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WELL PAST MIDNIGHT on a Friday in February 1881, Christine finally heard the words she’d been waiting for: “Go home, the whole lot of you. Perhaps you’ll sing better tomorrow.” 

The Paris Opera’s chorus master frowned at the company as he said it. While some singers quaked, Christine paid his displeasure no mind. She was first through the gilded doorway of the singers’ lounge, first to dash down the hallways to the dressing rooms. No matter that she was new and really ought to be making friends. No matter that some of the other singers already envied her being cast as understudy for Seibel in Gonoud’s Faust when she was barely nineteen. 

With all the haste allowed a marginally respectable young woman, she hitched up her skirts and dashed through the echoing corridors, past golden torchières and stylized lyres, to the plain white hallways that housed the dressing rooms. Inside her cramped room, she rummaged in the top drawer of her vanity, keeping her gaze averted from the mirror above. She knew what she’d see. The same thing she always saw, her face flush with the magical fever that drained her power. 

“Christine Daaé, shame on you!” Denise Bloch, the soprano who shared the dressing room, slipped inside. She set both hands on her wide hips. “I thought we’d talked about having you be more social, hein? The way you ran, you’d think we had plague.” 

Christine shoved the drawer closed. Dear Denise, always trying to pry her from her solitary ways. A lost cause, but she could spare a few moments for her only friend in all of Paris. “No, just a grumpy chorus master.” 

“Ha!” Denise squeezed past to grab her hat and coat. With two vanities, two chairs, and a wardrobe, the room barely had space for two sopranos. “I don’t blame you being anxious to leave. We’ve practiced enough for the gala. But now it’s time for dinner with Marie-Laure and the rest. You are coming?”

“Not tonight.”

Denise pouted, a look that went well with her full lips and sleek black hair. Onstage, she’d play the perfect Carmen. “Keep saying that, and the company will think you don’t like them.”

Christine didn’t like them, but she couldn’t say that. “I just—”

A knock at the door, and she cut off with relief. As much as she appreciated Denise, she had a spell to perform.

“J’arrive!” Denise held up one sleeve of Christine’s coat in invitation. Undeterred, Christine shook her head.

Denise sighed. “If you change your mind, we’ll be at La Bête.” It was one of the most popular cafes along the grand boulevards. She opened the dressing room door, which raised a cheer in the hallway. “Don’t stay too late. You might not believe in the ghost, but it’ll do my heart good to know you’re home safe.” 

Christine believed in ghosts. Just not the one said to live in the Opera House. “I’ll be careful.”

When Denise finally closed the door, Christine locked it and shoved a chair under the handle. She snatched her blue scarf off its peg and laid it on her vanity. Memories of the seashore and a boy with blond hair rose thick in her throat, but she swallowed them down. She must do what she’d come to do and go home. Her guardian, Madame Valerius, would be waiting to hear the result of her spell.

As footsteps faded from the hallway, she lifted the program from her first opera performance out of the drawer and pulled the hatpin from her hat. These she arranged on the vanity so scarf, program, and pin formed a triangle. Wards made of braided cloth soaked in lavender, thyme, and agrimony shifted against her wrists as she worked. 

The room’s kerosene lamp shone a muted light over her lopsided triangle. The room would be cozy, if she weren’t so nervous. She sat at the vanity, the muscles in her legs and arms quivering. She took a deep breath to calm herself, as her father had taught her. 

Please, Pappa, wherever you are, make this spell work. I have to get rid of this fever. 

She folded her hands together, as much to steady herself as for supplication. Then she sang.

She had an excellent voice, as did all witches known as songgivers. She’d breezed through the conservatory and could’ve signed with any opera house in Europe, Russia, or the Americas. While the songborn spell she tried now had a melody that jumped between octaves and a strange syncopated rhythm, it rested easily within her vocal skills. Her magical capabilities, as always, remained the problem.

How vexing that a songgiver couldn’t heal herself. No matter what Christine tried, no songborn spell worked on her own body. She’d seized on this one the night before out of desperation. Perhaps she could treat her fever as an entity separate from herself, as the filthy parasite it was, devouring her power. Maybe, just maybe, if she sang the spell here, in this house dedicated to music, it would defeat the fever and free her magic. 

It was a gamble, but what else could she do? She’d exhausted all other ideas, and she couldn’t ask another songgiver to heal her. They’d always been rare, witches who healed by singing, but the witch burnings centuries before had devastated their small community, along with the Malleline brotherhood that protected it. Afraid of fire, most songgivers had denied their talent and married men outside the brotherhood, until only Christine remained. She was the last songgiver.

In name, anyway. What was she if she had no power? 

As she sang, her fever burned, a never-ending ache behind her eyes. But it must end! She must free her power. With power, she would return to Sweden and take up her mother’s position as village songgiver. With power, she would heal others, as she had been born to do. With power, she would, at last, reveal what she was to Raoul. With no secrets between them, they could finally marry. Like her mother before her, she would never, ever marry a Malleline as their foremothers had done. She would take up her mother’s dream of forging a new path, unfettered by the corrupted, degenerate Mallelines who now sought only to control songgivers. 

Sweat trickled between Christine’s shoulder blades. She slowed the melody, drawing out the spell’s final words, the consonants soft, the vowels long. She clasped her hands, elbows digging into her sides. Heal me. Muses above, make me whole.

The last note ended. She’d kept her voice steady to the end, refusing any elevation in pitch that would inform the magic of her desperation. Silence stretched, broken only by the low hiss of the kerosene lamp. She touched one hand to her lips, a ritual binding of the spell. Then she reached for her kernel of power, tucked behind her ribs.

And found only fever, hot as dragon’s breath.

No, oh no. She pounded her fists on the vanity. What else can I try?

She couldn’t work much longer at this Opera. She’d attended the conservatory in the vain hope that vocal training would bolster her power. When that failed, she remained because she needed money. Singing was easy. But every note only reminded her of what she didn’t have. Her voice was a hollow shell, devoid of power. If only the fever had stolen her voice, too, so she wouldn’t have to listen to its empty beauty. 

She scowled into the mirror at her limp blonde hair, too thin face, fever-flushed skin.

As if in response, a voice sang.

Not hers. Someplace quite close, a trained tenor sang with a voice as glorious as a sunrise. 

Her breath caught. Now this was a voice worthy of magic. Every note was perfection, pure and strong and compelling. It called to her, inviting her into the intimacy of a shared musical moment, a secret bound by song.

She turned in her chair, wonder turning to worry. Had the singer heard her? She’d thought everyone else had gone home.

But this wasn’t someone in the company. She might not know all their names, but she knew their voices. No one with this voice sang in the current season’s productions of Le Prophète or Faust. 

Not a who then, but a what. Other creatures sang humans to grisly ends, and the Opera was rife with rumors of a ghost. Even if she couldn’t heal, she could still deal with supernatural creatures that threatened the company. As a songgiver, she was supposed to protect others. 

The voice sounded as if it came from a neighboring dressing room. So she picked up her hatpin. It was long and sharp and heavy, made of cold iron, a gift from her father. A small protection within a building constructed over an iron skeleton, but she would use what defenses she had. Pin in hand, she removed the chair from her door and peeked into the white-walled hallway. Empty. Softly, she tiptoed down the hall, pressing her ear against the cool wood of the doors, but the rooms were quiet. The last stragglers had indeed left while she failed the spell. Only she and the voice remained.

That it sounded human and sang in some language that sounded human intrigued her. The world was a magical place of ogres and pixies and redcaps, but none of them sang at the Paris Opera. Most Parisians didn’t even believe such creatures existed. Whatever sang wasn’t a ghost, either, despite the rumors, because ghosts were mute. 

Whatever it was, it had moved. Now the singing sounded as if it came from her own dressing room. Clever, to make her chase it. 

She retraced her steps, closed her door, and cupped one hand behind her ear to better catch the sound. Ah, there it was, behind the full-length mirror at the end of the room. 

As soon as she located it, the singing stopped. In the sudden silence, she found herself leaning forward to catch the last beautiful echoes. 

“Bonsoir, Mademoiselle Daaé.” The voice seemed to come through the mirror, as beautiful in speech as in song: low and gentle and refined, a throat trained to oratories and the stage. “I hope you will forgive this intrusion, but I must ask you to help me.”

She lowered the iron pin but didn’t drop it. The voice asked for help. A songgiver, like a chivalrous knight in a fairy tale, must provide it. That didn’t mean she left herself defenseless, though. “How can I help?” 

“Oh.” The voice radiated from the whole mirror, revealing no hint as to where the creature huddled, or hovered, or even if it had merged with the wall. It could be any size, although its strength eliminated the very tiny fey. “You offer help, without asking any questions?”

“Yes. And if I can help without hurting anyone, I’ll do it.” Not all songgiver help required magic. She’d once removed a stone from a werewolf’s paw with a pair of tweezers. 

“Please, do not stare. Look at the mirror frame if you must, but not at the mirror. I do not like being looked at.”

Frowning, she averted her gaze. She’d been about to guess elf, because of their beautiful songs, but elves loved to be admired. Elves also died if they lingered too long in the presence of iron.

“Merci.” A moment’s pause. “In three nights’ time there is the gala to welcome the new Opera House managers. I wish for you to take Carlotta’s place and to sing her part—the role of Marguerite—in the final trio from Faust. That is the help I ask of you.”

“But—” She swallowed her disappointment. “That’s not a task for a songgiver. Is there some healing you need?”

“I need beauty, and your voice surpasses all others in this Opera. La Carlotta’s will not comfort me.”

Elves loved voices, but only their own, and already this could not be an elf. She shifted uneasily. “What are you?”

“You may think of me as the Opera Ghost.”

“You’re not a ghost.”

“If you are concerned about learning the part,” it continued, “you should not be. A songgiver learns quickly, even without power. In two days, you will sing Marguerite flawlessly. I would not ask unless it were of utmost importance.”

It knew she had no power. How could it know that? Had it sensed when she tried the spell?

“Mademoiselle, please, I ask you to help me.” 

She fingered her hatpin, alarm crawling up her neck. Twice now it had called on her for help. By tradition, one request established the need for songgiver help. Twice indicated dire emergency. If it called on her a third time— 

Oh, she’d been a fool. A soon-to-be-dead fool. She whipped up the hatpin. “You’re a grimlark.”

One heartbeat of silence, during which the walls of the dressing room seemed to close in. Grimlarks were evil, masters at cloaking their foulness in a veneer of beauty. Once human, now cursed to be monsters, they delighted above all in killing songgivers, because only songgivers could sing the spell to destroy them. 

“Yes.”

Her spell had doomed her. What irony that in an attempt to live, she’d killed herself. Still, she’d go down fighting. She lunged and buried her pin in the plaster above the mirror. 

The grimlark yelped like a kicked dog. She spun, dashing for the door, only for a blast of sound like the firing of a thousand cannons to burst against her eardrums. She stumbled to her knees. 

Buffeted, she clamped her hands over her ears, but this roar hunted more than flesh. Pounding vibrated in her mind until it seemed her skull would unhinge. Light flashed inside her eyelids. 

Must run.

Christine got one foot under her. If she didn’t escape now, the grimlark would kill her. No! Not without seeing Raoul again. But even dreams of him weren’t enough. Darkness robbed her of all thoughts, even those of love. 
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CHRISTINE WOKE ALL at once. The grimlark, where was he? 

She wrenched herself up. Her shoulder slammed into a vanity leg, and she clutched it. She was lying on the thin rug of her dressing room, her shoulder aching and her tongue throbbing. She must’ve bitten it when she fell. Her mouth tasted of blood.

Soon, all of her would be bloody. The grimlark hadn’t killed her. That meant he planned to play with her. She whimpered. 

The pin remained lodged above the mirror. The wallpaper, now blackened, had peeled back to form a curdled flower with the pin at its center. A sliver of molding fell, crumbling to the floorboards. The room smelled of burnt paper and fear.

“Do not do that again,” the grimlark said. “I cannot always control my temper.”

She squeezed the vanity leg, bracing to be strong. She wouldn’t scream, wouldn’t beg. She’d been seven the night a grimlark attacked her parents’ home and the memories were blurry, but she remembered they’d buried her mother in pieces.

“Sit,” he said. “I hurt you, and I apologize. I do not wish to have you a whimpering puddle on the floor. Sit. And do not look at me.”

Her shoulder twinged, her tongue throbbed. This concern from a grimlark. It was wrong. “Sit?”

“Yes, sit. In a proper chair.”

He could kill her more easily if she remained huddled on the floor, off balance, with her teeth chattering. Perhaps giving her a modicum of hope would make her taste better in the end. Yet hope might be what got her out alive to see Raoul and Madame Valerius again. 

She climbed hand over hand up the knobby leg, until she stood swaying, both palms flat on the vanity top. Her program and scarf lay on the floor. She gritted her teeth and willed herself to stay upright.

“Sit.”

“I’ll stand,” she said, because it seemed to matter so much. “And I won’t sing at the gala.”

“I do not wish to ask for your help a third time.”

She flinched. Here it came, his true nature. The third request so soon after two others would lay a compulsion on her, forcing her to aid him in whatever he asked until he released her. Or killed her. Only a creature as evil as a grimlark would submit a songgiver to that abomination. 

He continued on in that beautiful voice. “You have no power, we both know that. No, let me be precise. You have power, but the fever steals it. You cannot sing the songborn spell to destroy me, and you will not run to the Mallelines. I would prefer not to compel you. So, again, I ask, will you sing for me at the gala?”

Somewhere, far away, a door closed. A custodian, completing his solitary rounds in the deserted Opera. 

Go away, she shouted in her mind. Run! Only a songgiver in full power could destroy a grimlark. Generations of songgivers had trained to heal the world of their blight. There was no other person she could summon to save her, and even now that poor custodian risked a grisly death. 

“No. I won’t sing for you.” She glared at the mirror and waited for the third call for help that would bind her to him.

He hissed. 

She flinched. A grimlark’s breathing was entirely under conscious control. 

The wall creaked. 

She held her breath, savoring her last few moments of free will. Why didn’t he ask the third time and get it over with? Was he pacing behind the wall? In the wall? Grimlarks became incorporeal at will, the better to walk uninvited into the homes of songgivers. While his slinking out of sight frayed her thin veil of self-control, she didn’t want him to creep into her dressing room. His voice was beautiful. His face would be more so. Those who dared not call grimlarks by their true names called them Angels of Music: twisted, stolen souls who walked in the guise of men as beautiful as angels, ready to destroy songgivers in their prime.

Her arms shook. The third call didn’t come. As the seconds stretched out, a desperate plan presented itself. Maybe, just maybe, she could get out of this with mind and body intact. 

Christine relinquished her pride and sank onto the vanity chair. One of the side drawers stood open, perhaps jarred by the same blast that had scattered her scarf and program. Inside, the little wooden box where she kept her hairpins peeked out. The box was old, scratched, about the size of a deck of cards, and made of pine covered with varnish. If the grimlark didn’t look too closely, he might mistake it for a willow box.

All she needed was a few moments for him to panic. 

“I am going about this all wrong,” he said. “I did not come to bully you. I came to offer—”

She yanked out the box and opened its lid. She began the spell to trap a grimlark. 

He shrieked. It was high-pitched and frantic.

It froze her in her seat. Nothing mortal or immortal should ever have to scream like that. The next moment, she bolted to the door. It held against her. She set both hands to the brass doorknob, strained all her weight against it; the door might have melted into the wall. She beat the wood with her fists. “Let me out!”

She whirled around, panting. Her skirts rustled, and she startled. Anywhere. The grimlark could emerge from any surface. She backed away from the door.

“The Opera does as I ask.” He spoke still from behind the mirror. “I will ask it to open the door after you agree to sing.”

Her teeth chattered. In her chest, the knot of fever wrapped around her power thrashed, disturbed by the attempted spell. She buried her hands in her skirts. The box lay open on the floor amid scattered pins. She would never see Raoul again, or Mme Valerius.

“I did not expect such deception from a songgiver. To threaten me with what looked like a willow box. For a moment I forgot you have no power. Have I tried to frighten you or trick you?”

She opened her mouth to accuse him of mowing her down with sound, but that had come after she planted her hatpin in the wall. A grimlark was immune to the iron fever, but it could feel pain, if it were corporeal. Perhaps if it were incorporeal as well, although she didn’t know of anyone who’d attempted such a thing and survived. She shut her mouth.

“Please, sit. And do not look at the mirror.”

She’d already tried standing for no other reason than to defy him. It’d gotten her nowhere. She’d find another way to resist. 

She sat. She folded her hands in her lap and looked at the mirror frame. Her father had always said an Angel of Music would come for her one day, but she’d expected to be full in her power, prepared to wage proper battle. 

“Now,” he said, “let us speak with all the civilities due to two parties under a truce. Can you agree to that?”

A grimlark had all the honor of a liar. Nothing he said would be trustworthy. Still, she nodded. 

“I am not the grimlark that attacked your family so many years ago. Your mother fought that one bravely, and she destroyed him utterly. You will not bring her back by opposing me. Do you accept that?”

If Christine could’ve transformed her hairpin box into a willow box through sheer force of will, she would have. She nodded again. 

“Good. That means I am not the grimlark that gave you your fever. Do you accept that, as well?”

She gritted her teeth. It was true. Her fever was a parting gift of the grimlark that had slaughtered her mother, so she forced another nod.

“Good. I am not that grimlark, and so I offer you a bargain, an exchange. Sing for me, songgiver. Sing, and I will open for you the doors of power.”

Power? No grimlark offered power. “You’re lying.”

“I told you I would speak true.”

He was a grimlark. His word meant nothing. “And if I use that power to sing the extremum to destroy you?”

“You would ask that.” Hexes below, was he laughing at her? “It will be long before you have power enough for that, and I hope to be beyond your influence by then.”

He was making a fool of her, although she couldn’t see how. “Come out. If you’re telling the truth, you wouldn’t hide behind the mirror.”

He growled, more vibration than sound. “I told you, I do not wish to be stared at. You will make your choice without the illusion of my face.”

That chilled her. She’d said it to be ornery, but older grimlarks assumed the faces most pleasing to their victims. For her, that would be Raoul’s, and how could she refuse that face anything? If the grimlark’s words were true, he was old, which meant more cunning and powerful than most. 

“I will not stop,” he said, “until you agree to sing at the gala. You need power. With power, you can take up your calling and abandon the stage. You could heal your Mme Valerius, as you could not heal your father. So tell me, you who call yourself Christine Daaé, will you accept my offer? Will you sing for this Angel of Music?”

He was reading her mind, flaunting his power and her lack. She twisted the wards around her wrists as if they were his neck. Wards lost their power over time, and she was due to replace hers in a few days. He must truly be old to overcome wards that were not yet exhausted. 

“What will you ask of me when I have power?” she demanded. “What will you want in return?”

He hissed. “You said you’d offer help and ask no questions! Must I hold you here all night?”

All night, all day, until hunger and thirst took her. That was how long she’d sit there, refusing help to a grimlark. If he merely offered an escape from singing at the Opera. If her salary didn’t keep Mme Valerius housed and fed. If she hadn’t promised to wait for Raoul. She couldn’t abandon them. 

Blasted grimlark. He’d chosen his trap well.

He must have sensed her thoughts. “Say the words, songgiver.”

She clenched her fists. “Why are you doing this? Why don’t you act like every other grimlark and kill me?”

“Because I am not like other grimlarks. Give me your word, songgiver.”

She already knew he was not like other grimlarks. “But why?” What’s wrong with you?

“Tick tock. What will your Madame Valerius do when you do not come home? A word from you, and she need not fret.”

The mirror should have cracked under the force of her loathing. She would sing the extremum at her first chance. “I’ll sing.”

“You promise?”

A songgiver’s word was her honor. She would not break a promise. Curses on him. “I promise.”

A click. 

She seized the chair edge. Was he coming through the wall?

The dressing room door swung open, showing the white hallway outside. Across the room, the mirror held her own reflection, nothing more. She had just enough sense to grab her coat and hat and scarf, before she gathered up her skirts and bolted.
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CHRISTINE WAS STILL shivering when she reached Mme Valerius’s apartment on the Rue Notre-Dame-des-Victoires. She closed the door softly, careful not to disturb the wards, charms, and simples guarding the entryway, and leaned against the wall until she’d stopped shaking. This apartment would never be home, but at least here she was welcome. And safe, or so she hoped.

The hallway smelled of lavender, rue, thyme, garlic, agrimony, and rosemary, the pungent result of two dozen defensive measures sharing the narrow space. She wrinkled her nose, reminded once again of Mme Valerius’s refusal to believe that a simple ward or two would be enough. Yet above all that wafted the welcoming scent of freshly brewed tea. This she breathed in gratefully. 

Tea first, then she would work on discovering why a grimlark would offer power. An impressive array of treatises on magic and the supernatural waited in the study. Before that, though, she must see Mme Valerius. 

A halo of firelight shone from the parlor. As always, Mme Valerius sat on the sofa, her feet on a black leather ottoman, a plaid lap robe over her black skirts. The only other furniture was Christine’s chair, cattycorner to the sofa. A single item sat on the mantelpiece, a photograph of the late professor, commanding in its place of honor.  Without him, Mme Valerius remained as Christine’s sole guardian. 

Mme Valerius put out her hands, and Christine kissed her on both cheeks. “My dear, did your spell work? Did you free your power?”

When Professor Valerius had taken her and her father into his home after the grimlark attack, Mme Valerius had done everything she could to make them feel welcome. Christine hated to disappoint her guardian, the only semblance of family she had left.

“No.”

“I was so sure it would work!” Mme Valerius clutched the sack of herbs around her neck, proof against evil spirits and the evil eye. Around each wrist she wore freshly braided wards. Making them required little power—Mme Valerius was a very minor hedgewitch—because most of the power came from the intrinsic properties of the herbs. “What else can you try?”

“I don’t know.” 

The grimlark had promised power. But would it be power enough to heal Mme Valerius, or fey power that would dissolve at sunrise the day after she sang for him? It was a risk she had to take. There was no question of whether she would sing. She’d given her word.

“Christine,” Mme Valerius said, sharply. “Where did you get that bruise on your cheek?”

Christine touched her face before she could stop herself. 

“There’s one on your hand, too.”

So there was, emerging along the ridges of her knuckles. She must’ve gotten them when she fell. 

“Did someone hit you? At the Opera?”

“Of course not. Nobody hit me.” She had to keep Mme Valerius calm. “I fell in my dressing room, that’s all. Nothing to worry about.” On the seat of her chair was her customary cup of tea, kept warm by Mme Valerius’s meager power. She grabbed it and took a sip, washing away the bitter tang of blood. “This tastes extra good tonight. Thank you for keeping it warm.” Take the bait, she thought, drink your own tea. “Can I have some more?”

It didn’t work. “Did something attack you? Where’s your hatpin?” On the last word, a wheeze entered Mme Valerius’s voice. 

Christine should’ve gone to her room first, changed out of her hat and coat, and checked her appearance. But wouldn’t that have been worse? Any little change sent Mme Valerius into a state. 

Now she’d started to pant. 

Christine slid onto the sofa, wrapping her arms around Mme Valerius, who leaned a bony shoulder into her, an instinctual burrowing for comfort. Telling what had happened wasn’t an option. Not only was it improper to divulge details of a request for help, but already Mme Valerius was hyperventilating at the mere thought of a magical attack. 

“It’s all right,” Christine whispered. “I’m safe. You’re safe. Breathe through your nose.”

Mme Valerius nodded, a handkerchief pressed to her lips. 

Christine took Mme Valerius’s free hand. It didn’t matter that in her dressing room she’d reached for her power and found fever in her way. Sometimes, usually during the noonday sun, the fever lost its stranglehold and relinquished a drop or two of power, enough to remind her of what she didn’t have. 

No time to calm herself. No time to prepare. It wasn’t noon, but she’d try anyway. She launched into a songborn spell intended to ease the patient’s mind. It was simple, a triplet of short, repeated phrases, that required little power. Let me have access to that much.

In her haste, she sang too loud, too fast. 

Mme Valerius started at the sudden noise. Her fingers slipped from Christine’s grasp.

“I’m sorry!” Concentrate, make no mistakes.

She gathered up Mme Valerius’s hand again, started anew, softer, slower. Murmured words, mellow words, filled with Ms and Ss sung low to soothe and comfort. Hear the spell. Breathe. 

Mme Valerius clutched her chest. She gasped faster. “Christine?” 

Christine sang again, her voice louder, more urgent. Breathe. Where her power should be, fever bubbled.

It wasn’t working! She didn’t have any power. 

“Oh, please—” Mme Valerius bent double, panting, wheezing.

Christine wrapped her guardian in her arms. She didn’t even need to do a binding ritual, there was nothing to bind. Hating herself and her fever, she held on, whispering bits of song while Mme Valerius gasped, the noise painful to hear. The poor woman’s heart would be racing, her hands and feet tingling. She’d once said such panic attacks felt like she was dying. 

It seemed a long, long time that they huddled, enveloped in the sharp odor of wards. But there were no wards against mental anguish. That’s what a songgiver was supposed to be for. 

At last Mme Valerius took a slow, normal breath. “I’m sorry,” she said, her grip tight on Christine’s arm.

“Shh.” Christine stroked the hand on her arm. “There’s nothing to be sorry for.”

“My mind... I imagine things so easily, and you’re all I have now that Guillaume is gone.”

Her precious Guillaume, known to the world as Professor Valerius. The man might’ve been learned, but he’d been fool enough to wander into the path of a streetcar. He’d always succeeded, somehow, in misjudging what was important. He’d amassed an impressive library but failed to take care of his wife. In the three years they’d lived in this apartment, Mme Valerius had left it exactly three times: once for Professor Valerius’s funeral, once for Christine’s first performance, and once for a fire in a neighboring apartment. That last time, she’d been coaxed only as far as the lobby. She’d heard too many stories from her husband’s lifelong pursuit of the fey.

Christine rubbed Mme Valerius’s back, feeling the bumps of her spine. “You know I’ll do everything I can to protect you.”

“But your hatpin. You didn’t lose that falling down in your dressing room.” The old woman might start at shadows, but nothing was wrong with her mind, when she chose to use it. 

“I heard something when I was trying the spell.”

Mme Valerius sucked in her cheeks. “The thing that’s not a ghost?”

“It’s not a ghost, but I don’t know what to make of it. It won’t hurt us tonight.”

No ward provided complete, everlasting protection. Still, those already in the apartment could do so for one night.

Mme Valerius squeezed her eyes shut and pressed her herb bag to her forehead, eliciting a smell of mint. Emotions streamed across her face, the same ones she’d fought for years: fear versus curiosity, safety versus concern for Christine. 

A songgiver, unlike a grimlark, could not influence minds. Still, Christine focused all her willpower on making Mme Valerius choose the less inquisitive path. 

This night, the fates were kind. Fear and safety won, as they usually did. “A sleeping draught,” Mme Valerius declared. “One for each of us.”

Well, it was a partial victory. Christine had wanted to research grimlarks before she slept. “You haven’t made one of those in ages.” Not since that first year after the Valeriuses had taken her in, when she woke screaming at nightmares of the grimlark attack.

Mme Valerius touched Christine’s bruised cheek. “Tonight, it’s worth it.”

Research would wait until morning. She washed up in the always-warm washbasin and was ready for bed by the time Mme Valerius brought her a steaming mug. As she blew out the bedside lamp, Mme Valerius hovered in the doorway.

“You don’t have to stay,” Christine said. 

Her guardian was a notorious insomniac. No doubt she could use the sleep even more than Christine.

“I just want to make sure you sleep.”

So Christine pulled her quilt up to her chin, closed her eyes, and pretended to sleep. It seemed impossible that a few hours before, she’d faced certain death. Now she heard the familiar rhythm of Mme Valerius’s breathing, the rustle of silk as she leaned against the doorframe.

Whatever the grimlark asked of her, she’d do it. She’d sing any spell, however distasteful, if it meant regaining her power. Then, when she and Raoul sailed for Sweden, Mme Valerius would stand beside them at the railing, unafraid.

“Are you asleep?” Mme Valerius whispered.

Don’t you trust your own draught? Christine wondered. Why else would Mme Valerius ask that? But she was already too sleepy to answer. The last thing she remembered was the muted click of the door and Mme Valerius’s hurried footsteps retreating back the hallway.
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​Chapter Four
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CHRISTINE WAS WASHING baking tins the next morning when a knock came at the apartment door. Odd, this early in the morning. “I’ll get it,” she said. 

The smell of hot dough followed her into the entryway. For the first time in years, Mme Valerius had taken on the job of preparing their morning biscuits. Last night must still be lingering in the poor woman’s mind. 

Christine threw the three locks and pair of deadbolts, but not the chain. Mme Valerius was very strict about that.

The boy in the hallway wiped his dripping nose on his sleeve. “Mademoiselle Daaé?”

She knew his voice. He was one of the messenger boys who slouched outside the Opera House managers’ office. “Yes?”

“M’sieur Debienne sent me. Been an accident in your dressing room. Said to come. Now.”

Her stomach twisted. The pin and the wallpaper. They’d been discovered. How could she explain them? Would the managers dock her pay? “Is M. Debienne very upset?”

The boy shrugged. “Just said you had to come.”

That didn’t sound good. The Opera was little more than five years old, and the managers insisted on keeping it in good repair. Still, they should’ve been able to speak with her when she reported for yet another rehearsal. Unless they suspected something connected to the ghost. 

She dropped a coin into the boy’s outstretched palm. “Tell him to expect me right away.”

He bobbed his head. “Thank you, M’moiselle.” He sniffled.

An ache bloomed under her heart, where her besieged power lay. The songborn spell to heal the common cold was easy, only two notes long, sung in the key of C. The most junior songgiver could sing it under her breath without the messenger boy knowing, and at the end of the day he’d walk home, marveling how the rain had washed away his cold.

But that would require power.

She slammed the door closed, rattling the wards and eliciting the stink of garlic. Mme Valerius hurried in, looking worried. 

“He had a cold,” Christine snapped. She pressed her fingers against her throat. “Is it too much to ask that I could heal him?” 

“Oh, my dear.” Mme Valerius motioned into the kitchen. “The tea’s ready. You’ll feel better after breakfast.”

Christine didn’t want breakfast, and she didn’t want pity. “I have to go to the Opera.”

Mme Valerius fluttered her hands. In her mind, Christine was probably already fired and the two of them evicted from the apartment. “Eat something first. You’ll make yourself sick.”

Christine sighed. “I won’t get sick.”

The old argument. Hers was a jealous fever, imparted by the grimlark that killed her mother, and it allowed no other sickness to lay hold. Grimlarks were infamous for sickening those they didn’t kill outright. It was why they feared boxes made with willow bark, which held healing properties. Usually, grimlark fevers killed their hosts in days. But then, most hosts weren’t songgivers. After more than a decade of slow roasting, hers showed no sign of wishing to destroy so comfortable and power-lined a home.

“You know,” Mme Valerius said, “if you dislike this Opera so much, there are others. We could... go somewhere else.” Her voice rose at the end, as if she tested the idea of leaving the apartment and found, to her own astonishment, that it might be possible.

But Christine would not put them through that ordeal. A change in building wouldn’t solve her problem. Besides, she’d chosen to work at the Paris Opera for the specific reason that the Chagny family maintained a private box there. “You know we can’t leave. Not when Raoul’s supposed to come home this summer.”

“It’s been a long time. He might not feel the same.”

Of course he would. They’d promised to wait for each other. It didn’t matter that Professor Valerius had forced her to sever all contact with Raoul after her father’s death three years before. By the time the professor died, Raoul had finished his studies in Rome and gone abroad to represent his brother the count in their family’s business dealings. He wrote faithfully, care of the inn in Perros-Guirec where they used to meet, and she couldn’t wait to read those letters the following week when she made her annual pilgrimage there. She’d written Raoul care of his brother, but she had no idea if the count forwarded letters from an impoverished opera singer to whom he’d never been introduced. So she hung on to her job at the Opera and counted the days until Raoul’s rumored return. Because she’d promised. 

Mme Valerius hesitated. “A Malleline—”

“Stop. We’ve been over this. I won’t marry a Malleline. Not after what they did to my family.”

Mme Valerius pursed her lips. Christine glared. Would Mme Valerius dare to speak aloud the humiliation and violence the Mallelines had inflicted? After a moment, Mme Valerius shook her head and held out her hands. Christine sighed and took them, stifling her anger. In her narrow way, Mme Valerius did want what was best for her. 

“When you go to the Opera, take my hatpin,” Mme Valerius said. “It’s not iron, but it’s sharp.”

That was as much apology as Christine would get. She took it. “I will. I’ll be careful.”

Half an hour later, she squinted into the gloom inside the Opera’s administrative entrance. To her right, a dingy horseshoe lay on a marble-top table. For luck, everyone from the lowliest messenger boy to La Carlotta herself insisted. Christine had never touched it before, because it would be even less protection than a hatpin against any creature that could enter a seventeen-story building of marble and gilt over an iron skeleton. Now she ran her fingers along the smooth inner edge. For luck.

She tried to keep her footsteps quiet, but the wooden floors and straight white corridors sent the echoes from her boots far in front of her. The noise from the previous night’s rehearsal was long over, most of the singers and dancers, musicians and stagehands, still asleep in their beds. She wished she could be back at her apartment, never to return to this Opera.

Something touched her elbow. She whirled with a choked gasp.

Denise held up her hands. “Sorry, I thought you heard me.”

Christine’s heart stopped trying to jump from her chest. “Thank the muses, it’s you.”

Denise fell into step beside her. “Have you seen our room? It’s pretty bad.” Rain beat against the windows, counterpoint to their boots.

Having a sympathetic soul with her was comforting, although it meant the managers suspected Denise, too. Christine would have to make sure to take all the blame. “Is M. Debienne very angry?”

“I suppose. There’s an awful lot of water damage. It’s—”

Christine froze. “Water?”

“Didn’t they tell you?” Denise propelled her on with a tilt of her head. “I didn’t even know there was a pipe behind the wall.”

There probably wasn’t before last night. The grimlark said the Opera obeyed him. As they approached their room, Christine pulled her coat closer around her. 

The door stood open. Two kerosene lamps on the floor cast enough light to make the shapes seem to jump and move. Denise motioned for her to look, so Christine picked up one lamp and held it until her grip steadied. Then, dreading what she’d find, she drew up her skirts and ventured in.

The wardrobe stood open, its door impaled by a vanity chair. The chair’s cushion was shredded, the decorative buttons attached by threads. Every mirror, from the two over the vanities to the full-length mirror in the back, was shattered and the shards embedded in the walls, the wardrobe, the vanities, even the coat pegs. Red coated the walls, and for a sickening moment it looked like blood. But it was only rouge smeared in great arching strokes. The pictures that Denise had hung so carefully—of Jenny Lind, Adelina Patti, Maria Malibran—tilted on their nails. The one of La Carlotta hung upside down.

Christine inched in until she could go no farther. Water pooled on the floor to the depth of her ankles. Bits of molding and wallpaper floated amid islands of unraveled rug threads. The top of the wardrobe had been swept clean, the stacks of old programs and discarded newspapers dumped into the mix. The tang of spilled lamp oil and wet newsprint filled her nose. 

Above all of this, the wall where she’d stuck her hatpin had exploded. Behind a hole as large across as her outstretched arms ran a double set of pipes. The metal jutted out in ragged, curling edges, as if the pipe had been boiled and shaped by a demented craftsman.

Water dripped from them in a chilling rhythm. It was the tune the grimlark had sung. 

“Sounds like music, doesn’t it?” Denise muttered. She’d not entered the room but stood in the hallway, taking quick peeks inside. “Now do you believe in the Opera Ghost?”

Christine backed out. No grimlark she’d read of could command worked metal. This one would have to be older and more powerful than any mentioned in the songgiver chronicles.

And angry. What more could he want of her? She’d said she would sing at the gala.

“Christine,” Denise said sharply.

Debienne strode toward them, looking like a man who’d already been awake far too long. “I’m sorry to call you in this early, mesdemoiselles.” His monocle hung from its string, his collar askew. “But I have to move you immediately. Mademoiselle Bloch, you know your new room. Mlle Daaé, you will, ah, be alone in the visiting artist’s room at the end of the hall.”

Alone? It frightened her, all the things a grimlark could do to her when she was alone. But it was better than doing them to Denise, too. Christine nodded. 

His white eyebrows went up. They, too, were disheveled, as if he’d been picking at them. “You’re the first person I’ve known who hasn’t been overjoyed at getting a private room.” 

“Thank you,” she said woodenly.

He shook his head, dismissing yet another moody artist. “Mlle Bloch, if you’d like to continue settling in, I’ll show Mlle Daaé to her room.”

Denise gave Christine a lopsided grin that said, I wish we could stay together, too. “I’ll come see you once you’re all moved in?”

“This way, please,” Debienne said before Christine could reply. “Hurry.” He seized her elbow, towing her down the hallway. She yanked her arm, but his grip held. “In here.” He reached for the door handle.

The door swung open, as if on its own. Christine stiffened, expecting the grimlark. Indeed, the most beautiful man she’d ever seen walked out.

He nearly collided with her, and her hand dove for the new wards she had stuffed in her coat pocket. He backed up. “Oh, excuse me.” A grin broke across his face. “My mistake, mademoiselle.”

Her hand stopped short of her pocket. Was this the grimlark? 

He was beautiful enough—ebony black hair, bronzed skin, dimpled smile—and what were the chances she’d meet some other handsome stranger where the grimlark lay in wait?

Yet the voice was wrong. It was pleasant, but a puny thing compared to what she’d heard last night. What she’d awoken to that morning, remembering. And why would the grimlark refuse to let her see this face? If a grimlark could not—or chose not to—assume the face its victim wanted, it would wear a glorified version of the face it had had before a ghastly death took its body and left only the grimlark. This face, this dark-eyed, glossy-haired face, was nothing to be ashamed of. 

“Watch where you’re going,” Debienne snapped. “Are you finished moving Mlle Daaé’s things?”

“Yes, monsieur.” He spoke to Debienne, but his gaze flickered to her. Appraising. Interested.

She glared back. She was not on the market. 

“Then start patching that water pipe.”

“Yes, monsieur.” He touched an imaginary cap and walked away, whistling. 

“Who was that?” Not a grimlark.

“Him?” Debienne spared a glance to where the man had entered the old dressing room after another look back at her. “Joseph Buquet. Maintenance. Started this morning.” 

“Just this morning?”

“Yes, why?”

Too many coincidences. “What was he doing coming out of this room?” 

“Getting it set up for you, what did you think? Now, inside, hurry.” He waved her in and closed the door. Joseph Buquet and the rest of the world disappeared.

The room was vast, nearly four times the size of the old one, and dominated by an enormous mirror in three sections that stretched the entire length and height of the left-hand wall. It rivaled the mirrors in the dancers’ lounge, which reflected every elegant motion of arm or leg. This mirror merely showed her and Debienne huddled near the doorway. 

On the floor in front of the mirror, buried in the deep plush of the bone-colored carpet, lay the two halves of the hatpin. No newly hired worker had delivered that. She plucked at the fresh wards tied tightly around her wrists. She was more prepared this time.

Debienne retreated toward the vanity. Perched there was a crate containing her salvaged belongings, the hairpin box balanced on top. “Do you like the room, mademoiselle?”

She wanted to run as far away from that mirror as she could. “It doesn’t matter whether I like it or not, does it?”

He made some noise between a gasp and a squeak. “Mademoiselle?”

Careful, now. It would do no more good to snap at him than at Mme Valerius. Debienne didn’t have the brazen air of a man who’d been enthralled. She didn’t want to frighten him, but she must know how much influence the grimlark had gained over at least this manager. “I find it hard to believe that you decided on your own to put me in this room.”

She said it slowly, gently, and all the time he shrank into himself like a man aging before her eyes. “Think of me what you will, mademoiselle. It can’t be worse than what I think of myself. It—it told me to move you. Here, look.”

He unfolded a piece of paper from his jacket pocket and held it out to her. She wouldn’t take it. It was covered with tiny, crabbed writing in red ink.

“I never believed in ghosts before I came here.” Debienne hunched his shoulders, looking miserably at the paper. “But that voice! It worms inside your head. And it knows things, things no one should know. So I gave it what it wanted. First the private box. Then the salary.”

“Salary?” 

“Twenty thousand francs a month.”

“Twenty thousand! What does a ghost need twenty thousand francs for?” 

His head came up. “So you do believe in it. I thought—I’d heard you didn’t.” He smiled a little, as if a common belief would make things better. “This note came earlier today, telling me what to do about the water leak. I don’t know why it’s so interested in you. It’s never paid any attention to any of the women in the company. Or the men.” His mouth twisted. “I’m sorry, mademoiselle, I don’t know what it wants with you. But I’ve done what it asked, and that’s all I can do.”

He reached for her hand, and in pity she let him take it. It wasn’t his duty to battle grimlarks.

“Maybe the new managers can get rid of it. They don’t seem to believe in ghosts.” He cleared his throat. “You have a good voice, mademoiselle, very good. I’ll recommend you to them. Perhaps a small part in next year’s season...”

The hairpin box fell with a clatter from the crate. Debienne jumped. He dropped her hand.

“I think,” she said kindly, “you should go.” 

Sweat broke out on his forehead. He tucked the letter back in his pocket. “God keep you, mademoiselle.” He pulled the door shut behind him.

The lamp on the vanity fluttered at his passing. Christine stared at the rallying flame, steadying herself as she would for the stage. “Well?” she demanded. “Are you satisfied?”

The answer came in a whisper from the doorframe. “Put up the wards. I know you have them.” Before she could puzzle out why he would ask her to ward the room against him, he whispered, “Hurry, before the Malleline comes back.”
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