replied warmly. “Where are you from?”

“Paris most recently.” Christine took her flaky pastry filled with apples and cinnamon.

“I have just been to Paris,” a voice in French cut in and Christine turned to see another man behind her. He looked to be in his twenties and had the same sort of cheerfully vacant expression that Christine had known upon the face of another young man of the same age.

“It’s a wonderful city,” Christine replied carefully. Despite what Patricia said, she didn’t need or want male attention.

“In fact, you look familiar,” the man went on. Awkwardly, Christine turned and paid the baker, her pulse speeding up. “Might we know each other?”

“We do not.” Christine would certainly have recognized such a face. She turned to go, and the man stepped in front of her.

“Wait, did you perform? An actress or—” Christine gulped as recognition flared in the man’s face. “At the Opéra!”

“I don’t sing anymore.” Christine tried to pass, her spirit falling as she realized she would not be spending a pleasant morning in conversation with her (almost) countrymen in this café.

“Oh, that’s a tragedy – what was your name again?” The man demanded, again blocking Christine’s exit. “I know I’ve seen you!”

“She does not wish to see you.” The voice that interrupted was female – measured and calm. Christine looked to see that her savior was a woman slightly smaller than her with mouse brown hair. She wore a dress made to look something like a man’s suit, with a high collar and a tie, and she wore delicate spectacles. “Please leave the lady alone.”

“I was only trying to be friendly,” the man grumbled as he sulked away, leaving Christine to smile gratefully at her savior.

“Thank you. That was very kind.”

“Men can be so entitled when they think they deserve our attention,” the woman replied, flexing her brows behind her round, brass glasses. “Were you staying or going? I was about to walk around the piazza if you would like some company.”

“I would like that very much,” Christine said. The woman opened the door and they returned to the rising morning heat, but it, at least, was less lonely with another woman by her side. “My name is Christine,” she offered, almost tripping over the words when it occurred to her that she had just almost been recognized and might want to keep things to herself.

“Pauline,” her new companion replied, offering a hand to Christine. Her grip was strong and confident. Reassuring, even. “I have come to Florence only recently from Rouen, where I was a student. I’m studying art.”

Christine could not help but smile at that. “I was a student in Rouen too. At the conservatory of music.”

“So you are a singer, like he said? Are you in Florence to perform?”

Pauline surely meant it well, but the question cut deep. Christine had chosen to leave the stage. The applause had been empty, and the backstage politics were too cutthroat for her. Even so, she missed it lately. Not just the music, but the community of the Opéra; the camaraderie that grew when you spent days and nights together in rehearsals and hidden in the dark backstage.

“I... No. I’m just travelling.”

“Alone?” Pauline asked, her expression more impressed than scandalized at the possibility.

“No. I’ve come here with my husband.” It was still such a strange thing to say. Even though she wore Erik’s ring and had taken his name, it still felt like such a secret, intimate thing to confess. It didn’t help that her husband preferred to disappear so often.

“Oh, how lucky,” Pauline said.

They made their way slowly around the piazza, the great façade of Santa Croce rising before them in white accented with the Florentine colors of teal, brick red, and black. The churches here were like nothing in France, with their gray, Gothic spires and vaults. Here, the marble glowed and gleamed with color. This church had a window in the shape of a six-pointed star as well, setting it apart from others in the city. Erik would love it.

“He is a musician too,” Christine sighed, answering a question she had not been asked. “A great one.”

“Then it’s his work that has brought you here?” Pauline asked innocently, and Christine stopped herself from scowling. His previous work was the reason they had run here, and the reason she had no idea how long they would be staying.

“Not really, he—”

Christine stopped in her tracks as they came closer to the church door. She had meant to make up some lie about her husband seeking work as a teacher, but the muffled sound of the organ from inside the church stopped her. It wasn’t just the beauty of the music that captured her attention: it was the melody. She knew it but had never heard the old Irish folk tune transformed into a rhapsody on organ. If the melody had not given him way, the perfection with which it was being played would.

“He what?” Pauline asked.

"He is meeting me soon. I apologize, I must go,” Christine said.

“I will be at the café again tomorrow at the same time. I go every day! I’m happy to meet again. I have been looking for more friends here,” Pauline said in a sad and sweet way that affected Christine. She wasn’t so different from her.

“I will try to be there. Good day for now.” Christine scurried away to the front door of the great church, where a priest was just unlocking it for the day. He looked as entranced and confused by the music emanating from inside as Christine was.

“Buongiorno, Padre,” Christine said with a polite nod. “La musica... Molto bella.”

“Et misteriosa,” the priest muttered, and Christine certainly understood his meaning. It was all the confirmation she needed. She didn’t wait for more conversation from the priest, simply strode inside and blessed herself from the font before taking a place in a pew close to – she hoped – the exit from the organist’s cubby.

She had spent many nights and days of late listening to her Angel of Music play for her, either on the violin or piano, or even the guitar when he had found one. Not since Paris had she heard him play the organ. She knew it was him. The melody Erik had sung her so many times of wild mountain thyme and purple heather was perfection in such a setting, but it was the feeling behind the old song rendered in this way that resonated the most deeply in Christine’s soul.

There was joy in the music, and gratitude, but also fear and regret. She understood it and didn’t at the same time. When had this adventure of theirs become something that scared them? When had it become more about running than about really starting a new life? She had felt so alone lately, and this music told her that so had Erik. But how? Why? They had each other now, and they had fought so hard for that. Was it not enough?

She wasn’t surprised to feel a tear escape down her cheek as she listened, her soul soaring and smarting at the same time. When it ended, she rushed to wipe her cheeks and compose herself. She was still annoyed at being abandoned in the dark, and that was an easier feeling to live with than the mysterious sorrow lurking somewhere in the corners of their life.

She waited patiently until a plain door opened and Erik emerged, masked as she had suspected... And in conversation with a young Italian man.

“I see you found a predictable diversion to avoid your wife,” Christine drawled in French, and her husband froze in his steps. The man next to Erik looked between them, bemused.

“I came to look at the art, and this kind young man offered me a chance to play,” Erik replied sheepishly. The ‘kind young man’ narrowed his eyes.

“I thought Padre Navone invited you?” he said in French, clearly to Erik’s shock. Christine didn’t bother suppressing her smile. Served Erik right for giving in to his more larcenous tendencies.

“I... may have misstated,” Erik muttered.

His companion merely laughed. “Well, I’m glad then. I was saying goodbye to my job entirely when you played. No one would keep me on even as a guest organist when they could have you.” The man gave a warm grin from beneath his moustache and held out his hand to Christine. “Signora – or perhaps I should say Madame? – I’m Jack. A new friend and admirer of your husband.”

Christine took Jack’s hand carefully and shook it. He was obviously a musician, and he spoke French. He could perhaps be a friend to both of them. God knew they needed it. “He is a remarkable musician, my husband. Perhaps we all can speak of music or your fine city over supper soon?”

“I'm free tonight!” Jack replied excitedly, and Christine saw Erik’s eyes widen in subtle horror behind the spectacles attached to the mask. “I know a quiet place; they won’t bother us. It’s on the Via Spoleto. Sandro’s. It will be perfect!”

“We don’t need to take up more of your time,” Erik sputtered, but it was clear Jack had made up his mind.

“I will meet you there at nine o’clock,” Jack declared, then seemed to realize that time still existed in the moment and grabbed his pocket watch. “Damn. I’m going to be late for my maestro. I will see you tonight!”

With that, the young man bounded off, leaving Christine to stare down her errant beloved. Erik sighed contritely, shaking his head.

“I guess I’ll deserve this punishment,” Erik muttered.

“Dinner with a new friend is hardly a punishment.” Christine approached the person who had become her entire society in recent months and took his hand. “It will do us both good. Until then, your actual punishment for absconding again is to spend the day with me.”

“Oh, how will I bear it?” Erik smiled back. Or Christine was fairly certain he had smiled; it was hard to tell with the bearded mask.

“Come home so you can take that thing off and I can see you properly,” Christine ordered. She could hear Erik grumble in his mind and smirked. “I would say more, but we are in a church.”

“Quite a lovely one, isn’t it?” Erik replied as he fell into step next to her.

She nodded. It was a remarkable building, like so many they had seen in their weeks in this country that was both young and ancient. It had its own character, like Florence itself. Proud and gaudy yet indisputably refined. It felt like being in a mosaic.

“Maybe we can light a candle and pray for relief from this heat,” Christine suggested as she took Erik’s hand. It was warm, either from playing or from the weather. Either way, she didn’t entirely mind.

“Fire to dispel heat seems counterproductive.” Erik glanced at her, and she felt it like a breeze against her skin. How was it that just his gaze could still affect her that way? “Maybe I’ll light one to ask forgiveness for abandoning my wife.”

“Again,” Christine corrected, but his mere presence was already having its usual effect on her. Her anger was fading, like night to the dawn, with her love as the sun. “I do not think I could stay cross with you for very long. Who would I talk to?”

The warmth of the day hit them as they left the great church, at the same time as Erik’s smile spread, as visible as could be.

“I’m sure you would find someone.”

“Yes, but why would I want to?”

​Paris

Meg had not felt this important in months, and that had been her fifteenth birthday. Even that had not been greatly noted. In all truth, she had not been so popular since she had been promoted to the head of her row thanks to the charity of the ghost. Maybe it should have worried her to be the center of attention because of the ghost. What if he punished her? What if she was wrong?

No matter. She felt like a queen surrounded by all the young dancers asking her over and over again to retell her encounter until the ballet master had shooed them away. Even then, everyone whispered to her at every spare moment. She didn’t want rehearsal to end, but after several hours, her legs and toes were tired from hours of practice. She also needed to tell her mother about what she had seen.

Or maybe she didn’t. Her mother didn’t really need to know. She didn’t need to invite her scorn or her admonition that Meg had just been seeing things and was losing what little mind she had. She’d already had her hands full with Meg’s sulking since the Opéra reopened, and the young flautist whom she had kissed at the masquerade had not returned to the orchestra. Meg knew in her heart somehow that Pierre wouldn’t have been impressed by her encounter with the ghost.

Meg lingered as long as she could in the rehearsal salon in case anyone else wanted to talk to her. Maybe Rochelle would have something to say about it all. She had been sour all morning because no one was interested in her old story. A smug smile was about to form on Meg’s face as she looked over at her sometimes friend, but it fled when she saw the patron arrive.

She didn’t know the man’s name, but Meg knew his sort. He had a cruelty about his smile as he accosted Rochelle and took her by the elbow.

“Sorry to be late,” he muttered. Rochelle didn’t seem disappointed that he had not come to watch rehearsals.

“Patrons aren’t allowed here for these sorts of practices,” Rochelle said, looking sidelong at Meg, as if for help. How could Meg help her? And why?

“I shall have to talk to – ah, here is the man himself,” the patron said cheerfully as none other than Armand Moncharmin entered the room. The manager looked as unhappy to see the patron as Rochelle.

“What is the problem?” Moncharmin asked the young dancer and the man who had to be twenty years older than her.

“I was informing Monsieur Tremblay that rehearsals such as these are closed to patrons,” Rochelle said.

“Indeed, they are,” Moncharmin replied before Tremblay could argue. Meg noted how incensed the older man looked, but his ire was focused on Rochelle, not the manager.

“Well, we shall see,” Tremblay muttered. Meg wasn’t able to see how he left with Rochelle – she was too distracted by Moncharmin turning his attention entirely to her. In a heartbeat, he was a foot from her, looking discerningly over his half-moon spectacles.

“Monsieur Moncharmin, how can I help you?” Meg stammered. Why did she feel like she was about to be in awful trouble?

“It has come to my attention that you had some sort of encounter this morning in the cellars?” His question was pointed. Meg found herself gulping and shrinking into the floor.

“I saw the ghost,” Meg replied, her voice small. “In the cellars, out of the shadows. I saw him.”

“No, you did not,” Moncharmin countered smoothly. “There is no Opera Ghost. Not anymore.”

“I’m not lying! I know what I saw.”

Moncharmin frowned at her, clicking his tongue. “I have no doubt you saw something, but it was most likely a fireman. Maybe a rat catcher. They lurk down there sometimes and have a habit of frightening people.”

“Rochelle saw something too!” Meg tried, looking at the empty corner where her fellow ballerina had just been. “I’m sure others have.”

“They have,” Moncharmin replied, much to Meg’s shock.

“What?”

“I make it my business as the now-sole manager to keep abreast of all the rumors that circulate, especially given the colorful reputation this opera has gained in recent years,” Moncharmin explained, sounding exhausted. “There are always people telling stories about seeing things in the dark or their costumes mysteriously disappearing or someone sabotaging their music.”

“Because the Opéra is haunted!” Meg was perhaps surprised that in one day, she had gone from believing the Opéra was once haunted to knowing in her very soul that it always would be.

“Because artists in all theaters have vivid imaginations and love a good story. It’s more amusing to believe a ghost stole your tutu than to accept the truth that you left it in the dressing room,” Moncharmin smiled, the gaslight reflecting off his spectacles and brown hair. “Just as it’s more exciting to have an encounter with a phantom in the cellars than to see a shadow from an old set piece.”

“It wasn’t a—” Meg began to doubt herself. What had she seen?

“I came here to assure you, as I do all employees who have such encounters and stories, that you are safe here,” Moncharmin went on, sincere and kind now.

Meg didn’t feel safe, though. She felt ignored and dismissed. “The ghost never threatened me. Or anyone good,” Meg added. The ghost had gone after cruel people like Carlotta or Joseph Buquet... The man he had killed. How had Meg forgotten that?

“Who is good or bad is a hard thing to judge, so we will leave that to God, not ghosts.” Moncharmin looked at the other door to the studio. “Ah, your chaperone is here. Good evening, Madame Giry.”

Meg’s mother looked thunderous. She held her shawl about her shoulders with white knuckles, and her chignon was mussed, as if she’d rushed here. Meg wanted to become a wood panel on the floor.

“Meg, what is going on?” her mother demanded. “We need to get home.”

“Nothing untoward, Madame. I was just assuring Meg of the Opéra’s continued safety after the incidents this spring.”

“Wonderful. Come along, Meg.” Meg scurried after her mother, casting one last look at the manager. He appeared pleased with himself, as if he’d successfully doused another fire of rumor and everything would be alright now.

“I know what I saw. The ghost is still here,” Meg declared, as much for herself as for her mother (who clearly had heard the tale at this point).

“The ghost is not for us to meddle with or understand.” The response surprised Meg. She had been expecting Mother to act like Moncharmin and tell her she was a silly child, seeing things. “If you want to stay safe here, don’t spread stories. True or false.”

“But—” Her mother silenced Meg with a glare, and the conversation was over.

They said no more as they left the Opera through the back entrance. It was significantly less grand to go out this way than through the grand foyer with its mosaics and marble and statues. Yet, even here, as they passed offices and empty halls, Meg felt a chill. A familiar chill.

There was something in the Opéra. She knew it not merely because she had seen it, but because she could feel it now that she tried. The sense of the place breathing, of the building holding in pain like a bandaged wound. It was still there. Maybe it had left before, but something had returned.

Meg shivered at the thought as they crossed the threshold. She looked to her mother for comfort, only to find her distracted, hand thrust into her pocket. What was she reaching for? Meg couldn’t entirely see, but when her mother withdrew her hand Meg caught the slightest glimpse of something white. Like paper.

Like a note.
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​2. Webs
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​Florence

“I’ve always wondered how a country can function when the entire population sleeps half the afternoon,” Erik remarked as he peered through the slats of the shutters. He liked this style of window: able to let in the light from the sky, but also maintain the privacy of, say, a hideous man who wanted to look out at the world and not frighten anyone on the street.
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