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Lucien Dubois was always glad when the ormolu clock
set in the fireplace at his end of the Opera Garnier’s Grand Foyer
rang the two o’clock hour. It meant that the patrons and their
parties were long gone and that he could remove his wig and livery.
His work was far from over, though. There was the floor to sweep
and the ashes to be cleared away so that a fresh fire could be laid
before the next performance.

Lucien enjoyed serving in the Grand Foyer; it gave
him a chance to hear the well-to-do folk talk about the sets he had
helped build. Servants were treated as though they were invisible,
but no one knew his name anyway.

At twenty years of age, Lucien was also one of the
senior apprentices in the set shop; he was a gifted woodworker
already, specializing in the miniatures used to create a set. He
sometimes joked that it was in his blood; Dubois literally
translated to “of the forest.”

Usually, Lucien finished his duties in the Grand
Foyer and then went back to the dormitories where he lived with his
fellow apprentices. Tonight, he had other plans.

Lucien had heard rumors of an actual house in one of
the lower cellars of the opera house. Tonight, after all of the
chandeliers were dark and the fireplaces empty, he planned to find
out the truth of the matter.

If it is true, I will use the house-within-a-house
design in a set model someday. If it is not true, at least I will
know for certain.

Sunday was Lucien’s one day off for the week. No one
cared how late he slept, or where he went. Sometimes, he would go
to mass with his family; they all favored the priest at Saint
Sulpice. Sometimes, he read a book. Sometimes he walked around the
beautiful city that he called home. In these ways, he was like most
of the other apprentices.

What set him apart from his fellows, more than
anything else, was his nearly insatiable curiosity.

Off came the white gloves; it was time for the dirty
work. The metal ash bucket felt heavier than usual, simply because
Lucien was in a hurry to be done with his sweeping and cleaning.
The refuse was hauled out to the heap, where the ash would be
wetted down to make lye for soap and the trash carried away by the
rag and junk man.

Lucien was proud of his work, even in the steward’s
serving role. He was able to give money to his family, and the hard
work made his body strong. The women of the costume shop had
remarked on his handsome face, dark curls, and deep blue eyes more
than once and always loudly enough for him to hear. He was tall and
well-built.

Despite the attentions of the seamstresses, Lucien
kept largely to himself. He preferred the opera’s library, with its
collection of set models right alongside the books, to carousing
with his fellow apprentices. Lucien had dreams of becoming known
for his designs, and thus spent what little spare time he had in
study.

Lucien was one of the few apprentices who did not
spend his money in the cribs of Place Pigalle. Not that he was
priggish; he knew his funds were needed at home and could not see
the point of wasting money on whores and absinthe. That was not to
say that he had no dreams of romance. Lucien had fancied himself in
love a few times. There had been the chorine who enjoyed his
company until she found a wealthy “sponsor” amongst the opera’s
male patrons. And there had been a scullery maid who eventually
went back to her home in the country, saying the city was “too
fast” for her.

And how his fellow apprentices teased him over his
fondness for the dark-haired equestrienne who rode the big black
mare! He loved watching her practice; the horse seemed to float
across the ground with no visible command from the woman on her
back.

Lucien knew her name: Claire Delacroix. It had
appeared in many a program at the opera house. He also knew that,
for a long time, she had been very sad. Lately, there was more
light in her eyes and in her step. She did not seem the sort to
take a sponsor, so Lucien decided that she must be in love.

She had been in the Grand Foyer that evening, dressed
in a blue ball gown trimmed with fine black lace, enjoying a drink
during the entr’acte. Sapphires sparkled at her ears and in her
hair; a heavy collar of the blue stones wrapped around her throat
and cascaded down her bosom.

“You look beautiful this evening, Mademoiselle,”
Lucien said as he took her empty champagne glass.

“Thank you, Monsieur …”

“Dubois. Lucien Dubois.” He
bowed over her hand, wishing that he were wearing anything but the
absurd, old-fashioned livery and wig.

“Monsieur Dubois,” she
smiled and nodded, then left the Grand Foyer. He wished that he
knew where she was sitting, imagining himself inviting her for
something to eat after the performance.

But that was pure fantasy; he had to put her from his
mind. Besides, up close he could tell that she was at least ten
years older than himself. He had nothing to offer her.

Maybe she had a sponsor after all; how else would she
have such jewels? Working in the set shop meant he could tell paste
when he saw it, and those were no fakes borrowed from the
costumers. These jewels were costly gifts from a patron.

She is not for you, Lucien.

He returned to his dormitory to change clothes.
Tonight’s plans called for simple brogans, cord trousers, and a
rough shirt. He donned his laborer’s attire, collected a lantern,
and went to the library to look at Charles Garnier’s plans for the
building. The drawings showed him all of the connections he needed
to make to plumb the lowest depths of the building: the fifth
cellar. The only part of the building he’d never explored.

Down stairwells and hallways he went, his lantern
lighting the way in the darkness. The quiet was disconcerting; the
usual bustle of the busy opera house was absent in the wee
hours.

After what seemed an eternity, Lucien reached his
destination, only to find a lake. Engineers had never successfully
drained the fifth cellar, despite their efforts. Lucien shone his
light on the water and watched a sleek shape glide past. Dear
God, a sturgeon, of all things! There had to be a stream coming
in from the Seine somewhere.

He lifted the lantern and peered into the distance.
He saw lights across the way; surely that was more than mere
reflection! There was only one way to find out. He took off his
shoes and stockings; they remained behind with the lantern as he
entered the cold water.

Lucien was a strong swimmer, but the lights ahead
were further away than he’d thought. A quick look back toward his
lantern showed that he was about halfway; turning back would take
just as long as moving forward.

The water was much colder than he had anticipated,
and every now and again a fish – the same sturgeon, perhaps –
bumped into him.

He kept swimming.

---

 


A bell chimed in the distance; the signal had not
rung its alert in a long time. Erik LeMaître kissed Claire one more
time – would he ever feel sated where her lips were concerned? –
and got out of bed.

“What is it?” Claire murmured as she sat up, pulling
the coverlet over herself. She wore nothing but the sapphire
necklace.

“There’s something outside, and I don’t think it’s
that sturgeon.” Her lover drew on his trousers and slipped a mask
over his face.

Claire reached for Erik’s discarded shirt and pulled
it over her head. She got out of bed and followed him out of his
underground home and into the cavernous cellar.

“God in heaven!” she exclaimed as Erik turned an
unconscious body over on the walkway. “It’s Lucien Dubois, the
steward from the Grand Foyer.”

“Yes, and also one of the set shop apprentices.” Erik
peered into the distance, seeing a speck of light. “The idiot swam here! I’ll take the gondola to bring
back his lantern before a rat upsets it and burns the whole place
to the ground.” His tone was one of disgust.

Claire, in the meanwhile, was examining Lucien as
though he were one of her horses.

“He’s chilled to the bone,” she said. “Look at his
skin; it’s almost blue.”

Erik rolled his eyes and picked up the unconscious
youth as easily as though he were an infant. “You start the
caldarium, my love. I’ll bring the lost sheep so that you can warm
him.”

Erik pretended more impatience with Claire’s
compassion than he felt, and both of them knew it. Claire smiled
and ran ahead to the deep stone basin to open the tap.

Erik deposited the shivering, unconscious youth on
the top step of the caldarium. “You’ll have to get him out of these
foul clothes. I’ll be back soon to help you with him.”

“Lucien, you foolish boy,” Claire
murmured. “What on earth were you thinking?”

Practicality was the order of the day; she used a
pair of shears to cut the shirt and trousers at the seams as the
hot water filled the tub around her. Erik’s linen shirt clung to
her uncorseted curves.

Claire was quick and efficient in her work; before
long, Lucien wore nothing but his pants and was coming to as the
hot water rose around him, his eyes rolling a bit.

“Slip down one more step, Lucien. No, no. Don’t
stand. Just slip down. There you are.”

Claire sat on the step Lucien had just vacated, her
arm around the boy’s shoulders. She spoke to him in the same tones
she used with an injured or frightened animal.

“What … where?” Lucien’s eyelids fluttered again.

“Just stay where you are; you’re chilled to the
bone.”

“Mademoiselle Delacroix?”
His quiet question showed his confusion. “How?”

“Never you mind what, where, or how, Lucien
Dubois.”

“My clothes!” His awareness was returning.

“Never mind those as well,” Claire
replied. “They were ruined by your swim.”

“They would be, I suppose.” He groaned. “I don’t
suppose I could have some soap?” He was suddenly conscious of how
he might smell.

“Of course.” Claire got out of the tub and retrieved
a cake of Erik’s sandalwood soap. Lucien gaped as he realized how
little she wore.

“I’m sorry,” she said as she handed him the soap. “I
was more worried about warming you than about dressing myself. And
I’m not leaving you alone.”

“There is no need, my love.” Erik had returned,
holding an extinguished lantern and Lucien’s heavy shoes. “Please,
go change into something dry. I will watch our intruder.”

Lucien had never seen anything like Erik LeMaître’s
face. When he took off the mask, the skin under it was discolored …
a reddish-purple birthmark stained thin skin, one eyelid was nearly
gone, and the nare on that side of his nose completely so. Scars
that could only have come from a stinging lash covered his back. He
stepped out of his trousers and into the tub.

“Go ahead and wash up, boy. And stop gawping like a
fish. If you slip under the water and drown, Claire will never
forgive me.”

When Claire returned, clad in riding breeches, boots,
and a shirt, Lucien’s teeth were no longer chattering. Color had
returned to his face and lips, and he was responding in a rather
lively fashion to Erik’s pointed questions about his early morning
swim.

“What
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