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For Tara—

You went along with every one of my crazy childhood ideas, even when I cast you as Raoul. I’m so sorry for that. I love you and your adventurous heart more than you will ever know.





The Phantom of the Opera is about love. It’s as simple as that.

—Andrew Lloyd Webber
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Prologue
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Paris, March 1896

The Opera Ghost was gone.

The absurd thought was with me from the moment morning’s pale light spilled in through hastily drawn curtains, prodding me away from dreams both fearful and divine.

He’s gone.

The sudden certainty was so startling I sat up with a gasp and pushed aside the twisted tangle of linens, even as my bedfellow groaned.

Ignoring his protestations—already he’d rolled over and fallen back asleep with an ease I envied—I quickly dressed and abandoned the chamber, the town house, and the man they contained before ordering a hansom cab to take me back to the place I’d sworn so many times I’d never return: the Opéra Populaire.

He’s not there.

My inner voice was an almost-convincing shield, keeping me safe from harm and heartache, but I had to know. I had to see everything with my own eyes.

I couldn’t imagine the opera without him haunting it, couldn’t fathom a world without his careful watch.

But if it was … If he had …

I had the carriage stop along the Rue Scribe so that I might take the back entrance and slip in unnoticed. Half a dozen gendarmes loitered out front, chatting and sharing cigarettes with exhausted members of the fire brigade. My visit was to be brief and without interruption. I would confirm that my suspicions were right and then go, secure in the knowledge that this nightmare—this beautiful, terrible horror—was well and truly over.

One step into his world at the edge of the underground lake, five whole basements beneath the bustling streets of the 9th arrondissement, was enough for me to know.

The Angel of Music, my tutor and tormentor, was not here.

The silence gave it away instantly.

The air—usually so full of music and life, so saturated with song that the notes lingered long after being played—was still. The mechanical clicks and rustles of his automatons, his models and tinkerings, were no more.

Stripped of his unearthly genius, his dark kingdom was now dominated by other sounds: dripping water and scratches of rodent claws on wet brickwork, things I’d never once noticed when everything was filled with him. Even the building itself could be heard, settling with ominous groans that made me terribly aware of the hundred thousand tons of granite, marble, and gilded statuary that were suspended above me by nothing more than the magic of arches and angles.

He was not there.

But the monkey music box, that curious figure of tufted hair and clapping cymbals, was.

I made my way over to the novelty, keeping my lantern brandished to hold back the most eager shadows.

“Where did he go?” I asked. I was almost certain that the monkey could come to life and tell me all he’d borne witness to, if only he wanted.

But he remained still and kept his secrets.

Impulsively, I wound the handle and let the sweet, wistful refrain trigger an ache in my chest so painful I feared I would crack.

It had been wondrous here once.

Beautiful, even.

But now …

Toppled, broken furniture and smashed machinery littered the space. Cogs and springs and metallic detritus crackled underfoot. Wooden carvings, lovingly rendered, were reduced to splinters. Drapes had been ripped to shreds and candles knocked over, covering surfaces with angry sprays of hardened wax. It was a wonder the entire opera had not burned down.

Seeing the magnitude of his work, pilfered and broken, wholly destroyed by senseless rage, made me want to cry.

Most concerning was the music.

Thousands of sheets of paper—arias and concertos, requiems and sonatas—were cast across the room with such disregard it made me physically ill. Whole scores had been ripped from their covers, torn in two, and pitched. A lifetime’s worth of art ruined in a fit of fury.

But whose rage had brought this on?

That of the encroaching mob?

Or …

“Erik,” I whispered, picking up the nearest sheet and tracing a finger along its stanzas.

The notes had been hastily jotted in his signature burgundy ink. I recognized the melody immediately. His fervored urgency rippled through every line.

A duet, written for soprano and baritone.

How I’d smiled when he’d first told me. Tenors were always meant to win the heroine’s heart.

But not this time.

Not exactly.

I closed my eyes, remembering our last moments in this space, remembering how his lips had moved over mine, remembering the abject sorrow which had choked his voice as he screamed for me to leave him.

With a shaky breath, I glanced around the room, looking for the rest of the song. I wanted to take it with me. I couldn’t bear the thought of such beauty stranded in this darkness, forever entombed like a pharaoh forgotten to time and history.

The sheer quantity of it all was overwhelming. I wandered through the mess, spotting tunes both familiar and strange. His spirit, his talent, remained in this place, even if my Angel was no more.

I picked up every page I could find, taking the scattered song and piecing it back together the way it was meant to be. At the far side of the room, just at the edge of my vision, came unexpected movement, and I startled.

An undignified cry caught in my throat, and I squinted, picturing him as he’d step from the darkness, his suit only a shade lighter than the void itself.

I willed for other bits of him to appear—first his hands, long and pale and lovely, then the crisp press of his shirt, the fastidious knot of his cravat. And his mask.

I stood frozen, breathless, my chest heavy with anticipation.

My instinct had been wrong.

The Opera Ghost was not gone. He was here. He had outwitted his would-be captors and come back. He’d returned.

For me.

All thoughts of Raoul—dear, wonderful Raoul, slumbering in his bed, wholly unaware of the treachery lodged within my heart—vanished.

Erik had come for me, and I could not forsake my Angel a second time.

But when he did not step out of the shadows, I crossed the room and pushed aside a gauzy bit of tattered tulle—the remnant of a bridal veil from Lohengrin—and I saw that the movement I’d caught had been nothing but my own self, reflected in the jagged shards of a mirror.

It was an enormous behemoth, taking up an entire section of the room and towering over me like a giant. The reflective surface had been smashed, shattered into hundreds of pieces. Some still hung in the frame like silvery teeth, and I had the irrational thought that it was a great beast on the verge of devouring me whole.

A cold draft caused the lantern’s flame to dance, setting the gilded nymphs carved along the frame into false motion. Highlights slid over exposed limbs and bared breasts. Metallic faces watched me with seething interest, and I looked away, feeling their judgment.

Resting on the steps just before the mirror was the last page of the duet. I knelt to retrieve it and discovered that hidden beneath was a colored illustration ripped from the pages of a book.

It was a rose.

A very red rose.

“The Rosa Joséphine,” I whispered, instantly recognizing its unique shade.

I scooped it up, noticing all the notes he’d scrawled in its margins—dates and locations, facts and anecdotes—and smiled. He’d been so uniquely curious, driven by a compulsion to know more. No detail was too small; no object was beneath his notice. Once his attention was caught, he would not rest until he knew and understood everything. His intensity could not be stopped.

How well I knew.

I tucked the rose within the sheets of music and stood. A sudden flush of déjà vu swept over me, seizing hold of my mind and taking me back to another time, in front of another mirror.

There had been roses then too.

And him.

And the music.

So, so much music …
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CHAPTER 1
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Paris, March 1895

A mirror never lies.

As I all but collapsed onto my little stool, wedged before our section of plated glass in the corps de ballet dressing room—all the way in the back corner, squeezed between an armoire and a wall to illustrate that Madame Giry did not play favorites—it all but screamed the truth.

“I think I’m dying,” Meg gasped, falling beside me, pink-cheeked and out of breath.

We stared hard at our reflections, taking stock of the evening’s damage. Covered with a slick sheen and the ghoulish tracks of running eye cosmetics, we looked wrung out and half dead.

“I can’t believe Mother made us run through the mountaintop section twice after rehearsal.”

“I didn’t think it would ever end. The singers would come back in the morning, and we’d still be onstage, picking through choreography.” I began peeling away a length of beaded snake from my arm. The serpents were affixed to us with globs of spirit gum and fervent prayers. Even still, the fabric strips were notoriously faulty, freeing themselves from our sweating bodies and littering the stage like macabre confetti the singers were forever tripping on.

Ubaldo Piangi, the opera’s principal tenor, had stumbled across a particularly realistic asp backstage before his first entrance and let out a shriek so loud he had to be put on complete vocal rest for the evening.

And our leading soprano, Carlotta Giudicelli …

We’d only just begun technical rehearsals for our new production of Gounod’s Faust, and already everyone was wistfully daydreaming of closing night.

“Can you unlace me?” Meg asked, spinning round on her stool to present her back.

In this opera, we began as beautiful young women, parading about a vast garden, only to turn into a swarm of witches and demons later on, in Act V. Our final scene was on a mountainside on Walpurgis Night as we writhed and twirled about the titular tenor in a bid to lure him from the woman he’d sold his soul to acquire.

The costumes were nothing but tattered chiffon and carefully placed paillettes, and had to be handled with great care lest we incur the wrath of the wardrobe mistress, Madame Barbier.

I loosened the cording, and Meg swooned against me with a grateful sigh. One of the dozens of pins holding up her silver horned wig poked my arm, and, playfully, I poked her back.

“Some of us are going out for supper,” she mentioned, straightening up to pull out the hairpins. They fell onto our shared table like an April downpour.

She snatched up one of the wig forms, but I grabbed it from her, spotting the DAAÉ label. Meg was forever putting her costume pieces in my bins, mixing our jewelry, and sharing our makeup. We’d lived together for nearly half a decade, and we were just as close as sisters, but that didn’t mean I wanted her too-small wig pinching me come next rehearsal.

“You should join us,” she added.

I considered the offer, thinking about the scant number of francs I had squirreled in my reticule. Our next payday was opening night, four very long days away.

“It’ll be such fun,” Meg persisted. “And with you halfway across town, in your very grown-up apartment, I never get to see you. Not like we used to.”

“What restaurant?” I asked, wiping a wet towel over my face to remove the layers of melting greasepaint. Meg had a point. I’d moved out of the Girys’ house earlier in the season, when I’d first made the company and the prospect of a reliable monthly salary had made me hungry to act upon my sense of growing independence.

Meg shimmied free of her costume, letting it puddle on the floor as she skipped over to grab at her dressing robe. Such immodesty should have made me blush eleven shades of red, but after nearly a year in the corps, being backstage with singers and dancers in the midst of all stages of undress, nudity was nothing but a routine workplace occurrence.

“Le Chat Noir.”

That sealed it. My purse could not stretch so far, even if I ordered just a glass of wine and nursed it all evening. “We’ve been on our feet all day and you want to go dancing?” I made a face, hoping to talk her out of it. “Come to my apartment. I can make dinner instead. I’ve got a …” I paused, now thinking about the sorry state of my pantry. I so badly needed to go to the market, but with the start of dress rehearsals, there just wasn’t time.

“We’re not dancing!” Meg protested, her tone as bright as the blond curls cascading down her back. “Tonight, we are the audience! It’s sure to be grand. Frederick even says that they end the show with the cancan!” She whispered the scandalous words as Madame Giry—her mother and our ballet instructor—strode into the room without bothering to knock.

Her dark hair was pulled back in its usual braided chignon. Her expression was thunderous.

“What a rehearsal! I’ve never seen such careless pas de bourrées, such dismal sissones. Meg Giry, you were a full count behind on the final garden combination. Truly a disgrace! I should make you all return to the stage and run through it again until it’s perfect!”

The room froze, waiting with bated breath to see if her threat would actually be carried out. It wouldn’t have been the first time.

The corner of her lips twisted into a frown of displeasure. “Fortunately for you, Silvio has already gone home.”

Meg let out a soft hiss of relief.

“But I expect each of you warmed up in the practice hall one hour before morning rehearsal so that we can work through the adagio.” Madame Giry’s voice—perpetually raised to be heard over the clunk of Silvio’s practice piano—always sounded hoarse, as if she were on the cusp of a cold. Tonight, it all but cracked. Even she, it seemed, had been worn out by the long rehearsal.

With a sharp turn, she left, and moments later, we could hear her through the thin walls, berating the male dancers with added fury.

“I wasn’t that far behind, was I?” Meg asked, tying the sash of her robe. She backed up and prepared to mark through the steps barefoot. She began the plié, then faltered. “I need the music. I can hardly hear myself think in all this madness.”

The dressing room had begun to empty as girls hurried out to enjoy what remained of the night, but the chatter was still loud enough to set my teeth on edge.

In the far corner, Lisette Sartienne was holding court with some of the newer members of the corps. Last month, she’d been assigned a soloist role in one of the ballet’s workshops, and now the rest of the dancers treated her as if she’d been coated in gold dust.

She held up one hat, then another, watching her reflection with a critical eye as the other girls fawned.

“Count me in, Christine. Marguerite’s ‘Jewel Song’?” Meg asked, drawing my attention.

I noticed the way her brow had pinched, concern gnawing at her expression. For as much as she loved to play the role of blithe coquette, no one in the corps took their dancing as seriously as Meg. She would absolutely spend a carefree night at Le Chat Noir, flirting with anything that moved over endless coupes of champagne—but she’d be at the barre for a solid hour after, her eyes fixed on the mirror, making sure every line of her body was angled to perfection.

I gave her the four bars in question, humming the score as I took off my own wig. A mess of dark curls spilled free, and I finger-combed through them while watching Meg’s reflection.

She dipped and twirled, her usually fluid, sweeping movements stifled by the confines of the cramped space.

When the tempo changed, ceding to the opening notes of Marguerite’s aria, I switched too, lightly singing the first lyrics.

“Ah! Je ris de me voir. Si belle en ce miroir. Ah! Je ris de me voir. Si belle en ce miroir.”

I lost myself in the melody, letting the French words roll over my tongue as fluently as my native Swedish.

I’d always had a knack for languages. As the daughter of an itinerant violinist who had played in whatever café orchestra was willing to pay, I’d spent my early childhood traveling through Europe, picking up Italian and Spanish, English and German. And, of course, French. Father had firmly believed that no place on earth celebrated music more ardently than France.

At heart, I was not a dancer. Not truly. Not like Meg. Though I’d spent my adolescence in studios, mastering the rigid positions and repetitive movements that ballet demands, I often confused échappés with entrechats. Madame Giry’s walking stick was forever nudging my feet into more extreme angles while I flexed and stretched at the barre.

But I knew little else.

When my father had died four years ago, wasting away within a fortnight after a doctor’s grim prognosis, and I found myself a sixteen-year-old orphan, I’d needed something to save me.

Blessedly, Father had died in Paris.

He’d been good friends with Madame Giry’s husband, and I’d known her well enough that, when she’d approached me after the funeral, asking what I intended to do with myself, I answered her as honestly as I could: by bursting into bewildered tears.

She’d cleaned me up and taken me in, letting me stay with her family and share a room with her daughter, Meg. After a week of me and my grief hopelessly underfoot wherever I went in the crowded apartment, she enrolled me at the Conservatoire de Paris, where she was an instructor. As she took me to my first class, she’d wondered aloud if any of my father’s musical gifts might have worn off on me.

They had.

I could stay in tempo and had an innate understanding of the way my body was meant to move with a melody. While I would never be a prima ballerina, I wouldn’t embarrass myself—or Madame Giry—swinging a bower of roses along with the opera’s corps de ballet.

But secretly, in the deepest recesses of my heart, I wanted to be a singer.

I knew I could never swan about the stage, commanding an audience’s attention with the same swagger as Carlotta, but I loved to hear my voice blend with other instruments, tangling and entwining to create music twice as lovely.

When Father had been between jobs, we’d visit street markets to earn our supper. He’d leave his case open to catch coins from passersby as he played popular tunes that I could sing along to, drawing a crowd as my tiny voice rose above his racing runs. I knew my tone was clear and sweet, and Father often praised my vocal range, but we traveled too much for formal training. I’d never found a true instructor, and so my secret dream stayed nothing more than that: a secret.

In the dressing room, I kept my eyes on the mirror, ostensibly watching Meg’s pacing, but in my mind, I imagined myself onstage, dressed not in wispy bits of flaming, diabolical silk but in Marguerite’s floral gown, with a swag of dazzling jewels newly draped around my neck. Power coursed through my bloodstream, intoxicating and dazzling. It sizzled through my veins until it had nowhere to go but out. Out through my lips, out in my words, out into a soaring triumph of coloratura and—

“Who is singing my aria?”

The question hit hard, as shocking as an icy wave slapping my face.

In the mirror’s reflection, I caught the horrible sight of Carlotta poised upon the threshold. Fury painted her face scarlet. She’d been halfway through changing out of Marguerite’s final costume, and though she wore her own diaphanous dressing gown—heavy-laden with braiding and Brussels lace—a headdress of heavenly golden rays was still pinned in her hair and looked strangely threatening.

“Well?” she snapped, the single word infused with such enraged impatience the last of the song withered to sour ash within me.

Lisette traitorously tipped her head in my direction.

Carlotta’s eyes flashed toward me with heated animosity. “You? A little ballerina? A little nobody? What is the meaning of this?”

Meg, loyal to a fault, dared to take a step forward. “Christine was only helping me run through a combination. She was humming—”

“Singing!” the diva screeched, her Italian accent as sharp as razor blades. “She was singing. I heard her—I heard my aria! Through these damnably thin walls!”

She lashed out at one of the walls in question, wincing as her knuckles made contact.

“Heavens! What on earth is going on in here?”

At the sounds of Monsieur Lefèvre’s voice, every remaining ballerina stood at attention. Lisette angled herself into an alluring pose, dropping her eyes so that she might gaze up through her lashes as the theatre manager entered our room.

He was a slight man, graying, with a perpetually panicked expression, like a rabbit hiding in wide-eyed wait for a fox to approach. But he was as rich as Croesus and made every decision at the Opéra Populaire, from programming to staffing and even casting. It was said that as a schoolboy, he had heard Carlotta sing at a country festival and been instantly besotted with the young soprano. When he became manager, he’d brought her in, elevating her to prima donna assoluta, and she’d remained as such for five seasons.

“This … this … dancer”—Carlotta spat out the word as if it contained poison—“is trying to steal my aria!”

Instantly, Monsieur Lefèvre fell over himself to assuage her. He clasped her hands, kissing her bejeweled fingers. “Signora, that’s not possible. No other soprano could ever hope to—”

She cut him off with a whisk of her hands, swatting at him with annoyance. Lisette’s eyes bulged as the most powerful man at the opera was treated with all the civility shown to a gnat.

“I know what I heard!” Carlotta insisted. “Are you in on it, then? Have you cast her as my understudy?” Her eyelids fluttered as if she were on the verge of a fit. “My own manager, conspiring against me! It is too much!”

“Of course not! My lady! Never in all your years at the Opéra Populaire have you ever had an understudy. And you never will! Who could hope to measure up to your greatness? It would be an exercise in futility. I … I …” He darted his gaze about the room, searching for a way to soothe Carlotta’s fit. “I shall ensure that this dancer does not bother you again.”

A chill swept over me as our eyes met. He was going to fire me, here and now. I opened my mouth, ready to protest, ready to beg and plead for mercy, but before I could, Carlotta sank into a deep swoon, her fingers curved over her brow with a pretty theatricality I did not doubt she’d practiced at length. Monsieur Lefèvre struggled to catch her before she went careening to the ground.

“It’s these walls,” she lamented, her voice cracking. “How many times have I told you—they’re too thin! All day long I hear nothing but these rats’ chatter. And now, I am subjected to this. It is too much! My concentration is ruined! The Muse has deserted me. I will never be able to sing Marguerite again without first hearing that creature’s voice in my head!”

Monsieur Lefèvre went pale. It was a risk he courted every production, refusing to cast an understudy for his soprano. It stroked her ego, often drawing great performances from her, but it also allowed Carlotta to hold the entire company hostage to her imperious demands.

“Certainly, that’s not— Surely you can’t mean—” he stammered, sweat breaking out along his hairline. He labored on shaking legs to keep Carlotta upright.

“I’m sorry to interrupt, monsieur,” Madame Giry said, appearing at his elbow. “But I have found a note addressed to you.”

He looked pained, at wit’s end. “Oh? Where … where did you say you found it?”

Madame Giry gestured to the hall beyond them, and I caught sight of a white envelope in her hand.

The theatre manager snatched it from her, nearly dropping Carlotta in the process. He tore open the envelope, caring not for its crisp linen or its elaborate wax seal. He read through the missive silently, with narrowed eyes, then glanced about the room in a dazed confusion.

Monsieur Lefèvre looked as if he’d wholly forgotten who we were and what was going on between Carlotta and me. When his eyes landed on me, I braced myself for my immediate dismissal. Beside me, Meg grabbed my hand and squeezed hard.

“Madame Giry,” he began, and it did nothing to alleviate my fears. Of course he’d have the head of the ballet terminate her own dancer. “There’s a little unused dressing room off stage left, isn’t there? The one just past the stairs to the trap room?”

Madame Giry’s brow furrowed, but she nodded.

“Is it free?”

“I believe it’s being used for storage. For the ghost nuns.”

“Ah, of course. Robert le Diable,” Monsieur Lefèvre mused. “But there are other places we could move them to, don’t you think?”

“Move them,” the ballet mistress repeated. “Now? For what reason, sir? The stagehands are quite busy with the final builds on Faust.”

“The walls in these dressing rooms are too thin,” Monsieur Lefèvre began, granting Carlotta a small triumph. “If Miss …” Here, suddenly aware he had no idea who I was, he trailed off.

“Daaé,” I supplied, feeling as though a brick were lodged in my throat.

“Of course. Yes. If Miss Daaé cannot hold her tongue, we ought to put her someplace where no one will hear her.”

Lisette let out an involuntary gasp. “Christine gets her own dressing room?”

Madame Giry studied the envelope in Monsieur Lefèvre’s hand with a thoughtful expression. “We certainly can’t move the whole corps into it. It’s far too small. I think it a perfect solution … That is, unless Signora Giudicelli would prefer to switch herself?”

It was common knowledge that Carlotta had the best of all dressing rooms—a vast suite boasting a walk-in closet, an iron-clawed bathtub, and a marble-inlaid fireplace. The furniture, in both it and the adjoining parlor, had been decorated in her favorite shade of rose-petal pink, and the wallpaper was hand-flocked with shimmering velvet.

Carlotta quickly pushed herself to standing, apparently recovered from her shock. “I would not!”

Monsieur Lefèvre nodded. “Excellent. Then the matter is settled.”

Carlotta smiled, glowing as if she’d won a hard-fought race. “I would start packing up your things, then, little dancer.”

Monsieur Lefèvre turned to go, the matter, in his mind, settled. But before he could leave, Meg exploded into action, protests bursting from her like water from a failed dam.

“But you can’t send Christine away!” she exclaimed. “Not there!”

I wanted to stop her. Didn’t she understand that however inconvenient moving rooms might seem, it was a gift? I should have been fired, but I’d been granted unexpected mercy.

“Meg, stop!” I hissed, worried she’d change his mind with her antics.

“But that room is haunted!” she all but shouted.

The theatre manager froze, his entire frame tensing. “Nothing but a story,” he said, his voice clipped and his muscles rigid.

I noticed how his hands had balled, crumpling the mysterious envelope and whatever message it had contained into nothing but a wad of trash.

“Mother, tell him,” Meg insisted, turning to plead with the older woman. “Tell him that’s where the Opera Ghost lives!”

Monsieur Lefèvre looked as if he might be sick. Even Carlotta was watching the exchange play out, fearful curiosity flickering through her dark eyes.

Madame Giry looked from her daughter to me, and her usually hard face softened by degrees. “Meg, there’s nothing special about that room.”

Monsieur Lefèvre let out a soft laugh, set at ease, his shoulders visibly relaxing, until she smiled, her lips thin and humorless. “The Opera Ghost cannot be contained. The whole of the theatre is his.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Everyone had a story about him.

Some called him the Phantom of the Opera. Others claimed he preferred the title of Opera Ghost.

Though no one could agree on what to call him, everyone was certain he existed.

Theatre folk were, as a rule, a superstitious lot.

It was considered verboten to decorate a costume with peacock feathers. A terrible final dress ensured a successful opening night. Whistling backstage jinxed not only the offender but anyone else who might have heard the cursed notes. Good luck should never be offered, and God help anyone foolish enough to utter the name of Shakespeare’s most infamous tragedy.

These superstitions were fairly universal, observed in equal measure from one theatre to the next, regardless of geography or the art form exercised within. But whispers of the Opera Ghost belonged solely to the Opéra Populaire.

Or rather … the opera itself belonged to him, the ghost.

I couldn’t remember a time when I’d not been aware of him. His presence was a constant, always in the periphery of everyone’s vision. He was either the hero or the reviled scapegoat of any bit of luck that befell a production, good or—more often—very, very bad.

The ghost was responsible for scene changes that went too slowly or props gone missing. When Ubaldo’s Don José military jacket grew too tight, he claimed the Opera Ghost had altered it after rehearsals, taking it in by scant millimeters each night, until the wardrobe department was forced to make him an entirely new costume.

On occasion, though, the Opera Ghost was credited for things going well. He frequently wrote letters to Monsieur Lefèvre, offering impeccable suggestions for new arrangements within the orchestra. It had been upon his recommendation that our current first chair violinist was brought out of the obscurity of the third row and made concertmaster. New pointe shoes were sometimes left in baskets at every dancer’s dressing room station, their pale-pink satin as bright and gleaming as a Christmas morning.

And though I did not relish being exiled to a haunted dressing room, given the choice to go there or remain under the fearsome glare of Carlotta, I’d take the ghost.
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“Are we in full dress this morning?” I whispered, poking my head into the male dancers’ room. It was just two doors down from Carlotta’s, and—even though I knew our call time was hours before hers—I didn’t want to risk the diva somehow overhearing me.

Looking up from a deep horizontal split, Frederick shook his head. “No costumes till tonight.” He grabbed his flexed toes, his face momentarily pressed to the floor. “Heard you almost got sacked yesterday.”

“They moved me to the stage-left storage room.”

“The one with the ghost nuns?” He twisted his face sympathetically. “I heard it has rats.”

“Not as big as the one I see in here now,” I shot back, feeling mean. I’d woken up grouchy and out of sorts.

Frederick only laughed. “Steer clear of her, all the same. La Carlotta has a long memory.”

I nodded glumly before turning to my new room.

Despite the urgency of Monsieur Lefèvre’s edict, the room had not been cleaned out before I’d left the theatre last night. In addition to the ghost nuns, the room had been stacked high with odd bits of scenery too unusual or fragile to store in any of the many basements beneath the stage. The Opéra Populaire had four, though there were rumors of a fifth, partially filled with a hidden lake created during the building’s construction, when it was discovered how terribly saturated the ground was with runoff from the Seine.

Madame Giry had assured me that the stagehands would remove everything before today’s first rehearsal, and as I now stood in the darkened hallway, peering in through the half-opened door, I saw they had, mostly.

A wooden clothing rack was positioned beside a small table and a chair. Already, my costumes hung from it, and a mound of pointe shoes, in various stages of wear, were piled beneath.

An old upright piano was pushed into one corner. Several swags of moldering brocade drapes hung above it, set dressing from a long-retired production of Eugene Onegin.

The largest item that remained was a mirror. It took up a whole wall, soaring into the darkened ceiling rafters. Its frame was made up of mythological figurines painted with gold leaf. I couldn’t imagine which opera it had come from. It looked much too heavy for quick scene changes, and the glass was far too fine to have been used onstage.

Training my ears for the scuttle of Frederick’s rats, I took a step into the room and noted how large and present my reflection’s movements were. It was almost as if another person were in the room with me. I pulled the little table and chair to the wall opposite the mirror so that my back would be to it while dressing. It would be all too easy to spook myself into believing the reflection was the Opera Ghost, come for me at last.

But it wasn’t a bad room, I decided, turning on the gas lamps. They issued a cheerful glow, banishing shadows to the far corners and making the great mirror sparkle.

I took off my cloak and tossed it over the back of the chair before quickly changing into a linen corselette and a tulle rehearsal skirt.

With a few minutes to spare before I’d need to take the spiral staircase up to the rehearsal room, I decided to stretch, stepping toward the mirror and tilting my body this way and that, to study my lines and make sure my hair was securely pinned in place.

The mirror was so large I felt as if I were approaching a living thing, a slumbering dragon or a drowsy giant. One wrong step would wake the beast, and it would—

“Oh my!”

I jumped at the unexpected voice before spotting Meg in the doorway. “You scared me!” I gasped, holding a hand to my chest and releasing a breath of nervous laughter.

“I didn’t expect it to be so big,” she said, stepping inside, curious. She was already dressed for rehearsal, but her hair was still loose, tumbling down her back in a riot of golden curls I envied. “It’s much nicer without all the nuns hanging down.” She pantomimed their hulking, lifeless bodies.

“It is.” I swiped up a pair of toe shoes. “Perhaps Madame would let you move in too. There’s so much space. We’d be the envy of the corps, Opera Ghost and all.”

Meg didn’t answer. Her gaze had fallen on the mirror, and I caught a shiver running through her limbs.

“Meg?”

She took a slow step toward it, reaching out as if to run her hand over the glass.

“How was the café?” I tried.

When her finger brushed the silvery surface, actual flesh aligning with its reflected counterpart, she let out a startled sound. “What? It was fine,” she said, then shook her head, clearing it. “Fine. Let’s warm up upstairs. It’s too drafty in here. We’re certain to catch a chill.”

I swept my eyes over the mirror once more, struck by a strange certainty it would show us the wrong reflection somehow. Our figures would move out of time, or it wouldn’t be Meg standing beside me. The glass felt alive, charged with possibility.

But our doubles acted just as they should, and the only thing I saw move was Meg’s brow as she frowned, waiting for me.

“Christine?”

Her voice broke the spell the mirror had cast. “Coming.”
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CHAPTER 3
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“Seigneur, daignez permettre à votre humble servante de s’agenouiller devant vous!” Carlotta trilled hours later as we began the second scene of Act IV.

We dancers were spread across downstage in a deep V formation, like a flock of migrating geese. Scattered throughout our lines were dozens of supernumeraries—silent members of the company who neither sang nor danced but took up space like living scenic pieces—frozen in dramatic leering poses as we waited to begin tormenting Marguerite at prayer.

Giant pillars of painted marble rose all around us, sprouting from trapdoors on hydraulic lifts, as a soaring cathedral took shape. It was a spectacle amazing to behold … the first dozen times you saw it. Now, I could only think of how the mechanisms caused the whole stage to rumble. I could feel the vibrations through the floor, an uncomfortable hum that seemed to center in my aching knees.

There were still nearly two acts left, but the corps had most of the fourth off. Meg and I usually shared a croissant and cups of tea in the greenroom as we waited for our next entrance. In my mind, I was already there.

From upstage center, a massive scenic unit was wheeled out—part staircase, part altar. It rolled into place as a rose window, painted to look just like stained glass, flew down from the fly loft, like magic. From my position, I noticed that the chocks, meant to secure the wheels at their new mark, had not been set. The whole structure swayed uneasily as the chorus—sixty singers strong—descended, hurrying down the treads in their haste to complete the blocking in the allotted measures.

“Marguerite!” they sang ominously.

“Qui m’appelle?” Carlotta answered.

I dared a quick glance back into the darkened house behind me, certain someone else had noticed the impending disaster and would call a halt to the rehearsal. Our chief répétiteur, Monsieur Reyer, perhaps. Certainly, the conductor, Maestro Messenger.

But the music went on, everyone rushing about to hit their marks, to hit their notes.

And then it happened.

As the last chorus member came off the stairs, the entire structure pivoted and went careening into one of the cathedral arches. High above us, the column began to split.

“It’s the Phantom!” Meg screamed, jumping up as the altar groaned her way. Other dancers and company members fled as the broken piece of column splintered away. Caught on a rigging rope, it swung back and forth, a nightmarish pendulum ready to slice anyone in its vicinity.

I wanted to run but could only stare up in horror. My feet felt immovable and my costume, so airy and ethereal, had become dead weight, holding me to the floor.

Carlotta was too far downstage, too lost in her lyrics, to notice the chaos erupting around her. It wasn’t until Maestro Messenger stopped conducting, covering his mouth with dread, that she paused, brow furrowing as she prepared to lay into him.

The jagged shard snapped free, ending my daze and spurring me to action.

“Carlotta, run!” I cried, racing toward her. I crashed into her, and we went toppling into a papier-mâché confessional.

The sound of the arch hitting the stage was deafening. It boomed all around us, thunder and madness. Dust and splinters of wood kicked up, stinging our eyes.

“Get this beast away from me!” Carlotta shrieked. “She’s trying to kill me!” The beading on her gown raked open welts all over my skin as she fought to free herself.

“I saved you,” I protested, ducking under her flailing bejeweled fists.

In the tussle, her veiled headdress came loose. Carlotta ripped the costume piece off and flung it downstage, just missing a cellist in the orchestra pit.

“You, again!” she cried, recognizing me.

“Me,” I agreed unhappily.

I struggled to stand as stagehands rushed on, followed by Carlotta’s entourage of handlers. She had a retinue—of dressers and make-up artists, a maid, and her aging mother—who trailed after her almost everywhere she went, cooing and fawning.

Though he wasn’t meant to be on for another two scenes, Ubaldo wandered out, looking up at the broken arch with wonder.

“What the devil is going on?” Monsieur Lefèvre demanded, skittering his way up the temporary stairs placed at the front of house during technical rehearsals for quick access.

“It was the Phantom. I’d stake my life upon it,” declared the chief flyman, Joseph Buquet, running onto the stage, out of breath from his race down from the rail. “The stairs were set, but they shifted anyhow. Surely the work of the Opera Ghost.”

“They weren’t,” I said, daring to disagree and join in on a conversation I had absolutely no right to be a part of. “I saw the wheels from my position. They were free.”

Joseph’s eyes flashed murderously, and he looked as if he might strike me. “My crew would never—”

“They did,” I insisted, unsure of where this rush of bravery had come from. I’d never so much as raised my voice during a rehearsal before, but it felt vitally important that the truth be told.

“Stupid girl doesn’t know what she’s talking about,” he said to Monsieur Lefèvre before shouting for more men. “I’d never be so careless. As if a ballerina understands anything we do!”

It took seven stagehands to lift the broken scenery and carry it offstage. Ubaldo made motions to help before giving up and joining a group of choristers huddled beside one of the wing’s velvet drapes.

Watching the men strain under the massive weight of the arch sent a shiver of horror through me, and suddenly, I was trembling all over, a delayed burst of shock and adrenaline.

That could have crushed me, I realized belatedly. I could have died.

Apparently coming to the same conclusion, Carlotta flung herself at her mother, sobbing into her shoulder with great heaving cries, loud enough to ensure that the rest of rehearsal would not continue.

“You’re fools! Every last one of you,” she screamed, her voice cracking with an alarming hitch. “And you!” she spat, whirling around on me. “It will be a wonder if I ever walk again. My foot is ruined!” She pulled up her skirts, exposing an admittedly swollen ankle. “It’s all your fault!”

My jaw dropped. “If I hadn’t gotten you out of the way, you’d be suffering from things much worse than a sprain!”

“Miss Daaé,” Monsieur Lefèvre said, noticing me. “It seems we’ve spoken more in the last twenty-four hours than we have in your entire tenure at the Opéra Populaire. Curious, isn’t it?”

“I told you!” Carlotta said, jabbing a wickedly manicured finger at me. “She is trying to steal my role out from under me.”

“I’m not,” I denied, feeling the weight of too many hostile eyes upon me.

Carlotta and Monsieur Lefèvre.

Joseph Buquet and his crew of stagehands.

The chorus. The supers.

Even the corps de ballet.

I took a nervous step backward, feeling the heat of the footlights lick at my ankles. Part of me wanted to keep on going, right off the stage and into the orchestra pit. Disappearing into the bowels of the opera sounded like a welcome reprieve. “I—I’m not,” I stammered again. “I was only trying to help. I’m just a dancer. I would never—”

“If such ‘help’ continues, you’ll find yourself not even that!” Monsieur Lefèvre threatened. “In all my years as a manager—”

Carlotta cut him off with another wail, clutching her ankle. “It is too much! The pain! The pain! I cannot go on!” Without warning, she collapsed into the arms of her maid, confident she would be caught.

Ubaldo rushed to her side, barking orders as the group of women carried her offstage. The rest of the company shifted their attention to front of house, waiting for instruction. From the pit, Maestro Messenger let out a sigh of exasperation and began dismissing the orchestra for the night.

“Miss Daaé, a word?” Monsieur Lefèvre said as everyone began to shuffle back to their dressing rooms.

I noticed the dark silhouette of Madame Giry, watching from the wings. I wished with all my might that she would come rescue me, but she only gave us a long, unreadable stare before stalking after a group of dancers, clearing her throat as she prepared to give notes.

I turned to Monsieur Lefèvre, apprehension roiling in my gut. “You must believe me, monsieur, I didn’t mean for Carlotta to get hurt. Truly. I was trying to help her. The staircase shifted so quickly, and she didn’t notice—”

“Oh, quiet, girl!” he barked. “Anyone with eyes could see you were rushing to her aid, not her demise.”

I blinked, stunned by his change of tone.

“I’m quite grateful for your quick reflexes. Had you not been there …” He shuddered, scratching his neck, and I saw a flash of painfully red hives hidden under his cravat. “That said, I cannot have another instance of you upsetting her. She nearly screamed herself hoarse with those histrionics. Opening night is in just three days’ time, and we fly without a safety net here, Miss Daaé, as you know. I cannot afford to have her worried some ballet girl is trying to take her place!”

“But I’m not!” I protested, feeling a flush of heat rise in my chest. “Monsieur Lefèvre, I promise to you that I’d never. Never!”

“Quiet!”

Tears welled in my eyes. I wasn’t trying to take Carlotta’s role. The thought had never once even crossed my mind.

Had it?

It was true she had everything I’d furtively longed for. The soprano lead in every opera we performed, a besotted audience and a dazzling wardrobe, dozens of suitors lining up at the stage door each night to profess their adoration. And her voice …

Though it wasn’t what it once had been, it still was commanding. Much more than I ever could claim. To have an entire auditorium focused upon your every breath, gasping as you hit notes as high as the angels above. To become one with the music itself. I fell asleep each night dreaming such dizzying desires.

But still …

I could no sooner take on her role than I could the president of France.

“If you don’t want to be thrown out of the company, I need you to stop drawing attention to yourself. I need you to give me a reason to keep you. Show me something. Show me you’re worth all this,” Monsieur Lefèvre snapped, then charged off into the wings, shouting for Joseph Buquet.

I’m not sure how I made it offstage. My limbs no longer felt within my control, and I trembled all over. Tears blurred my vision, and I had the strong desire to lash out and strike something. Anything.

It was all so painfully unfair.

I knew I wasn’t the best dancer in the corps, but I certainly wasn’t the worst. I’d worked so hard all season long. My only fault was that I’d been caught by the gimlet eye of Carlotta Giudicelli.

My livelihood, my ability to support myself, my entire life, hung in the balance, all because this one woman had decided she didn’t like me.

I pushed the back of my hand over my face, wiping my wet eyes and runny nose. I felt like a disastrous mess and knew I looked it. Several of the crew gave me worried glances as I passed by, wandering down the long maze of corridors to my dressing room.

I didn’t want to go inside.

I didn’t want to be alone.

Outside my door, I stopped and took in deep breaths, pressing a hand to my stomach as I tried to rein in my racing heart. Knowing all too well how quickly this panic could spiral into all-out terror, I willed myself to focus on better things. Smaller things. Little, tiny crumbs of positivity that could help pull me out of impending despair.

I still had a job.

Monsieur Lefèvre hadn’t fired me.

Yet.

And he’d given me concrete instructions on what I needed to do to keep my job.

Show me something. Show me you’re worth all this.

I’d gone nearly an entire season without Carlotta noticing my presence. I needed to slip back into the anonymity of the corps. Once she realized how utterly unremarkable I was, I could go back to being just another ballerina, faceless in a crowd, and undeserving of attention.

My worth was not in my singularity. My worth was in my ability to disappear into a roomful of dancers, taking a girl with dreams and wants and longings—me—and turning her into just another body onstage, moving in time with all the other bodies. A tiny piece of color in an enormous mosaic whose whole was far greater than any of its individual pieces.

I felt my chest lighten. Breaths came easier now. My heartbeat began to calm. There was a plan. I would keep my head down. I would do what I was meant to do and dance.

As I entered the dressing room, I could tell that there was something different. The space didn’t feel the way an empty room was meant to. The air stirred, as if it had just slid over another form, another body, another presence.

Someone had been in here while I was gone.

I pulled my reticule from the little drawer I’d stashed it in. A quick check of its contents showed it had not been touched. Whoever had come in did not have thievery in their heart.

In fact …

I turned, my gaze sweeping over the room, and saw that the intruder had instead left something behind. There, on the upright piano, was a Faust score, spread open and ribboned, as if inviting me to sit down and begin at the selected passage.

I took a hesitant step closer, squinting to see what the music was, then froze.

The score was opened to “The Jewel Song.”
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It was too tempting to ignore, though I tried my best.

I took off my wig and removed my costume, putting both of them away with care, then slowly removed my heavy stage makeup. All the while, my eyes unconsciously strayed back to the piano.

As a dancer, I had no cause to ever come into contact with a score. Our movements were instructed by measurement claps and the pounding of Silvio’s piano. Earlier in the season, during rehearsals for Samson and Delilah, Silvio had fallen ill with a nasty cough, and we’d been forced to learn the choreography with only the beats from Madame Giry’s walking stick under our dance.

So why was this score now in my dressing room?

A dark part of me wondered if Carlotta had instructed her entourage to plant it here so that she could discover it in my possession and use it as further proof that I was plotting to steal her role.

Why else would it be here? Why else would it be open to the very page that would look the most damning?

I had to get rid of it.

I wanted to hide it away in some unused corner in the darkest part of backstage so that it would never be found. I wanted to …

My fingers twitched.

I wanted to study it.

Father had taught me how to read music when I was quite small. I knew how to pick out time signatures and keys. I knew what each of the notes and symbols meant. Sometimes he’d brought home whole scores, with the entire orchestration laid out across the page, and he would have me hum one of the instruments’ parts as he zipped through a tricky section on his violin. I’d been a decent sight reader, playing the piano with serviceable skill, but it had been many years since I’d had reason to look through pages of music.

I put on my own clothing, keeping a careful watch on the score as if it might come to life and attack me, and I readied my belongings as if about to head out for the night.

Only …

When the time came to walk out of the dressing room, I didn’t.

I waited until I was certain every performer had left, then took a seat in front of the old upright. I ran my fingers across the keys, feeling out the chords, before I committed to pressing them down. I checked behind me once, twice, a full three times to make sure the door to my room was shut. And then I took a deep breath and played the first notes while attempting to match their pitches.

Immediately, I knew I sounded terrible.

There was no power, no support. I felt like a fish hooked out of the Seine, flopping about on the quay, gasping for water.

I tried again. This time, my voice was right and it was true, but it was not enough. I wouldn’t be heard in the front row, let alone from any of the balconies.

Frustrated, I shoved myself away from the piano and paced the room, humming through a quick warm-up. The notes sounded sweet, neither sharp nor flat, but when pushed to become louder, to sound richer and fuller and more there, I floundered.

I closed my eyes, picturing myself onstage. I wore Marguerite’s costume from Act IV, Scene ii, a sweeping brocaded gown, complete with veil and rosary beads. I was a penitent, heartbroken woman, pleading with God for forgiveness and mercy.

“Seigneur, daignez permettre à votre humble servante de s’agenouiller devant vous!” I began.

A mouse could have sounded more convincing.

“Seigneur—”

My voice cracked; I was sharp. I played the phrase on the piano, making sure to correct my intonation. I hummed the melody again. Then again.

“Seigneur, daignez permettre à votre humble servante …” I shook my head, determined to get it right. “Seigneur, daignez permettre à votre humble servante … Seigneur …”

I let out a shriek of frustration, and even that sounded small and insignificant.

I sank onto the piano bench, picking out the next part, but any desire to sing it had died. I buried my head in my hands, clunking out a jumble of discord as my elbows slammed into the keys.

“Try again,” a voice said, low-pitched and masculine.

I looked up, horrified someone had borne witness to my dismal attempts. But the dressing room door was still shut, the latch twisted left from when I’d locked myself in before starting this futile endeavor.

“Is—is someone there?” I asked, peering into the shadowed corners.

“Try again,” the voice repeated. It sounded warm and encouraging, but my blood ran cold.

I stood and stalked over to a stack of crates, searching for the intruder. No one.

I whipped back the Onegin drapes, certain the stranger was hiding behind them. But no.

I whirled round to the door, wondering if he was out in the hall, if he had heard every note I’d tried. I pictured Joseph Buquet with his sneering face, ear pressed to the door. Or Lisette, Meg, and the entire cast, stifling back mean-spirited snickers as they judged. Or Carlotta, dark and thunderous and ready to throttle me.

But the hall was empty.

My room was empty.

There was no one here but me.

I shut the door, then pressed myself against it, slowly collapsing to the floor as I tried to parse through what this meant.

I’d been told tales of madwomen who heard things—who heard voices—that were not there. They were sent to institutions like Clermont, in Oise, declared insane and locked away for years.

I pictured myself wandering down such halls, dressed in a sad gray sack of a nightgown, hair loose and feral, as I snarled at instructions that only I could hear. I had no family who would visit me. I had no money to pay for treatments. How long would they keep me there, forgotten and unloved?

“You can’t possibly have enough stamina to support your voice from such a position. Try again, standing this time, if you please.”

“Where are you?” I asked, stubbornly remaining in my puddle of skirts. If I’d gone mad, then let me be mad.

“I’m here.”

“Where?” I demanded.

“With you,” the voice said. “That’s all that matters, isn’t it? I’m here. With you. To help.”

“Help me what?”

“To sing, of course. Isn’t that what you wanted? Isn’t this what you’ve waited for?”

There was no possible way I was having this conversation. My mind had broken. Monsieur Lefèvre would have to send the men in white coveralls to come and collect me.

Only … I didn’t feel sick. I wasn’t hysterical. I wasn’t seeing things. I had the foresight to ponder my sanity, and surely that was a sign it was wholly intact.

So I wasn’t mad.

I brightened. Perhaps I’d fallen asleep at the piano and was dreaming. It was a reasonable explanation, a logical one, one that wouldn’t land me in an asylum, and it was simple enough to prove.

I pinched my wrist, twisting a bit of flesh, and the pain seemed real enough.

I glanced at the mirror—wasn’t there some adage about seeing your reflection in dreams?—but my face looked exactly as it always had.

I blew out a breath of frustration, only to suck it back in as a dark thought occurred to me.

What if I’d actually been struck by that falling arch in rehearsal or had been murdered by Carlotta shortly after, in her incandescent rage?

What if I was dead?

My stomach roiled with painful worry.

This couldn’t possibly be what heaven was like. Was it hell?

“Christine,” the voice said, my name a comforting caress I could almost feel against the shell of my ear. “You’re not mad. You’re not asleep.” He—and I was certain now it was a he—let out a soft chuckle. “And you’re not dead.”

“How did you know that’s what I was thinking?”

“I know everything, Christine. I know you. I know that when you were a small girl, your father made a promise to you—one you always wished would come true.”

I froze.

Father had made many promises, some that had come true and others—so very many others—which had not. But the one I’d hoped for most, the one I’d comforted myself with so many nights as I’d tried to fall asleep, was—

“Don’t you remember?” the voice asked. “It’s a wonder you’ve not guessed it already. Not sensed it. But here I am. I’ve come for you at last.”

“Who?” I persisted, needing to hear him say it out loud. “Who are you?”

I could hear the voice’s smile. “Your Angel of Music.”
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CHAPTER 4
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Instantly, all traces of wonder and hope were dashed.

My jaw hardened, anger kindling within me. “That’s not funny, Meg.”

“I’m not in jest,” the voice said. “And I am not Meg.”

“But she put you up to this.” My chest felt tight and hot, and the hollow of my throat burned as if I’d swallowed fiery embers.

Meg was the only person I’d ever told about the Angel of Music.

Not so many months ago, she’d come upon me in the dressing room after a rehearsal for La Gioconda. During one of the breaks, I’d foolishly glanced into the pit and noticed the concertmaster. There was something in the way he’d tucked the violin under his chin that had made me remember my father. It was such a simple, stupid thing, but it sent me into a spiral of grief I could not escape.

I felt as if my sternum might crack under the force of my sobs, and my eyes were so swollen with tears I could barely see. The other ballerinas were quick to change and scurry from the room, but Meg hadn’t shied away. She’d held me, tracing patterns across my back. She’d said nothing of comfort or commiseration. She’d simply stayed with me, letting me mourn however felt most natural. Fresh tears had come, and then … stories.

So many stories poured out of me as I recounted our travels across Europe, the funny flourishes
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