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        Uneasy Ghosts

      

      

      

      The Paris Presse sat in its usual place at the breakfast table, awaiting Raoul’s return from his morning ride. The paper was several days old, of course; even the Comte de Chagny could not expect to receive a Paris paper on the day it was published when his estate was located several hundred miles away from the capital.

      What made Christine pause to glance down at the paper, she would never know, although perhaps she thought there might be some news of her old friend Meg in the society column; the announcement of Meg Giry’s engagement to the Baron de Castelo-Barbezac had immediately catapulted the erstwhile opera dancer into the ranks of the Third Republic’s highest society. Otherwise, there was very little other incentive for Christine to read the paper, as the endless parliamentary bickering and internecine squabbles between the various ministers and undersecretaries of the current government held absolutely no interest for her. Tucked away here on the Chagny estate in the Loire Valley, she felt very far away from Paris…and thank goodness for that.

      The very last thing she had expected when she glanced at the newspaper was the headline that screamed at her in large type even from a foot away: Murders in the Rue Scribe!

      Christine knew the Rue Scribe well, of course — a narrow but busy lane that bordered the Paris Opera to the west. With a shiver, she recalled the hidden door that opened to the street, and the dim passageway to the bowels of the Palais Garnier it concealed. At once, it seemed as if her nostrils were filled with the dank smell of water that had been trapped down there in the dark for years, the air heavy with damp and secrets too long kept. For a moment, the sunlit room in the Chagny chateau spun crazily around her, and she had to reach out and grip the back of a heavy carved oak chair to steady herself.

      That was a very long time ago, she told herself in what she hoped were bracing inner tones, in another world.

      Taking a breath, she forced her attention back to the paper. It had been more than two years since she fled the opera house, after all. She couldn’t — no, she wouldn’t — allow herself to be consumed by those memories once more, not when she had worked so hard to thrust them away into a hidden corner of her mind so they would no longer haunt her thoughts.

      Her resolve lasted only a few seconds, however. As she read further, her knees began to tremble underneath their concealing layers of multiple petticoats and the draped swags of her fine wool bustle gown, and she pulled out the chair she held and collapsed onto it, fearing her legs might not support her any longer if she remained standing.

      Her eyes flashed over the words, and her heart started to pound in quick, breathless strokes. Unfortunately, the mounting distress within her did nothing to change the contents of the article.

      This reporter is pained to relay the information that another hapless victim has met his end in the dark recesses of the Rue Scribe. The Surété will not release any details, but those first on the scene have reported that the second victim, like Monsieur Charles, whose body was discovered only three days ago, was found with livid marks about the throat, marks that would indicate a garrote of some kind was used. The manner of execution brings to mind the events of several years past, when the Opera Ghost unleashed a reign of terror at the Palais Garnier and dispatched several victims in the same way. The authorities are refusing to speculate on the similarities between these two new cases and the events of two years ago. This reporter, however, cannot help but be struck by the parallels. Are we now facing another onslaught by the notorious Phantom of the Opera?

      Christine closed her eyes. It couldn’t be true. He was dead; the announcement in L’Epoque had said so in three brief words — Erik is dead — and Meg had faithfully sent the clipping to Christine at the direction she had left, a charming little hostel in Copenhagen where she and Raoul had first stayed on their honeymoon. They had only been married for a week then, and Raoul had been most concerned when he returned to their rooms from a quick errand to find his new bride crying there alone. Of course, Christine had never been able to tell him the real reason why she wept — she had made up some nonsense about women’s sensibilities and he, dear boy, had believed her. After all, a woman on her honeymoon could not very well confess her feelings for a man everyone else thought a monster.

      After all that, why could she still hear the Opera Ghost’s voice in her mind? You must love me, Christine, he had said, voice urgent, pleading, and then those terrible tears had rolled down his savagely sunken cheeks. Oh, the horror of it all, of a face that could have been dredged from the depths of her darkest nightmares, and yet —

      And yet she still dreamed of him, still sometimes recalled how those coldly elegant fingers had touched her with a moth-light brush against her throat, against her hair, awakening emotions she had never wanted to acknowledge. She had grown accustomed to the sad reality that she often rose in the morning after hearing Erik’s and not Raoul’s voice in her dreams. More than once, she had told herself it was just a form of mesmerism, only the last lingering shreds of the hold the Opera Ghost once had on her mind. She wouldn’t allow those dreams to mean anything.

      But that was why they had returned to Raoul’s homeland as soon as they did, even though the night they’d fled from the Opera House, they had assured one another that they would never again set foot in France. True, the family’s solicitors had been most pressing — Raoul was cleared of any wrongdoing in the death of his older brother, but once the matter of his culpability had been set aside, naturally, he was expected to come home to manage the family estate. Still, that particular duty wouldn’t have been enough on its own to compel his return; Raoul most likely would have put off family business for as long as necessary if it had pleased Christine, but she had been overcome by a desire to leave Scandinavia almost as soon as she’d seen the solicitor’s telegram. Raoul had simply thought she was being considerate, that she was thinking only of his duty to his name and his estate, and she let him believe that.

      How could she have ever told him the truth?

      I went home to Scandinavia thinking I would rediscover the sound of my father’s music, and yet I heard only him. Where she should have heard the echoes of the folk tunes her father had loved so much, instead her mind was filled with the seductive whispers of Erik’s voice, the haunting strains of “The Resurrection of Lazarus,” which she had once heard him play on the violin. No, fleeing France and returning to her childhood haunts had not solved anything. If possible, her new surroundings had made the situation even worse. She had not been to Sweden for more than ten years, and she found it had become foreign to her. Even recalling the words and phrases of her native tongue had been painful as she fumbled to remember the correct syntax, so different from the French she had lived and breathed and dreamed in for so long.

      And so they had returned to France, but not to Paris. The Chagny estates were located in the lower reaches of the Loire Valley and were famed for their excellent Chenin blancs and sweet dessert wines. It was there that she found her first measure of peace in a long while; at Chagny, as the estate was simply called, she was finally able to turn her back on the past. It was almost possible to forget the terror of her last days in Paris in the sunlit calm of Chagny.

      But now — she pressed her palms against the pale gray fabric of her morning gown, willing herself to be calm. Surely, the article could only be the sensational fabrication of a reporter seeking fame — what better way to stir the public’s imagination than to recall the ghost who had once haunted the Paris Opera and then blame him for these new, completely unrelated crimes? Too well she recalled the lurid stories that had been published about her — fortune hunter, loose woman, adventuress — when her relationship with Raoul couldn’t be hidden any longer. It did not require a great leap of the imagination to infer that the same sort of yellow journalism might be involved in this particular matter as well.

      Then she heard Raoul call her name as he came in from his daily ride through the vineyards. Without thinking, she gathered up the paper and shoved it under her chair; it would be well hidden there under her cascading, ruffled skirts.

      Raoul entered the room, still wearing his high riding boots and close-fitting breeches. He looked particularly well that morning; although the sun was out, the air still had the early spring chill of March, and the brisk ride had brought a flush to his cheeks.

      As usual, she lifted her face for his customary kiss, this time hoping he wouldn’t notice anything unusual in her expression.

      His lips brushed her cheek, and he smiled. “My darling,” he said, and as always, his tone was warm, indulgent. “It really is a glorious day outside. Perhaps we might walk in the gardens later?”

      “Certainly,” she replied, relieved that at least she sounded fairly calm, as though nothing had occurred to disturb the quiet fragility of her world. “Berthe wanted me to look at the hangings in the drawing room after breakfast, but — ”

      “After that, then,” he said, then paused, as if truly focusing on her face for the first time. “Are you quite well? You look rather pale.” And there it was, the quickest darting of his gaze toward her midsection, the unspoken question forming once again.

      Dear lord, how she hated that. She knew Raoul longed for a child, and she thought she did as well, but it had been more than two years since their wedding night, and still there was no sign of an heir to the Chagny line. Raoul had made light of the matter, pointing to the more than fifteen years which had separated him from his two sisters, but Christine knew that her continued inability to conceive disturbed him, as indeed, it did her as well. That would be the ultimate irony, she thought, for Raoul to have fought so hard for a barren wife. Doctor Lambert, the Chagny family physician, proclaimed her to be completely healthy and saw no reason why she shouldn’t have a nursery full of children by the time she was done. But every passing month put the lie to the good doctor’s words, and every month, she didn’t know whether to feel regret or relief.

      “Everything is fine,” she said at length, smiling even as she gave the smallest shake of her head to put an end to his wordless speculation. “It’s just — ”

      He looked at her, obviously concerned.

      The lie came to her lips almost before she knew what she was saying. “I’ve had a letter from Meg, and she’d very much like me to come up to Paris early. She says that Monsieur Worth is throwing tantrums over not being able to fit me in person, and that I should be very careful of upsetting him. For of course, Meg wants everything perfect for her wedding.” Christine bit her lip then, thinking of her own hasty wedding, with strangers as witnesses and a priest who was also a stranger to them performing the sacred rites. It was certainly not the wedding she had dreamed of as a little girl.

      Raoul frowned, then said, “But you know what a critical time it is here at Chagny — ”

      It was true. Early spring could be tricky; an untimely frost would send the locals out with smudge pots around the clock, and Raoul could not leave all the work to Monsieur Fournier to manage — he would ride alongside the overseer to make sure no tender vines were lost. Sometimes she thought he loved Chagny all the more because he had never expected it to be his.

      And really, that solicitude suited her intentions in this moment, even as they began to form. Meg’s impending nuptials were the ideal excuse for her to return to Paris now, without Raoul. Of course, they had both planned to go to the wedding in two weeks; orders had already been sent ahead for the Chagny town house in the Faubourg Saint Germain to be prepared for their arrival. But now Christine felt that she must return to Paris, and alone. She knew her mind would never let her rest until she knew the truth behind these murders near the Opera. Could it be that Erik was still alive? And if he were, what then? Somehow, she couldn’t believe he was the perpetrator of these new, gruesome crimes. What earthly purpose could they serve? Why, if he had lain hidden and quiet for the past two years, would he suddenly advertise his presence in such a sensational way?

      Not for a second did she believe him incapable of such crimes — she was not quite that naïve. He had killed, and more than once, but not randomly, not without purpose. What reason could he possibly have to commit murder almost on the steps of the Opera itself? Certainly, life had gone on there since the scandal surrounding her own disappearance and the death of Philippe, the Comte de Chagny; although the Paris Opera had shuttered itself for several months afterward, eventually, new productions were mounted with new divas. La Carlotta could not be persuaded to set foot there ever again, and had in fact returned to her native Spain. But the show went on as it always had, with no further whisper of the Opera Ghost, although Meg had written, with somewhat unbecoming glee, that Box Five, his former favorite, had to be let at a substantially reduced rate due to worries that it was still haunted by his presence.

      For the past two years, Christine had allowed herself to think Erik dead. It was easier that way. It was easier still to fall into the rhythms of life at Chagny, to do her best to be a proper mistress of the vast estate, even though she had never thought she would be in such a position and quite honestly didn’t know what she was doing. Indeed, she sometimes found herself weary of the sameness of her days, which certainly lacked the excitement of the life she had led in Paris while performing at the Opera.

      For the most part, the staff had been kind to her; Raoul had always been their favorite, and it was so obvious he loved Christine to distraction that most of them loved her, too. Society had been a different matter, but Raoul refused to allow any obvious snubs to his wife. Even in these latter days of the Third Republic, the antiquity of the family name carried considerable weight, so Christine had found the way easier for her than possibly it had any right to be. And in the round of life at the estate, she had found it safer to let the past lie and to look forward only to the future.

      But now that past had intruded on the present, and she no longer found it quite so easy to ignore. Whatever power Erik had exerted over her was not entirely gone, it seemed — even in his absence, he was apparently able to compel her to lie to her husband, to make dissembling plans to return to Paris far earlier than was strictly necessary. Even the barest hint that Erik might still be among the living was apparently enough to unsettle her.

      She knew she would never rest easy until she knew the truth.

      Christine saw that Raoul was waiting for her to speak, so she said quickly, “I know you can’t leave now, dearest, but I should be quite safe, you know. I’ll take Jeannette with me, of course, and the Gastons are already awaiting our arrival. I’ll just wire ahead and let them know to expect me early. I suppose they might fuss a bit, but they can always get my apartments ready first and then worry about the rest of the house later.”

      “And you would not mind going to Paris alone?” he asked, nothing but concern showing in his clear blue eyes.

      Of course, he was thinking only of her, and of how she had once sobbed passionately to him that she never wanted to return to Paris as long as she lived. At the time, he had been only too happy to accommodate her wishes. But that was before life intervened and he had to take on the responsibilities of being the Comte de Chagny, and long before Meg had found her station advanced almost as much as Christine’s, and begged the couple to come back to Paris for her wedding.

      When she first heard of the engagement, Christine had been overjoyed for her friend, even though she knew very little of this Honoré de Castelo-Barbezac. But even then she had dreaded the thought of going to Paris once more, knowing she would be forever haunted by the events of two years past, and the echoing beauty of a voice that belonged to a man she thought long dead. She had wondered how she could refuse her friend’s request to serve as her matron of honor, even as she knew she would never have the courage to disappoint Meg in such a way. Since Raoul had promised to go with her to the wedding, Christine thought she could face Paris.

      She found it ironic that she now schemed to return there without him.

      “Perhaps it will be a little difficult,” she allowed, knowing Raoul would think it odd that she showed no reluctance to return alone. “But of course, I will be spending most of my time with Meg, and I’m sure she will take care to see that I am never idle. She mentioned perhaps I should order my summer gowns while I’m there and can avail myself of the services of Monsieur Worth for those pieces as well.”

      Raoul threw up his hands in mock despair. “Well, then, I know I must stay here and make sure the vines get off to a good start this year, or I shall never be able to pay Monsieur Worth’s bill!”

      Despite herself, Christine smiled. “Oh, I promise I shan’t be more than a little extravagant. Even among the great families of the Loire, it’s not necessary to have four changes of dress each day, as I’ve heard is de rigeur in Paris lately.”

      “I suppose I must give thanks for that, then,” he replied with an answering grin. “I don’t think it could do any harm — as you say, you’ll be with Mademoiselle Giry, and it couldn’t hurt for you to be seen in Paris society with her. We’ve buried ourselves here the past few years, I think, and I suppose we were both foolish if we thought we could remain isolated here forever.”

      How sweet he was, really, how considerate of her wishes. No arguments, no admonishments as to how to behave in society, and no real restrictions, either. Her husband had a sunny soul, bright and open and uncomplicated, despite the travails he had endured to win her. She had never been able to explain that her contact with Erik had changed her somehow, had brought something dark and complicated to a spirit she had once thought as open as Raoul’s own. It was that very stain which drove her to return to Paris now, to follow her own desires without revealing the truth to her husband.

      Still, she had to thank the Lord that Raoul had retained that essence of himself. It was one of the things she loved about him, even though she sometimes wondered whether she could ever return his love as completely. It seemed there was always some piece of her soul she had given to Erik, some part of her that Raoul could never understand or own. But she would be lying to herself if she didn’t admit how gladdened she was by his easy acquiescence.

      Once in Paris, perhaps she could put her own uneasy soul finally to rest. She was eager to see Meg again, of course, but even more so, she wanted to know the truth about Erik, and whether he’d had a hand in these murders. And if he had — if he were alive —

      To those questions, she had no answers. For the moment, she could only raise a smiling, false face to her husband, and hope that once again, God or fate would sort things out.
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        Down Among the Dead

      

      

      

      He had lain in darkness for an eternity. Hunted, heartsick, he’d had no choice but to go to ground like the wounded animal he was. His home beneath the Paris Opera was no more; ransacked, ruined, with nothing remaining of the hidden sanctuary he had labored over for so many years. Only a few days after Christine left him, he had slipped into the sub-basements through a way only he knew, one that not even his old friend the Persian, who had plumbed most of the Palais Garnier’s secrets, had been able to ferret out. But once there, Erik saw that the angry mob who’d tried to chase him down had been most thorough — the furniture had been smashed to splinters, the pipe organ partly disassembled, his books and notes and music a heap of sodden, still-smoldering rags of paper. The acrid scent of smoke lingered there in the darkness, with no way for the foul air to escape.

      All along, he had known utter wreckage was probably what he would find, but seeing the destruction for himself instead of merely imagining it was far more painful than he would have thought possible. Every piece of furniture or scrap of his beloved Don Juan Triumphant score seemed to scream at him that Christine was gone, the dream dead forever. He wished he could have died then. But the heart that was broken showed no signs of failing him, and even though he wanted no more than to lie down and die, he had prepared himself for this moment.

      He had told the Persian — the daroga — that he was dying, but as much as Erik had wished for that merciful end, he knew it was not at all imminent. Christine had given the gold wedding ring back to him before she left the house beyond the lake forever, and he carried it with him when he returned there. Let her think he was dead. Let the whole world think the same.

      The body was simply that of some unfortunate who had expired in a back alley near the slums of Les Halles; Erik had found the dead man and brought him to the bowels of the Opera House. It was of no real import that he and the mugging victim were only very approximately the same size, for once the flesh had rotted away from the corpse, there would be no one to distinguish a difference of a few inches here and there. No, he had simply dumped the body on the edge of the lake, and covered its face with one of his spare masks. With any luck, no one would return to the shores of Lake Averne for weeks or even months, and by that point, the body would be unrecognizable. The gold ring he had hoped would adorn Christine’s graceful hand, he shoved onto the pinky finger of the man’s left hand; it would fit no other.

      And then he had left, knowing he would never return. For him, an even darker sanctuary awaited.

      Beneath the orderly streets of Haussman’s Parisian reconstruction efforts lay a vast network of abandoned quarries and catacombs, and within those forgotten spaces were also contained the ossuaries of Paris, a veritable kingdom of the dead. Indeed, visitors to the bone yards — and they did attract their share of tourists — were first greeted by an imposing sign over the doorway which proclaimed: Arrête! C’est ici l’empire de la mort! (Stop! Here is the empire of the dead!)

      Beyond that sign lay the ossuaries, first conceived in the late eighteenth century when land became scarce and the decision was made to empty the cemeteries of Paris into sections of the abandoned limestone quarries beneath the city. They were strongholds of bone — skulls, femurs, and tibias stacked in a variety of patterns almost to the height of a man’s head. Carefully marked passages outlined the areas in which visitors were welcome, but beyond those tunnels lay miles of unexplored paths that reached far back into the catacombs. It was there Erik found his own oubliette, a backwater in the kingdom of the dead where no one could ever find him.

      Down in the darkness, he created a makeshift home of items salvaged from the alleys and trash heaps of Paris: bits of furniture deemed too scratched or simply out of fashion for further use, bedding patch-worked together out of scraps gleaned from the rag heaps behind the dressmakers’ shops on the Rue de la Paix, precious books and stacks of paper stolen from the carts of vendors along the Boulevard Saint Germain. There in the artificial night of the catacombs, he labored over a careful reconstruction of Don Juan Triumphant, as he had very little else to occupy his time. Of course, there was no question of him rebuilding a pipe organ in the narrow limestone-bordered cell he now called home, but early in his sojourn there, he had stolen a violin from a street musician as the man napped in a back alley. Soon afterward, rumors began to spread of the specter of a dead violinist that haunted the nether regions beyond the ossuaries of Denfert-Rochereau. The tourists and spelunkers took care to avoid that area, as did the prostitutes who had taken to plying their trade underground, far from the watchful eyes of the local gendarmes.

      In the beginning, of course, there had been hate. Oh, how he had hated Christine for turning from him and going to that damnable boy — never mind that Erik had in fact instructed her to do so. He had thought it was enough that she had let him kiss her, that she had chosen to turn the scorpion figurine instead of the grasshopper, signifying her supposed rejection of Raoul — and thus saving the Opera from destruction, as turning the grasshopper would have ignited the barrels of dynamite Erik had stored in the sub-basements.

      How sweet those precious moments had been, when he’d thought she might stay there with him forever in the house beyond the lake, when she had lifted her pure white forehead for him to kiss. But then he knew that even though he might die of love for her, he could not force her to live her life down there, alone in the darkness with only a monster for company. And so she had gone, and the peace Erik experienced after being gifted with her kiss had only lasted a few days, just long enough for him to go to the Persian and tell him that Christine was free and that he, Erik, was dying.

      A good story, and one the daroga sincerely seemed to believe. Would that it had been true! But once Erik had come here to the ossuaries, driven to live among the dead, the bitterness and hate had risen in him once again. How dare she fall in love with such a trifling young man, after all, one who had very little to recommend him beyond looks and a title! Shallow, foolish girl! Could she not see beyond such surface considerations to understand the heights to which Erik could have brought her, the passions he could have taught her…the love he could have shown her?

      Mercifully, that stage of his despair did not last very long. Much as he might have wanted to, he found he could not truly hate her…not the woman who had laid her gentle lips upon his hideous forehead, who had held him as their tears mingled on his unmasked face. There was regret, of course, but he could not hate the only woman who had ever shown him the slightest affection.

      Raoul was much easier to hate, Raoul who had interfered, who had shown Christine the promise of a mortal love. It was easy to hate his guileless blue eyes, his smooth and untroubled features, his easy, charming ways — he had the manner of a man who had never been crossed in his entire life, who had always had the best of everything and the regard of his peers. Until, of course, he come up against the Phantom of the Opera! Oh, then it had been a very different sort of circumstance, had it not? The recollection of Raoul’s panicked reaction to Christine’s relationship with her “Angel” and the agonies he had suffered to be with her still brought a smile to Erik’s misshapen lips. At least the boy had had to walk through hell to claim his bride!

      But claim her he had, and they had fled Paris, taking the train to Copenhagen from the Gare du Nord. Erik doubted they knew that they had a watchful angel to the very end, one who had hidden in the shadows to observe their departure, even as Raoul lifted a hand to help Christine into the car, the graceful skirts of her blue brocade gown sweeping the steps. Erik had always loved her in that dress; it brought out the porcelain purity of her skin and the clear forget-me-not blue of her eyes.

      Then they were gone, and Erik was left with nothing but the memory of her sweet voice, the scent of roses that always accompanied her, the butterfly whisper of her fingers upon his. He would have given his life for only a few more moments in her presence, but that, of course, was not to be.

      There had been no rumor of them for several months, until one day in a discarded newspaper, Erik found a small article that spoke of their return to France once the Comte de Chagny’s death had been ruled as accidental. They had come home, but not to Paris, and now Christine was la Comtesse de Chagny.

      Erik had considered leaving Paris and going to Tours, which was only twenty miles from the Chagny estate, but he soon dismissed the idea. It was easy enough to hide himself in Paris, where he had found a refuge and where the teeming millions of the city’s population shielded him from prying eyes. Tours offered a far different situation; although it was a regional capital and a small, bustling city in its own right, the place certainly did not provide the same advantages as Paris. Besides, if he had possessed the strength to let Christine go, then he had to find within himself the resolve to allow her to live her life. There was no point in torturing himself on the meager chance he might catch a glimpse of her when she came to town.

      So he had remained in his hidden lair in the catacombs, and even found a few occupations to interest him once again, since it soon became apparent that his heart was not going to do him the service of failing any time soon. There was the ongoing work with Don Juan Triumphant, of course. Once it had been composed, it was recorded in his memory for all time, but the task of transcribing it once again was time-consuming, especially since he had to steal every piece of paper upon which it was written. And after a few months, he even found the will to return to the Opera.

      Box Five was let, of course, but his former haunt was not the only place where Erik could hide himself and observe the goings-on. Thank God that La Carlotta had taken herself back to her native Spain; the new diva was a young woman named Cécile Lamont, and Erik was surprised to find that she actually could sing. Not like Christine, of course, he reflected sadly; there would never be another Christine — but the new girl had a very pretty voice, with some of the purity he had admired in Christine’s. It was diverting enough to watch Mademoiselle Lamont play Susanna in Figaro, even to the point where he began to wonder what he could do to improve her voice if she were under his tutelage. Then he realized what he was thinking and, shaken, had crept away. Impossible that he could even begin to consider replacing Christine. It was only the solitude, he told himself, the weary hours in the chill, damp darkness where the only sound beyond his own heartbeat was the steady drip of moisture from the limestone roof of the catacombs. Perhaps the isolation was slowly driving him mad.

      Many months passed before he returned to the Opera after that, and although Mademoiselle Lamont still reigned as diva, he was able to assess her voice more dispassionately. True, she had a certain clarity of tone that La Carlotta had definitely lacked, but her diction was really quite poor, and her midrange only adequate. The new management seemed to be doing a fair enough job under the direction of Monsieur Gailhard, but as always, the Opera’s primary importance was to see and be seen, with any artistic pretensions clearly subordinated to spectacle.

      After that visit, he stopped in very occasionally, more because it was the only place he could feel halfway safe beyond the catacombs than because he truly cared about the performances. Several times, he staged raids on the costume and makeup departments, taking certain items he needed. Christine had not believed him when he’d told her he would soon have a mask that would make him look like everyone else, but after many failed attempts, he had now come close. In blazing sunlight, of course, he doubted he would fool anyone with keen eyes, but in the soft glow of the street lamps or the uneven flicker of a candle flame, he seemed to be just another ordinary Parisian in better-than-average clothing, albeit one who instinctively chose to walk in the shadows.

      The disguise allowed Erik to finally recapture some of the life he thought he had lost forever; never one to scruple at a quick theft when it served his needs, he gradually began to rebuild his funds through some deft sleight-of-hand. The steps of the Opera House were particularly good hunting grounds, for in the jostle of the crowds, it was the simplest thing in the world to relieve some overdressed bourgeois of his wallet. With the money thus acquired, he was able to order new suits, procure paper and ink and candles, and purchase heavy new blankets, as the cold of his underground home had begun to affect even his bones. For the first time in many months, he began to feel like a man once more, and not a ghost.

      Chance pieces of his former life crossed his path from time to time; it was only a month or so earlier that he had read of Mademoiselle Giry’s engagement to the Baron de Castelo-Barbezac, and Erik smiled despite himself. Perhaps his promises to the worthy Madame Giry had been somewhat overreaching, but he felt certain that the Girys of both generations were perfectly happy with a baron and did not regret too much the Opera Ghost’s claims that one day Meg would be the new Empress. If nothing else, Meg Giry had been a good and true friend to Christine, and he wished her the best of this world.

      Inevitably, he thought of Christine and wondered if she would come to town for the wedding. Silly of him, he knew — what would he do, after all, even if she did come? Loiter in the fashionable streets of the Faubourg Saint Germain, hoping for a glimpse of his erstwhile obsession? Someone would most certainly call the police, convincing mask or no. Better to stay in the shadows and think of his masterwork, now so close to completion…once more. Christine had her life, after all. It was foolish to think he could ever again be a part of it.

      It was very late; even the cafés that spilled their light and noise onto the sidewalks were shuttered and dark. A brisk breeze blew off the Seine, bringing with it a smell of damp and something else, something sharp and organic — the smell of returning spring. The trees were still bare, but their naked outlines showed the slightest softening, the first buds revealing the barest hint of green on their dark branches.

      That same breeze rustled in the abandoned pages of the day’s newspapers, one of which blew up from the gutter and across the tip of Erik’s shoe. He looked down at it, then shook his head. No time to waste on scanning the words it contained; he had spent hours walking the city streets, listening to the voices around him, and now he only wanted to return to his narrow bed.

      Even ghosts grow weary, he thought, and hastened toward the hidden entrance to the catacombs on the Rue de Valois. No eyes noted his shadowy form becoming one with the darkness on the narrow street, and he disappeared once more from the world.
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        Friend and Foe

      

      

      

      Christine was uncertain exactly what she had expected from Meg’s fiancé, but she did know that Monsieur le Baron Honoré de Castelo-Barbezac was not it. The man who greeted her in the main salon of his elegant town house was dressed impeccably, of course, from his white silk brocade waistcoat to his expertly tailored black evening coat and narrow pants, but his hair was just a shade too long than considered appropriate, and the bow tie at his throat almost bordered on floppy. She had been away from  Paris for a few years, but Christine could still recognize the telltale signs of the flâneur, the idle man-about-town who existed nowhere but on the streets of the City of Light: arbiter of fashion, connoisseur of art and music, admirer of actresses, opera singers…and, of course, ballet dancers.

      Still, the blue-gray eyes that met hers when she entered the room were very kind, and the smile that accompanied the obligatory hand-kissing quite dazzling. If nothing else, Honoré de Castelo-Barbezac had very good teeth.

      “Ah, the celebrated Christine,” he said. “Of whom I have heard so very much — indeed, there were times I thought Meg would talk of nothing else.”

      “Oh, hush,” Meg said, having risen from a seat near the fireplace to come greet her friend. The mischievous ballet dancer with the bow in her hair was nowhere to be seen; instead, Meg was now the epitome of Paris fashion, from her watered-silk rose-hued dinner gown to the sleek chignon of heavy dark hair she wore low on her neck. “Really, Christine, there are times when I can’t believe a word he says.” But the look Meg gave her fiancé was loving and indulgent, and she smiled even as she spoke. Then she took Christine’s hands with some of the impulsiveness Christine remembered of old as she added, “I am so glad you decided to come. I was quite afraid you wouldn’t.”

      “At first, I wasn’t certain,” Christine replied, although of course, she didn’t dare divulge to Meg her true reason for coming to Paris, especially with Meg’s fiancé standing there and listening to their exchange. “But then Raoul and I discussed the matter, and we both felt that enough time had passed and that we were ready to return to Paris.”

      “I know I should die if I had to spend more than a week away,” the baron put in, but again he smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling with amusement.

      “Honoré,” Meg said, a warning note in her voice.

      “Merely expressing an opinion, ma petite,” he replied. “But I do think the proper thing now is to introduce Madame la Comtesse to your guests.”

      For a second, Meg looked guilty, and then she nodded. Apparently, she wasn’t quite as familiar with the manners of high society as she would have liked to be. But then she recovered herself and hooked her arm through Christine’s, murmuring, “We can face the dragons together, my dear. They will try to cut us down, I suppose, but we’ll show them that we opera girls have more backbone than that.”

      And indeed, as Christine was led around the salon and introduced to the dozen people who occupied it, she couldn’t help but notice the undercurrent of hostility that ran below the politely neutral acknowledgments she received. She might have married the Comte de Chagny, but she had been born only the daughter of an itinerant Swedish fiddle player, and they would never let her forget that fact, even if those who occupied the upper echelons of Parisian society were too well-bred to say anything to her face.

      It also didn’t help matters that she felt quite countrified and not at all in step with fashion. The bustle had reasserted itself in full force this season, it seemed, and her narrow skirts looked quite plain in contrast to the exuberant drapings and swags she saw around her. The dinner gown she wore had never been all that becoming; Raoul’s oldest sister had passed away from rheumatic fever not quite a year earlier, and Christine had been relegated to the pale grays and lavenders of half-mourning for the past six months. Still, it was her newest gown, and the only one she had thought even remotely suitable to the occasion, even though she knew the lavender moiré made her look somewhat pale and tired. The new style of hairdressing was not at all suited to her heavy curls, and her lady’s maid had abandoned any attempt at the fashionable low chignon after her first attempt. So Christine still wore her chestnut curls in a cascade down her back, even though the front sections had been pulled away from her face and secured in place with heavy silver combs that had once belonged to Raoul’s mother.

      Somehow, she was able to endure the women’s cool glances and murmur the necessary polite words after each introduction, although she knew she would never be able to remember all the names of Meg and Honoré’s guests. She did find it somewhat amusing that she outranked all of them, except for one doughty old duchess who looked as if she might have survived the original Revolution. But that grande dame had been the kindest, even going so far as to pat Christine’s hand and say, “I was privileged to see you sing Faust, my dear. Although I suppose it was all for the best, your comte did deprive the Paris Opera of its greatest star.”

      Blushing, Christine replied, “That’s very kind of you,” even as the duchess waved a be-ringed hand.

      “Kindness has nothing to do with it, child. You were such a blessed change after La Carlotta that I would be remiss if I didn’t praise you.” Then the duchess’s faded eyebrows pulled together, and the look she gave Christine was very shrewd. “Of course, I would have enjoyed the opera even more if I had been able to see you actually finish it.”

      The Aubusson-covered floor beneath Christine’s feet seemed to tilt perilously, even as she took a breath to attempt to recover herself. Of course, the duchess was referring to Christine’s precipitous disappearance from the stage and the commotion that had ensued. It had been the talk of Paris for weeks. At least, that particular account was what Meg had described to her, but Meg had also been quick to add that no one knew the real truth of the matter, for the managers weren’t talking and the principals involved — namely, Christine and Raoul — had disappeared from the scene.

      Certainly, neither she nor Raoul had ever made any attempt to explain what had actually happened, save to say that they had made plans to elope, given the disapproval of Philippe de Chagny regarding their match. It was a tragedy that Philippe had for some reason thought they’d gone to ground under the opera house and then had drowned there in the dark waters of the lake, but that was all it had been: a tragic accident. Any mention of an opera ghost had been dismissed as the hysterical imaginings of the young dancers — affectionately referred to as “ballet rats” — and the stage hands.

      At least, that was what Meg had reported.

      “A foolish prank,” Christine managed at last, hoping that she hadn’t betrayed herself with any sudden tremors. “Raoul and I have regretted it ever since.”

      “Ah,” said the duchess, whose name Christine had forgotten. “I thought that might have been it. Unfortunate, really. So much fuss over a younger son’s choice of bride! Then again,” she added as her pale gray eyes took on a sudden glint, “one never knows when a younger son will inherit, does one?” And she looked past Christine to the spot where Meg stood with her fiancé a few feet away.

      “Oh, is that the case with Monsieur le Baron as well?” Christine asked, eager to divert their conversation from the events of two years ago. “Meg never mentioned it to me.”

      “Yes, although most of us who know the family well knew that Honoré would one day be the baron. His older brother was quite sickly.” Her tone seemed to indicate that the elder Barbezac’s health was entirely his own fault. “But that didn’t keep Honoré from running around with the worst sorts — street musicians, café singers, artists, ballet dancers — ” The duchess appeared to catch herself before continuing any further with that line of thought, at the risk of insulting the young comtesse to whom she spoke. “You should see some of the daubs he’s hung around the house. Not worth the canvas they’re painted on, my dear.”

      “He seems quite an interesting person,” Christine replied, thinking that Honoré sounded like a perfect match for Meg. Obviously, he was not overly impressed with his title, which meant he most likely cared little about his fiancée’s humble origins. “I’m sure Meg thinks the world of him.”

      “As to that,” the duchess said, “why shouldn’t she? He’s given her wealth, security, and a title. Although,” she added, in an obvious attempt at politeness, “they do seem to be quite besotted with one another. Nothing like in my day — I only met my husband a week before the wedding. None of this modern prating of love there, I assure you.”

      “You didn’t…love him?” faltered Christine, who was beginning to feel a little overwhelmed by the duchess. Certainly, she had never heard such frank talk from anyone else of that generation.

      The duchess raised her lorgnette and stared at Christine for so long that Christine could feel the blood rush to her cheeks once again. “You are quite the naïf, aren’t you, child?” Then, without waiting for an answer — not that Christine could have managed one — she went on, “We tolerated one another, and that’s more than most married couples have, I suppose. But now it’s all meant to be about love, which is quite silly, you know.”

      In that moment, Christine heard the Phantom’s words once more in her head, his beautiful voice ragged from weeping. Christine, I am dying of love of you, he had said, while she had thought her own heart would break upon hearing those words. She wondered, absurdly, what the redoubtable duchess before her would have to say to such a pronouncement. Probably, the old woman would have smacked him on the jaw with her fan and told him not to be a fool, that a man could die of a heart attack or dysentery, but certainly not of love. Christine had to stifle a sudden impulse to giggle before she replied, “Well, I’m glad I married for love.”

      Another one of those shrewd, measuring glances. “And I believe you did, child, no matter what other people might say. But now it appears they’re calling us in for dinner.”

      With a start, Christine turned to see the other guests rising from their respective chairs to follow Meg and Honoré into the dining salon. “Oh, dear,” she said, “I seem to have kept you quite to myself, your grace.”

      “Don’t you believe it,” said the duchess. “If anything, I’ve been the one keeping you from everyone else. But now, my dear, if you would oblige me….” And she held out her arm to Christine. “I do have a difficult time moving about these days.”

      At once, Christine offered an arm to help the duchess up from her chair, for the old woman did seem to be quite stiff in the joints. She waited as her companion arranged her black silken skirts, then said, “I’ve very much enjoyed our talk.”

      “And I, my child.” The duchess smiled at her then, the faintest trace of a dimple appearing in her lined cheek. For the first time, Christine saw that she must have been quite a beauty when she was young. “You may accompany me into the dining hall. I’m sure that Mademoiselle Giry has you seated next to her, but I shall be just across the table from you, next to Honoré.”

      “Do you know Honoré’s family well?” Christine asked as they moved slowly toward the dining salon. She took care to keep her steps small to match those of the arthritic woman.

      “I should think so,” the duchess replied. “He is my grandson, after all.”

      And having delivered that remark, she continued into the adjoining room, leaving Christine to stare after her in bemusement for a few seconds before she remembered herself and hastened to stay next to the old woman. The duchess gave Christine another smile, then whispered to her, just before they entered the dining salon,

      “And don’t let the Baroness de Rochefort give you too many airs, my dear. She may be a baroness now, but her father was nothing but a cloth merchant from Lyon.”

      Christine smiled as well and nodded, then, chin held high, made her way toward the head of the table. Too many of the eyes watching her were still hostile, but she felt curiously light of heart. Whatever else, she thought that she had made an ally this evening…and she sensed that she would need such a friend in the days and weeks ahead.
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      He waited in the darkness of an alley just off the Rue Scribe, watching the crowds around the opera house gradually thin as the evening wore on. Far away, a bell struck one o’clock, that one mournful note seeming to reverberate on and on in his head, stirring up the agitation he couldn’t seem to control, and to which he had long ago surrendered.

      This was not the first night he had waited; no, this alley had been his home for uncounted evenings now as he stalked his prey, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. Too often, those he sought strolled this street in company, or were surrounded by enough strangers that he didn’t dare make his move. Too many nights he was forced to return to his meager flat and sleep through the day, his only desire to hasten the useless sunlit hours until he could once more take to the streets.

      Oh, but the kill was almost worth the waiting, worth the interminable hours, worth the ache in his muscles and the dull gray fog that seemed to cloud his brain most of the time. The only other thing that made his life worthwhile was the heavenly pipe and the oily black bars he smoked in it; under the drug’s influence, he suddenly felt clear of mind, certain of his purpose. It was only until he had found and punished all of those who had contributed to his downfall that he could rest and finally put the hashish aside.

      Ah, but now he thought his prey might finally be at hand. He had seen the man walk these streets many times over the past few days, going from the Opera to hail a cab on the Boulevard des Capuchines, but the timing had never been right. Tonight, however….

      There he was, moving slowly down the Rue Scribe. The street was deserted, bleak and quiet under a waning half-moon, and the sound of the man’s infernal whistling could be heard clearly…some silly pastiche by Offenbach. Otherwise, the only sound the killer could detect was the beating of his own heart.

      In the darkness of the alley he waited, letting the drug thrill along his nerve endings, hearing the thin slap of the man’s shoes on the damp pavings. Closer, closer —

      The garrote dropped over the man’s throat as his killer pulled it tight, feeling the familiar bite of the wire in his hands, the pressure of his victim’s body against the weapon. But the man was pudgy and weak, no match for the one who had lain in wait for him. His thrashings grew more and more feeble, until he finally slid from beneath the wire to fall in a limp heap on the paving stones. The mark of the wire was a thin, livid line against his throat.

      His killer stood there for a moment, staring down at his handiwork. As with his other victims, the man’s eyes were bulging and bloodshot, his mouth open in a ridiculous O of fright. This one had apparently been so frightened that he pissed himself; the smell of urine rose sharp in the damp night air.

      Suddenly disgusted, the killer wound his garrote carefully and tucked it back into the pocket of his overcoat. It would never do for the Surété to discover that the murder weapon was a simple garrote; he wanted them to think these men had been killed by something far more unusual, distinctive. He wanted the blame to be laid at the feet of the person who had been the primary source of all his misfortune. If the man hadn’t already been dead, he would have killed him as well, but defaming his memory was his next-best revenge. No, all he could do now was continue to send those who had also participated in his ruin to their richly deserved reward.

      From around a corner, he could hear the sound of approaching voices, and he turned and darted once more into the shadows, moving quickly and silently through the darkness. Now, perhaps, he could enjoy a few hours of sleep undisturbed by nightmares. Then he would awake, and the waiting would begin again. He knew that several days would have to pass before he deemed it safe enough to commence the stalking of his next victim.

      From behind him came a woman’s scream, followed by someone shouting for a gendarme. Once, in the beginning, he had stayed to watch as the crowd gathered and the police came in to investigate, but he had soon abandoned that activity as overly dangerous. As much as it would please him to see the consternation that he’d caused, he knew his only hope for continued freedom lay in leaving the area as quickly as possible. He would have to get the rest of the story secondhand, through the newspaper articles he found endlessly amusing. Reading about the bumbling attempts of the Surété to discover the identity of the Rue Scribe killer gave him almost as much pleasure as the act of killing itself. Even more diverting was the new series of articles that had begun to connect these new murders to the erstwhile Opera Ghost.
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