He thought to lean to one side and be done with it. The exhaustion over fighting his desires for Christine, the constant tug of war with madness coupled with fearing he would destroy the one woman who made him feel alive, was unbearable punishment.
“I never believed in Your sincerity of bringing Anna to me. Shocked are we? Surprised for a brief moment I believed?” Erik rolled his head toward the side and pressed his cheek to the stone. His accusatory eyes could have shattered the pinpricks of light across the heavens. “Congratulations, Oh Merciful God, You failed again. Anna can have You and Your Son.” He yanked himself upright, his body going rigid with his anger. “I am pleased Philippe is dead!”
Spittle flew from sob soaked lips. His mouth spread upward. He may be alone for now, but not forever. There was to be an heir to his kingdom, a child with his mind and his madness. Erik spoke to the shattered stone below with an unblinking stare.
“I will have my child, in all his hideous imperfections. I will need no one but him and my music. I will need only his love. As for Christine?” Erik leapt to his feet. The wind flapped his cloak behind him. He leaned into the gust and taunted the streets below like a great yellow-eyed bird ready to swoop on unsuspecting prey. “Our character becomes our destiny. Music, like life, is inexpressible silence without its instrument. Am I not its master? I hold the baton. I will conduct what I want. I will have what I want. What is Erik without Christine?” Leaping back to the roof he retrieved his mask and turned to the opera house, his boots drumming a cadence so the ferryman could dutifully follow. A haunting whisper carried his sadness forward on the wind.
“What is Erik without the Phantom?”
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Prologue
Paris outskirts, 1885
“Leave the camp. Leave the camp!”
Her shout pierced the tranquility of dawn, shattering it as a rock does a mirror. Erik whirled in time to see a small explosion of arms and legs erupt from the tree line. Anna charged forward. A stray branch tangled her skirts, sending her tumbling into their makeshift hideaway.
“How many?” he demanded.
“Ten . . . fifteen . . .” Anna grabbed her side and drew a ragged breath. Her boots frantically doused what embers were left of the fire. “Take the horse. I’ll make it on foot.”
“You are not staying here!”
“Don’t argue, go—now,” she shouted.
As she twirled around the camp in an untamed state of panic, he knew better than to challenge her. He mounted the stallion in one swift motion, wincing when searing pain raced through the gunshot wound in his upper arm.
“Head east then south,” she commanded breathlessly. In the distance, horses’ hooves pummeling the ground forced the urgency he heard in her voice. “Go!”
Erik turned the stallion in a tight circling that matched the supreme, writhing hatred in his gut. Loath to leave her behind, he made several attempts to lift her onto the horse. He would not see her sacrifice herself for his transgressions again.
Anna’s small but powerful fist slammed into the horse’s flank. She threw her hands over her head and stumbled to the side. The stallion jolted forward.
“You find me,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Are you listening to me? They have no right to hunt us. You find me.”
The stallion thundered through the tree line and up the ridge with long, purposeful strides. A loud snort burst out its mouth when Erik yanked on the reins. The orange glow of torches joined the graying light of dawn. Angry shouts and beating hooves rose from the ransacked camp below. His heart pounded against his ribcage, fury swelling like a boil to the surface. Searching the mayhem below, he squinted to make out Anna’s form, but he couldn’t see if she’d made it into hiding or not. His eyes tapered on one man dismounting in the center of the fray.
Erik’s face heated beneath his mask as he surveyed the camp. With remorse filling his body and the weight of his sins on his shoulders, he reluctantly turned the horse east. Looking over his shoulder, his eyes drilled into the back of that man’s head. Once again he could kill him, but chose not to.
He’d made a promise never to lift a hand to another man and he’d already broken it once. He would not break it again.
Raoul, the Vicomte de Chagny, should consider himself a very lucky man.
One
Countryside of France, 1886
Falling in love carried a primitive allure and a majestic dignity that should have been the start of wondrous things.
The manhunt was a minor stumbling block to his well-laid plans.
Although not the life he expected once he fell in love, the life Erik led now was of great importance. For years he’d existed in the haunting silence of a world he’d built several stories beneath the Paris streets. An underground sanctuary, part womb part tomb, sheltering him from judging eyes of man and the follies his fate denied him. With a haunting voice not bested outside of heaven, he was an odd combination of the splendor of genius and the monstrosity of sin.
The unjust ugliness of his face made him certain no woman would ever turn to him with longing in her eyes.
Currently, her eyes churned anger like a storm does the sea.
“Absolutely not, Anna.” Unmasked, he took full advantage of the fact she could see his ugly displeasure. Though they’d weathered many things in their brief time together, he couldn’t endure his companion’s pint-sized stubbornness. He glared at her in the moonlight.
The little woman at his side ignored his suffering and stared toward the center of camp. Dozens of wayward misfits danced happily from partner to partner. Ordinarily her pout would have him bowing before her in worshipful supplication, but this time he would not back down.
“You need to get used to these camps,” Anna insisted. “Fugitives do not have the luxury of Parisian gentlemen.” She grabbed his hand and leaned all her weight away from him in an attempt to coax him into the crowd.
He pulled back. “I will not, you insolent shrew.” He pointed toward the mob. “These camps are nothing short of slums and that type of dancing is absolutely barbaric.”
“They’re not slums. Everyone here looks out for their neighbor without judgment. The contredance is a way of meeting and greeting.”
He blocked those words with folded arms.
“Fine, suit yourself,” she dismissed. “I’m spending tonight enjoying what fun I can while the authorities are not nipping at my heels.”
Anna stomped toward the center of the camp, her long, auburn braid swaying against the top of her rump. Staring at her though the darkness, he cursed the direction of his life. Love should be comfortable, not complex. He spun toward their fire and slammed another log on the flames. Orange sparks twisted their way to the stars as he sank to the ground.
How many campfires passed since their transgressions at the Opera Garnier? Grumbling under his breath, he pulled a worn horse blanket around him. He rolled his left shoulder, working out the stiffness the cold caused his old wound. The fire beckoned him to shift closer to it.
Depressive vaults.
Rubbing his unmasked face, he moved to his side. The heat from the flames licked at his cheeks, warming the bare ridges of his cruelly faceless visage to an uncomfortable level. This must be what it felt like to burn in hell.
Laughter swirled around him. He seethed in response. Anna skipped from man to man and woman to woman, seemingly completely comfortable in the life he found degrading. His heart fell to his stomach. Why couldn’t he place the world at her feet?
She stood at the end of the line smiling with the rest of the vagabonds. Tiny hands beat in tune to the music with her unending optimism that had restored his faith in man. Their eyes locked and she tilted her head in a last attempt to coax him into her world.
Erik frowned and turned back to the fire. Staring intently through the flames, he bitterly reflected on Christine Daaé, the Vicomtess de Chagny. Was she comfortable in her grand chateau? Wining and dining on all the things he longed to give his Anna?
From beside him, he lifted the black mask that usually concealed his face, save his thin lips. His unusually long fingers fondled it with sickly erotic loathing. Christine was now a nobleman’s prize and his burden. What would life be like had he never crossed paths with her again? Would he be here now, the elusive Phantom of the Opera, wanted by half of France for murders and a kidnapping—this time—he did not commit?
A cautious look found its way to Anna. Some murders he did not commit . . .
He never should have risen from his blissfully faked death. Those years were a salve that lessened the slap of ugly shouts, that numbed pain of stones stinging his flesh, and dulled images of men spitting in his path as he walked by. Living in darkness held more allure than enjoying light when it meant facing the life his face had created. The mask landed in the dirt beside him.
Contemptuous jailer.
Like a log bursting under too much heat, his anger cracked. Damn this manhunt! Curses slammed into the ground, his fists sent sparks skidding toward the mask. How dare Christine intrude! That love must be forgotten . . .
Jubilant sounds whooped into the air as another dance began. Anna wove in and out of her partners, not giving a care to anything but the moment.
He replaced the mask on his face with one fluid motion. It molded to his skull like a second skin. He strode toward the noise—for he refused to call such racket music—grabbed Anna’s hand and hauled her from her revelry. She sputtered her protest as he dragged her to their distant campfire. One powerful yank of her hand she was free. Erik bucked backward as she shoved a small fist in his face. No easy task given her size and his height. The gold band around her ring finger caught the firelight and flared almost as bright as the bolts of lightning shooting from her eyes. Swallowing a smile, he studied her pout. He did find that bottom lip alluring.
“Erik, your possessiveness has got to change. I have been to hell and back over the last year. The least you can permit me is a moment to forget I am unjustly wanted by half of France because of you. I will not stay at your side if you are not willing to—”
One abrupt assault on her waist silenced her flapping tongue. He hauled her so tightly against him a small puff of shock broke through her lips. Once in his arms, he held her like fragile silk and waltzed around their campfire. Any breath she held released in her sigh.
“We dance,” he whispered. “No opera houses, no masquerades, no leering strangers.” He nodded toward the center of camp.
Lifted in melody, Erik’s voice filled their section of camp with an unearthly beauty. They danced eloquently. Were that they had an audience of a thousand eyes on a stage lit by limelight or a simple campfire, nothing in his imagination spared for his Anna.
“Why do you do such things?” she mused, a dreaminess to her voice.
His long legs made easy work of whirling her around the fire. He might have been dancing with a feather—she weighed nothing in his arms.
“Why?” he asked curiously. Was the answer not so simple to her?
She looked up at him, her smile lit orange from the flames. The country charm to her face would never turn the head of any ordinary gentleman. The copper highlights in her hair blazed in the light. He stopped and traced her lips with his thumb. To him, she outshone Aphrodite.
“I can love,” he answered simply, kissing an old burn upon her temple. It widened her smile. “I love,” he stressed again, his voice fading to a whisper as he first kissed one cheek and then the other. “I love.” He pecked the tip of her nose and collected her face in both his hands. Erik slowly slanted his lips over hers. “I love.”
He breathed her name against her lips moving them in a slow, circular motion. Erik threaded his hand around her braid and held the base of her head against his passion. The weight of her body slipped to the crook of his arm. Not daring to break their kiss, he pressed one leg between hers and lowered them to the bedroll. With his tongue, he parted her mouth and probed her with delirious need. Hesitantly, he pulled away to study if she desired more. The blush running from her cheeks down her neck gave him all the answer he needed. Her hands lifted to his face. Erik’s breath hitched. The mask dropped to the ground.
How she could look on his monstrous face with such love in her eyes, he never knew.
“Anna.” With the husky sound of that word, she surrendered completely to him. He paused in his worship only long enough to press his desire against her and say,
“We dance.”
* * * *
Human behavior fascinated him. Erik inspected the contents of the abandoned sack, wondering what sort of fool would discard it. Various sundries hit the ground around him. He flipped them aside, baffled to the senselessness of most of them. Perplexed by it all, he surveyed the area.
The blackness of the countryside befriended a life on the run. Only he and one other traveler—an annoying old man who constantly whistled—picked through the remains of the camp. A rusty cup and a useless key hit the ground. It disgusted Erik that he had to resort to picking through trash to find things that might be of use. The more his past caught up to him, the further it progressed from the comforts his genius and wealth afforded him.
That blasted opera house he had lived beneath notwithstanding . . .
The leftover loaf was a foolish thing to leave. That he would take. A pain raced up his jaw as he clenched his teeth. What he would not give to take Anna to a fine restaurant, end a meal with the best Tokay, and lay a fresh platter of pastry before her.
What he would not give to rip the lips off of that old man . . .
The satchel upended. Erik shook the contents to his feet. The leftover sack of coffee would go with the loaf. A flash of color caught his eye. Picking up the ribbon, he ran it nimbly over and under his fingers in one long undulating wave of color. His heart dropped to his boots. Someday he would buy his Anna the finest dress with the best bustle in all of Paris. He would walk arm in arm with her through the Bois. No one would shout at him in fear of his mask and all would think her finer than the most beautiful empress. After their stroll, he would find a milliner and purchase her a fashionable hat to match the dress.
For now, a discarded hair silk would have to do.
The old man eyed him with one shaggy brow raised. When Erik shot him a look of pure venom, he whistled even louder. The muddy ribbon safe in his pocket, he tucked the loaf and coffee under his arm, and headed to Anna’s side.
A shout cracked through the camp. The old man swallowed his whistle. An arrow of tension shot up Erik’s spine.
“That pack is ours,” Anna yelled.
“I’m not interested in the contents of any bag, little lady.”
A sharp cry and then a dull thud made Erik’s heart seize.
“Pig,” she cried.
“Struggle any harder and I will strike you again.”
“Bloody pig!”
The loaf and coffee hit the ground. Erik propelled himself across the camp, his eyes narrowed to hateful slits the instant he saw the vagabond atop her. Murderous rage filled his veins.
The man attempted to pin her, and Anna’s legs flailed wildly as she fought, sending mud flying through the air. A vicious growl emanating from behind Erik’s teeth punctuated his anger as he savagely tore the man off her. The scum tried to gargle out a cry of shock, but Erik’s hand encased his throat, halting the sound. He caged him against his chest with a grip tighter than steel. Beneath his hands, the flesh of his windpipe collapsed as the man struggled for control.
“I swore, Monsieur, that my days of murder were over. However, if I cross paths with you again, I will rip your throat out and feed it to the next pathetic creature I come across. Understand?”
The man tried to nod. Poised to shove the trembling mess on his way, Erik stopped when Anna struggled to her feet.
“Wait,” she spat.
Pushing the hair out of her face, she tugged angrily on her rumpled dress and stormed toward his captive. A hand shot forward like a tiny bullet. Erik watched Anna’s face twist violently as her hand wrenched into the sensitive—and still exposed—organ between the man’s legs. A great cry of agony tore from his lips.
Beneath his mask Erik’s face contorted, too.
“Now you can let him go.” With one final squeeze and a yank that made the man lurch his last meal at Erik’s feet, Anna jumped out of the way and watched her attacker stagger toward the trees. “I hope you can’t piss for a year!”
“Anna?” She turned to him, her shoulders still heaving from her heavy breaths. Her scowl faded to a bottom lip that shook like a leaf in a breeze. Guiding her into him, he held her close until she stopped trembling and wiped the blood on her lip. “Did he—” She shook her head. The relief did little to keep his heart from pounding. “Come,” he said gently. “We need to move. He was not one of the usual wanderers. We cannot stay here.”
With her hand locked firmly in his, he whistled for the stallion to follow. Dutifully, the stolen beast obeyed. The fear for her had turned to outright rage. If not for this manhunt, he would have the world at her feet by now. They passed the old man, the loaf stuck neatly under one arm, coffee under the other. His brow lifted higher in question as soon as the stallion ambled by. Erik followed his gaze to the bridle and the coat of arms of its former master still emblazed upon it. He schooled his anger. Having to put up with being tailed by the old man drove him mad enough. Couldn’t they just be left in peace? It was bad enough his past followed him around. Strangers were not a welcomed attribute to life—his trust only went so far and wasting his extraordinary temper on an old man was not worth the self-loathing it caused.
Fury this profound was best spent directed at the Vicomte de Chagny. Holding Anna’s hand tighter in an attempt to govern himself, he hastened out of the camp.
The old man’s whistling abraded his senses like desert wind.
* * * *
In her short twenty-three years, Anna had seen it all and participated in most of it. Not a hardened criminal, she was merely a product of her upbringing. One does what one must in order to survive, especially the child of one of Europe’s most infamous con-artists. She had run from that life years ago, preferring to spend her days repenting by ministering to the less fortunate. Had she known doing so would have dropped her in the lap of a man as notorious as the Phantom of the Opera, she would have thought twice about a lot of things.
“No.”
“Let me kill him?”
“No.”
“Please, this once, let me kill him?”
“This once? What sort of comment is that?”
“Let me kill him?”
“No,” Anna’s voice slammed into the grass.
She kept her belly down, her focus on her target. The grass beneath tickled her nose, the damp ground soaked her dress, and the man beside her tried her patience. This was not a good day. She should have stayed behind in their last camp.
Erik, lying next to her in the same prone position, focused on a larger, less adorable target than a rabbit. Anna remained perfectly calm under the annoying out of tune song that made him squirm. She fought the temptation to thrust a dagger into his ear and put him out of his misery. The steady clip of the old mare’s hooves became louder as did the infuriating whistling of his desired prey. Finally he snapped and scrambled to his feet. His patience, Anna noted, was at least getting better.
“I am going to kill him.”
“If you do not get back down here, I’m going to kill you.” She yanked Erik back to the ground, her eyes never having left her target.
A seductive groan rumbled out his lips. “Is it terribly odd of a man to be aroused by that comment?”
She gave him a seething glare meant for him to dodge the knives flying from her eyes. “Erik, the only thing you are arousing in me right now is my temper.”
Anna ignored his expression, knowing what it indicated. She could not see the eyebrow he raised—being hidden beneath the depths of his mask—but he had done so. Every nuance of Erik’s body read like an open book to her. She understood the odd tilts of his head, the tremble of a finger, and the particular ways his lips would move with his mood. She turned her attention toward the task at hand. As much as she wanted to blame him for their situation, she could not. The roles she played were just as animate and if she had to choose again, she would do so.
While his thoughts ran along the lines of murder and carnal pleasure, Anna’s focused completely on another part of her anatomy. A thin length of silk coiled artfully around her wrist. Mud ground into her dress, turning faded blue to sludgy brown. Arms and legs moved with military precision. Not a sound rustled from her clothing. Her eyes narrowed, her mouth twisted into a cruel grin.
“I beg you. Let me kill him.”
Frustrated, she screamed, sending the rabbit scurrying into the underbrush.
“That was my dinner!” She twirled, reaching up with one hand and pulling his face to hers. “Erik, I am testy. I have not slept. I have not eaten. I have not bathed in days. You are not helping. You are one throw of my Punjab away from meeting your maker.”
“Wonderful,” he sarcastically bit, waving his thin hand over the black leather concealing his face. “There is a small matter I have been meaning to discuss with Him.”
Anna jerked forward to flounce him when additional hooves blended in with the approach of the old mare. They hared into the underbrush.
“Anna, where is the horse?”
“Out of sight.” She surveyed the oncoming men.
“How many are there?”
“Three.”
“Can you tell?”
She squinted. Her head barely lifted before she ducked. “Two Paris authorities, one from Chagny.”
Erik reached for her, drawing her in closer against him. She snuggled into his iron grip and prayed her pounding heart would not betray them. Bile inched into her throat as a burning, physical manifestation of fear and anger. She inched her head to where she could just see through dense brush without exposing herself.
The horses stopped in a small circle around a graying man and his mare. The old man pulled on his reins and stopped his whistling to stare down the gendarmes. His face, grubby and riddled with wrinkles, puckered comically when he scowled. The old coot shifted on his horse, his shocking mass of gray hair tumbling every which way on his head.
He sniffed loudly. “Can’t continue on my way if you’re blocking the damn road.”
“May we have a moment of your time, good Monsieur? We are looking for some undesirables who may be heading in this direction. Perhaps you’ve seen them?”
The old man spat something distasteful at their feet. “Undesirables? That depends on what you classify as an undesirable.”
The gendarmes curled their lips. “We are looking for two people, a petite woman and a tall man. The man should be easy to recognize he is—eccentric. He claims to be a genius and a Maestro. His voice is incredibly unusual, but you should take care not to listen too closely. He is dangerously insane. A mask covers his face. He is known across Paris as The Phantom, and was last seen in this area after a failed attempt at killing a traveler.”
Erik’s lip twitched again—not a good sign. It only twitched when his anger reached murderous levels.
“You don’t say . . .” The old man rubbed his wrinkles and scratched his stubble. “I’ve seen them.”
Anna’s lungs filled. She heard Erik’s intake of breath, too. “You should have killed him,” she whispered.
Erik’s lips tightened to a thin line.
“Can you tell us which direction they went?”
The old man passed his hand through his untamed hair. “Yup,” he pointed toward a distant road. “I saw them two days back heading north.”
Erik and Anna shared a confused look. Leather cracked as the horsemen shifted anxiously.
“Are you certain?” One of them asked.
“What? A crazy man in a mask and a little woman. Yes, I’m certain. I may be old, but I’m not blind.” He leaned over in his saddle and gestured for the men to come closer. “Spunky little vixen that woman. Vim and vigor. I would love to get me a bit of her. Wouldn’t call her undesirable if you know what I mean.” He laughed. “The man is a hummer, keeps moving his head about like the damn thing is screwed on wrong. Can’t carry a tune for his life.”
The geezer wagged his head in a lame impersonation, causing Anna to bite her tongue. Erik seemed inches away from taking perverse pleasure in killing the old goat. A marksman reached into his vest and extended a small pouch.
“Merci, Monsieur. Something for your assistance courtesy of the estate de Chagny.” He called to his men, and they thundered down the road and out of sight.
The old man waved them away. Gnarled fingers eagerly rippled through the coins. He stuffed them in his pocked and removed a chewed-up pipe. “You can haul your sorry asses out of the underbrush now. They’re gone.”
Erik froze, as did his lip. They remained rooted to their spots before cautiously approaching the roadside. The old man slouched in his saddle.
“Still want to kill me?” he drawled.
“Who are you, old man?” Erik insisted, looking at him out of the corner of his eye.
“Just that. An old man. Who are you?”
Erik replied with another question. “Why are you following us?”
“Not following you. I’m going in the same direction.”
Anna approached with their horse, equally curious as to the mindset of the old timer. “Why did you do that?”
A grin spread from ear to ear, making his loose flesh pile into mountains of comical wrinkles. “Because you’re entertaining and I don’t have much in life to entertain me.” He clicked to his mare and started down the road. “Now, I have money jingling in my pocket, and there’s a village nearby where I am sure there’s food with no fur still on it. You look like you could use a good meal and I need a smoke. Either you follow or you lead, but no matter what, I’m whistling.”
Erik and Anna stared incredulously at the mare as it plodded down the road. Artfully, he swung her up onto the stallion’s back before mounting the spot behind. He followed for a while before letting the horse fall into step next to the mare. The old man stared directly into Erik’s mask and Erik stared at the wrinkled old man.
“I hum in tune,” Erik snapped, making the coot laugh so heartedly Anna rocked back against Erik’s chest.
That knotted finger wagged between them again. “See, that’s entertainment. You two obviously have trouble following you around and Maestro over here is concerned about me insulting his humming.”
“Men have died for less, old man,” Erik threatened.
He flicked a finger. “Pappy. Not old man. If you’re going to kill me, I’d like to know your name.”
Anna snickered. Erik’s arms constricted her waist.
“Erik, just Erik.”
“Well, just Erik, if you don’t mind, I’m going to whistle now.”
* * * *
Any conversation Erik and Anna may have had ceased as they roamed the dusty roads, trying to make sense of the curmudgeon who had desperately latched onto them. The idea of marksmen following them around obviously didn’t concern him.
Anna chuckled as Pappy launched into another tune. She couldn’t see Erik’s face, but she felt certain it turned purple with fury. Tramps were a unique sort, and she had met quite a few in her years roaming the countryside as a runaway. Consequently, none of Pappy’s random tales, strange observations, or lively off-tune songs bothered her.
They wandered aimlessly down the main thoroughfare of a country village, stopping when Pappy dismounted outside a small pub. Raucous laughter and even worse music spilled into the streets. Erik dismounted and tied the stallion in line with the other horses. He looked at the entrance and warily pulled Anna off the horse.
“We should leave. I do not trust this place or him.” He jerked his head toward the old man.
Granted the pub was crowded, but the churning of her stomach was proof enough she was starved. “Erik, please? I’m hungry.”
Pappy yanked a worn woolen cloak from his saddlebag. “I know what you’re thinking, so here.” The cloak soared through the air, smacking against Erik’s chest. “That hood is broad enough to keep your face hidden from whatever it is you are already hiding it from. I have seen some weird things in my life, but living beneath a mask? Seems cowardly to me.”
Erik swung the cloak on and drew up the hood. Pappy’s face warped like a tree bending in the wind. For a minute the old goat finally seemed unnerved. A yellow gaze of warning had leveled on the old man as soon as darkness shrouded Erik’s face. His eyes, so deeply set they were nearly unseen, had an inhuman hue and a way of pinning people to their spot.
“You should know I do not trust you, old man.”
“Pardon me while I quake in fear,” Pappy grumbled sarcastically. He entered the pub, giving them no choice but to follow or leave.
He pointed them to a distant table in a darkened corner and turned to the bar. Once concealed in shadow, they surveyed the room. Backs to the wall, Erik and Anna relaxed, confident they were not drawing attention. Pappy returned, placing a tray with bowls of stew and a few ales on the table.
“Merci, Monsieur,” Anna said, her mouth watering.
“Bitte sehr, Fräulein,” Pappy replied.
She knew it! From the first moment they’d passed the old man on the road she suspected him of being German, but did not want to even approach the subject lest she ignite Erik’s already aggravated temper.
“Prosit?” She raised her glass in cheers.
Pappy winked in obvious flirtation. “Prosit.”
Anna turned to Erik, beaming with glee. The glower she met smoldered behind golden eyes.
“Pardon?”
“Nein, entschuldigen, Sie,” Anna corrected.
She had been making attempts for weeks to break through his distaste for Germans and get him to learn her native tongue. It was no easy task for an Austrian to win over a Frenchman, given politic. Erik would need to learn the language if they intended to make it out of France, across Germany, and safely to the Austrian border.
“You are going to have to learn sometime.” Anna gestured to her right. “Pappy here is German.”
“Prussian,” he corrected.
Erik grabbed the edge of the table. His already pallid knuckles turned even whiter. “Wonderful,” he grumbled.
“Wunderbar,” Anna said between mouthfuls of saucy stew.
Pappy lit his pipe and took a long, contented puff. “See . . . there’s that entertainment again.” He took a good look at both of them. “You’re an odd sort. The yarns I could spin about the pair of you could be endless entertainment at the next communal campfire. So, are you going to fill me in on the details as to why you apparently have half of France breathing down your necks?”
Erik pushed his stew away. Anna greedily slid it toward her bowl.
“No,” he replied.
“Come on, you’ve told me enough to whet my curiosity. When first we met, you said you were a murderer, Maestro, magician, and mastermind. Who did you kill?”
Anna kept her mouth shut and poked anxiously at a potato. Erik leaned across the table. She thought about calming his foul mood, but what good would it do? He clearly wanted to intimidate. She had a strange feeling it couldn’t be done. She popped the potato in her mouth.
“That depends, old man. Which one are we talking about?”
Anna looked to Pappy. The buzzard didn’t flinch. She fished for a carrot to cover her grin.
“Let’s simply keep it focused on the one that irritated France.”
Erik laughed sadistically. He drew the back of his cold hand down the length of Anna’s stew stuffed cheek before slinging his arm over the back of his chair.
“Then that would be her father. Or perhaps you speak of the alleged kidnapping of a nobleman’s wife; the so-called murders of the pompous cheats behind the scheme . . . pick your poison. Of these crimes I am mostly innocent.”
Stew flew from her mouth as she choked. Pappy leaned back and scrutinized her.
“You’re traveling with your father’s murderer?”
Anna flicked her eye to Erik. Only she could register the droop to his shoulder that betrayed his remorse. Such events they did not speak of often. It always launched Erik into a pit of self-despair. He’d spent years fighting the side of his persona that labeled him a madman.
He did not like being forced to kill.
“What does it matter to you whom she travels with?” Erik warned. “She is not your concern.”
“But the man who abducted and killed my only kin was.” He jerked his head toward Anna, his voice a raspy whisper. “So when I see a seemingly innocent little lady traveling with a man like you—”
“A man like me?” Erik interrupted menacingly. “You assume because I live behind a mask I have killed for the pleasure of killing?”
Anna spoke softly to a piece of celery. “My father was not a very nice man. What Erik did, he did to protect me and the Vicomtess de Chagny.” Erik stiffened. She could not fault him his possessiveness of her. He fiercely protected her honor like a wolf does his pack. She chased a boiled onion around her bowl. “The crimes we are accused of were committed by my father, not us. However, seeing as the past is the only way in which a man is judged, our voices will not be heard. We are the victims in a game of lies. Not that it is your business.”
Anna followed Pappy’s glimpse to the gold band on her ring finger. She covered it with her thumb.
“I still think it is strange you would travel with a murderer. Don’t you?”
Anna almost searched for the invisible hook Pappy baited. Erik’s posture wound tighter than a spring the longer they sat there. His history didn’t matter to her. She judged people by their character. She wiped her mouth on the back of her hand and leaned toward the old man.
“Would you believe he’s a thoroughly fulfilling, highly skilled, completely sensual, and well-versed lover?” Anna could not hold her flirtatious stance. Her forehead hit the table as she burst out laughing. She yanked her head up in time to duck the glasses and bowls that flew across the table. Erik had cleared it with one swipe of his arm. The patrons turned. Pappy waved the crowded room off and the din returned to its usual timbre. She rose.
“You had better be damn happy I have a sense of humor over all this. Because despite the circumstance it still does not sit well with me.” She wiped her dress free of ale and plunked back in her chair.
“Maestro apparently has a temper?”
“Hold your tongue, old man.”
“Carries a grudge, too?”
“I said hold your tongue.” Erik’s voice switched to an all too familiar tone.
Anna rose. She sighed in dismay. “My thanks, Herr. However, I find it best if we were to continue on our way. You’ve been most kind.”
Erik stood as well. He took Anna’s arm and made a few steps toward the door before turning. “A wise man would not to follow us.”
Pappy did not seem alarmed by the authority behind Erik’s angelic voice. He studied the manner in which he held her arm. Could he be concerned that she may not be a willing partner to the travels with him? She laid her hand over Erik’s and lightly rubbed a thumb across his grip in an obvious loving manner. Pappy nodded. Anna knew she had driven her point home. She was no stranger to wandering. With the old man’s confession of the loss of his kin, she could not fault him his concern. However, she could care for herself. She hid a smile as Pappy stared at Erik.
He raised a bushy eyebrow and slowly drew out his heavy German accent. “Not following. I’m going in the same damn direction.”
Two
Life on the run meant keeping shadows close and his eyes never off the road behind him. The thought of one day finding a place where he could live unmasked and free from unjust persecution, kept Erik pushing forward. He spent years in chilling solitude, trying to put to rest his past transgressions. The dream of creating a castle for Anna prevented him from slipping into the ever-beckoning memories of a darker time.
The unfairness of this manhunt boiled his blood. “This is getting ridiculous.” Irritable, he surveyed the livery. “I did not spend years crafting my own asylum and hording my wealth only to be prostituted back to the life of repugnant freaks.”
Anna flicked him an annoyed look. “Don’t criticize my life. You had an unusual arrangement at the Garnier despite your indiscretions. I, on the other hand, grew up like this. The way of the wanderer has its positives as well. We can’t exactly invade a salon or dine on turtle.” Sarcasm pooled at her feet. “We’re wanted criminals.”
“I find it vexing that you continue to call us that.”
“Oh joy, it’s the humming wonder.”
That gruff, masculine voice snapped Erik’s spine ramrod straight. “Is this one of your positives?” he rumbled to Anna.
She snuck around him. “Pappy, Guten abend.”
“Abend, yourself little lady. I never did have the pleasure of your name.”
“Anna.”
Erik turned to see the old goat smile smugly.
“Bundle up some hay and have a seat,” Pappy invited, patting a bed of straw.
Hay fluttered aside as Anna flopped. Her smile reached across her face. She gestured to Erik, signaling for sparks to fly.
He governed his temper. “Why are you—?”
“I didn’t follow. I got here first. Took the good hay for myself. Old bones you know.”
A girlish squeak slipped out her lips as Erik reached down and plucked her into his arms. He did so with such passion her feet left the ground. “If you do not mind, old man, I would much prefer my woman sleep by me.” He tugged her along with him to a spot across the livery, and sat, hauling her into his lap. Arms came around her in a vise tight grip. He buried his lips in the top of her hair
“So,” Pappy proclaimed, lighting a pipe, “are you going to tell me about the mask?”
“No.”
“Fine, I’ll just assume you’re uglier than my horse’s ass. Go back to that murder then.”
“No.”
If he held Anna any tighter he would crack her rib, but grasping her kept him in check. On as heavy a sigh as she could manage, Anna settled into the crook of his arm and amused herself with the only thing in reach, a discarded copy of last month’s Époque.
“No,” Erik replied to yet another inquiry. He turned from the annoying old goat and focused on the paper. Eyes met the cover story and shock jolted through him like lightning to a rod. He leapt to his feet, tumbling Anna to the floor so abruptly her braid flipped over her head, arms splayed before her.
She blew hay out of her mouth. “Erik!”
He snatched the paper from her hands, crushing a fist to his mouth. His body hunched as his strides pounded against the earthen floor. The unbelievable magnitude of what he read pumped blood into his ears.
“Erik?” she asked. “What’s going on?”
He returned to the floor beside her. His gaze never left the front story.
“Philippe Georges Marie, the Comte de Chagny—is dead.” He crumpled the paper to his chest.
“Philippe de Chagny?” Anna huffed. “Is he any acquaintance of Raoul de Chagny?” The pressure in Erik’s chest rose when she turned to Pappy. “Noblemen. I have little respect for the lot of them. Especially Raoul de Chagny. Save the life of his wife and this is the kind of respect we get.” She stabbed the air with her finger, gesturing to no one in particular. “This entire manhunt is her fault. If she had a spine to stand up for what she knew was right and if everyone was not so focused on the dead and buried, we wouldn’t be in this mess. Who was Philippe?” she asked indignantly. “Or do I not want to know?”
Erik looked at Anna, his heart slowing in his chest. The profound degree of his grief lay hidden beneath his mask. “Who was he?” he recalled brokenly. “He was not his brother . . .”
Lowering his lids summoned forth the memories and gave birth to the unsettled noise in his mind—the familiar allure of madness. He rolled to his side and pulled his knees to his chest, refusing to meet her eyes.
* * * *
The Phantom’s labyrinth, cellars of the Opera Garnier 1881
Blood—it tasted metallic. He didn’t know where it came from, nor did he care.
His shout pierced the silence as he rolled down the stone steps in his drawing room. It spun like an out of control kaleidoscope. One by one the candles around him were burning out. He thought he could still hear the shouts of the men, but they were only in his mind. The labyrinth was silent as a tomb.
At least they overcame him quickly. He was able to unleash his fury on a few before they left him for dead.
He had nothing remaining in his life now. Nothing since Christine Daaé ran off with her vicomte lover, Raoul de Chagny. It was fitting that his return from confessing his sins to an old Persian friend should end this way. Mugged and beaten as soon as his feet left the cab.
Arm over arm, like an injured reptile, he dragged himself to his bedchambers where he could die surrounded by his memories of her.
Erik shuddered violently, his body swelling where the fists collided. Not able to make it, he balled into the fetal position, half in half out of his doorway and willed death to be soon. He closed his eyes. The shouts in his mind faded away and were replaced with the metronome of his labyrinth: the rhythmic lap of the water as it beat out what time he had left. It would be a welcome change to slip into darkness. He had always been one with the shadows . . .
Christine had been his only ray of light.
The sounds faded. Born alone . . . die alone . . . die unloved. Succumbing to the pain, Erik laid his face against the cold stone floor. He had no idea where his mask was. It didn’t matter anymore.
His lips trembled his lonely requiem.
“Dies irae, dies illa, solvet saeclum in favilla: teste David cum Sibylla . . .”
* * * *
He cracked opened his eyes: rock, candle, organ. He closed them. He had no concept of how long he lay there, but the pain grew exquisite. Erik’s body blazed with fever, his mind danced a duet with Mephistopheles.
He lifted a lid: rock, candle . . . His unfocused eyes tried to make sense of the black shape blocking his sideways view of his organ.
“Stay still, you are terribly hurt.”
A man gingerly reached for him sending panic ripping across his body. “No,” he roared. “Do not touch me.”
“Stop! You should not move. You will injure yourself further.”
“No!” Erik screamed in a fever driven insanity as the man grabbed for him. “I will not die like this.”
Kicking and scratching like a cornered animal, he fought to make contact with any bit of available flesh on his assailant. Let him die with some vestige of human dignity, not like a beaten mongrel.
The man fought back, grabbing at Erik’s wild hands, matching him scream for scream. “Calm yourself, I am here to help.”
Erik continued to flail, using craze to the fullest.
The man was not deterred. “I do not want to do this, Monsieur, but seeing as you are being most uncooperative—and I must admit I have been dying to do this for some time now—you give me no other choice.”
The fist landed against his face like a catapulted rock, knocking him into submission. The floor bit into his back and legs as he was dragged across his home. Next he knew, his head lifted with the utmost care and he sank against his divan. Erik stared across the room in confusion at his usual bed. Why was he not in his coffin? Had he yet to die?
“Relax,” he heard, “you are hurt.”
An unfocused eye bobbed away from the macabre box to look at the man above him. Impeccably clothed, aside from the worn cloak and threadbare felt hat he wore, his blue eyes shown with compassion yet oozed repressed anger. How could that be? Erik surrendered to blackness while his mind poised the question that would haunt his dreams.
Why do you look familiar?
Three
Christine slid the library doors shut behind her until they softly clicked together. A sad smile inched across her lips as she studied her husband. He sat almost as stoic as the ancient halls around him that had stood through centuries of births and deaths. Chagny rose like an awesome presence in the region it commanded, its flags displaying the family colors always snapping proudly in the breeze. The ivy covering the walls outside sheltered secrets as ardently as it embraced the love, compassion, and outreach of its namesake. Nevertheless, now it stood cocooned in grief, the ivy the only fingers catching the tears of France as a noble son was mourned. Though Chagny was Raoul’s childhood home, he seemed out of place filling the shoes of his brother. Philippe left no heir to the massive estate, leaving Raoul head of one of the most powerful families in France.
A brief regard of the room explained the weight on Raoul’s shoulders. The library screamed Philippe’s name, further adding to the contrast of seeing him behind the desk. The colors of the coat of arms were scattered throughout, reflecting Philippe’s pride, power, and masculinity. Cases holding service medals mingled with other noteworthy accomplishments. His sword shone proudly above the dark mahogany of the fireplace mantel. A nicked and dented model of a frigate, an ancient childhood toy, perched on the corner of the desk. It reflected the playful inner child Philippe had been. A countenance only revealed to his closest loved ones.
Raoul mindlessly rocked the ship on its stand. The unfathomable grief Christine read in his eyes could diminish the sun. In his other hand, Raoul nursed a hot cup of tea. Philippe never touched a drop of alcohol, no small feat for a man of his power. Christine knew it was in tribute that Raoul sipped. She suspected he could use something stronger.
“There you are,” she said. “You’ve been hiding.”
Raoul looked up. A dark cloud moved across his face. “Do you blame me?”
The week had been long. Well-wishers and mourners still streamed across the grounds. If Christine closed her eyes, she could picture Philippe’s coffin and see Raoul’s white-knuckled grip upon his sword as he stared at the box containing his brother. Now, with barely any time to mourn, he faced mountains of technical and legal affairs.
A weak smile lifted his lips. “You should not be moving about.”
Christine laid a hand on the swell of her belly. The death of Philippe had overshadowed the joy of this child. “You fret too much. I’ll not be held prisoner by you again with this baby.”
“Fret I may. I will not have my little lady jeopardized by your need to constantly be on your feet.” He sternly pointed for her to sit.
“It could be another boy,” she teased. André continued to be their bright spot in the long year since the affairs at the Opera Garnier.
“Where is my heir?”
“He is content with the wet-nurse. I’m fine, Raoul,” she insisted gently. “Your sisters have returned home. They felt it was time. They asked I shower you with kisses as they did not want to disturb you.”
He was stronger than she expected. Raoul handled the condolences with grace and accepted the title of Comte de Chagny with pride, honor, and what she registered as a bit of fear. What she saw now as his hand rested against a toy ship, was a man missing the brother he adored.
She indicated the file spread before him. “What’s all this?”
He laid his teacup down, gathered the papers into a neat stack, then cleared his throat. “Jules secured the police report. I was reviewing it.”
“Philippe’s drowning was accidental.” Christine cocked her head.
“On the surface it looks that way.”
“The surface? You don’t think anyone intended to harm Philippe?” An unfamiliar air dressed his posture that went deeper than grief. “Raoul, what’s going on?”
The awkward silence that settled between them knotted Christine’s stomach. It clenched tighter than wet leather when the door opened. Turning, she frowned as Jules Legard entered. He peeled off his riding gloves and formally greeted her before hastening to her husband’s side.
“Was he there?” Raoul asked eagerly.
“No one was at the flat.”
“Has he left Paris?”
“No. I pressed the landlord. The Daroga still lives on the Rue de Rivoli, but has been staying for a spell in Lyon.”
“The Daroga?” Christine stammered. “That Persian fellow who was with us in the cellars when Erik first abducted me? Why . . . it’s been years since your contact with him. What on earth are you bothering that old man for?” She pressed her husband when he did not reply. “Raoul?”
The mantel clock ticked like a telltale heart for a few long seconds before he shifted his eyes from Legard to her.
“Do you know where Philippe was found?” he asked quietly.
Christine settled her stomach with her hand and looked upon his quiet despair. “By the shores of a lake. There is nothing to fret. You know Philippe often went for long walks. He enjoyed nature as much as he did the pageantry of your nobility.”
“Christine,” Raoul tapped the folder. “He was found on the shores of his lake.”
“His lake?”
“The Phantom’s. His lake under the opera house.”
The notion pushed her backward. “You speak lies. Why . . . how . . .” Her look of disbelief shot to Legard. “Again?” Christine lifted a hand to her mouth. “Raoul, this is impossible. You cannot possibly think Erik had anything to do with this? We don’t even know where he is.”
“Exactly, Christine. What am I supposed to think? That monster attempted to drown my brother on those banks once already. It would be just like him to find his way to my heart through Philippe again. I sent Legard to Paris. I had to know if perhaps the Persian knew anything.”
She moved to the desk and gripped his hands. “Raoul, think nothing of it. Dredging up the past will not help us move forward. This was an accident. One we will never know the reasons behind. You cannot believe Erik would be so brazen as to seek revenge on you for this manhunt by killing your brother?”
“Your words, not mine.”
“Jules, what do you believe? You are chief of our estates now, what say you?”
Legard kept his lips tight and moved toward the window.
Raoul answered for him. “He thinks like you. Evidence speaks loudly to him. Years ago when the Persian alerted Judge Faure of Philippe’s suspected death, the authorities dismissed it as the ramblings of madmen. No one investigated. No one looked for my brother. He lay in that dank, awful spot for days before he dragged himself out. It was a miracle he survived.” Raoul rubbed his brow as if trying to erase the memory. “I have yet to forgive myself for fleeing Paris with you as I did and not checking on my family first.” Raoul pressed his fist to his lips. “I never even knew he was down there.”
“No evidence proved Erik responsible for that incident, Raoul.”
“History is an endless circle in our lives, Christine. I know his culpability back then, and I know he is responsible now. Like an hourglass this nightmare turns on me again.” He gestured toward the file. “There apparently is nothing to suggest anything this time other than Philippe took a stroll along the darkest tributary of the Seine, and the why will never be known. Why would he return to that abysmal place knowing what horrors it held for us? For him?”
Christine didn’t like the tone of Raoul’s voice. “What do you intend to do?”
Her eyes flicked to a stray paper. She watched him twirl his signet around his finger. Christine stared at the ring, her head bowed in acknowledgement of the awesome power it represented. The ring was far too new in its creation and too premature to be sitting upon his finger. They knew one day he would wear the official Chagny signet. Both assumed it would be the same one that adorned Philippe’s hand. But Philippe’s signet disappeared years ago during an unfortunate mugging on the streets of Paris.
Raoul’s posture possessed an undaunted determination. He didn’t take kindly to being known as a man who bore the burden of tracking the Phantom. Christine cocked her head to read the words on the page. Foreboding filled her veins. Legard offered no comfort. He kept his hands locked tightly behind his back and his contemplation out the window. Her husband was equally as stoic.
The decree Raoul was about to send out would make certain the past met Erik wherever he went. He intended to flush her Angel of Music out by the hands of noblemen and farmers alike. Christine’s heart slowed when Raoul lifted the paper. He spoke more to unseen ghosts than to her.
“I will not have his death at the shores of the Phantom’s lake go ignored.”
“Raoul, you must let this go,” she urged. “We have so much uncertainly in our lives surrounding Erik. It is too much to believe he would come back here to harm us in this way.”
“Is it, Christine? I know how deeply you once cared for Erik, despite your fear of him. You teeter between a man you admire and abhor. It’s maddening to watch. But what am I to believe? All Erik ever wanted in life was you. Standing in his way is me. My brother is dead! I love you far too much to allow even the idea that you, André, or even my unborn child, may be next on his list in his need to see me harmed. Time and again that man has sought to destroy my family. There is no other explanation as to why Philippe was found dead in such a despicable place as the Phantom’s lair.” He nodded cautiously to Legard. “If it means a trip to Lyon to find out, then so be it.”
Christine wrestled with a Titan of confusion as Raoul’s passionate words filled the room. They had charged back and forth on this battleground for months. Erik’s presence lived in her to the core of her being. Ever since the moment she discovered his death was faked and laid eyes on him again, his power and his awesome command over her filled her soul. The hours spent alone in the church begged the Lord to silence her heart, for she was mindlessly enslaved by a man who was more specter than flesh. As much as she loved Raoul, part of her longed to once more be the passionate obsession of the man she called her Angel of Music.
She traced her fingers around her swollen belly. Hundreds of thoughts circled in her mind. Raoul would never understand what it was like to be chosen by Erik.
She shook her head clear of such misplaced feelings. Perhaps once he had been her Angel and the music tutor that made her the darling of the Paris stage, but he was a madman, a monster. She could not be compelled to dwell on him.
Chagny grieved the loss of its son—Raoul the loss of his brother. Her eyes filled as she reached out to her husband. He had not wept once since Philippe’s passing. She cried the tears she wished he would shed.
His profound sadness rode on a current of swift and terrible hatred and she feared the Siren that would drown them.
Four
Finally, the rain relented. They fled the abandoned livery when the horizon met the blue hint of twilight. Anna filled her lungs and breathed deeply the scent of fresh rain. The cloudless night lifted her spirits, but did nothing for Erik’s distant and solemn mood. His eyes held an unfocused intensity, while his body twisted occasionally like he rotated puzzle pieces in his mind. Anna slipped her hand in his. She briefly studied the contrast of her small fingers intertwined with his extraordinarily long, skeletal ones. The stallion ambled dutifully beside them.
“Erik, tell me about the Comte de Chagny.”
“I do not want to discuss it. It would be wise to let it go.”
Anna bit the side of her cheek. She knew her ability to defy him would only amplify his already darkened humor. At times, prudence called to leave him to his thoughts.
“Maestro. Anna,” came a distant voice.
A smile crept across her mouth. She stole a fleeting peek at Erik’s twitching lip and turned in the direction of that voice. Pappy plodded up the road behind them.
“What did I tell you, old man?” Erik rumbled.
A leather rock soared through the air. It bounced off Erik’s chest. Coins rained from the pouch. “Now, I’m following you. I find it disagreeable to wake with pompous rich folk staring down at me asking questions about your ugly mug. Nevertheless, it does pay off.” He gestured toward the coins. “Courtesy of the newly ennobled Comte de Chagny.”
Erik’s back became rigid.
“Gendarmes arrived?” Anna asked cautiously.
“A couple of hours after you left,” Pappy grumped as he dismounted. “I don’t take a liking to being tracked because I’m heading in the same direction as you two.”
More air met her lungs as she gasped. The trees flew by as Erik grabbed her abruptly and swung her onto the horse. He snatched the reins and sent the old man a seething glare.
“Calm down, Maestro. I’m not stupid. I told them you were going to Belgium and headed them north. The only reason I protected you was to keep unjust harm from coming to that little lady.” He jabbed a finger toward Anna. “What do you say to us finding another village to plunder? You’re stuck with me and I could use some coffee.” Pappy headed for the stallion, dragging his mare along. He rifled through the satchel. “Unless you have some in here . . .”
Erik yanked out his hand. “Do you have a death wish, old man?”
Pappy jerked his wrist free to resume his meddling. He replied by holding up a grubby hair ribbon and conducting the air with it. “Yup, sing me a requiem. Your voice sure is pretty.”
Anna sucked her lips between her teeth in an effort not to crack. It was to no avail. She burst out laughing. Pappy was the relief she needed. His lighthearted words were of no comfort to her companion, however. Those thin lips, pulled into a deep frown, poured out more sadness than if she saw his entire face. Snatching the ribbon from Pappy’s hands, he shoved off the horse and headed down the path alone.
“Erik?” Her plea was met with a harsh wave of the back of his hand.
“What is it with that one?” Pappy scowled. “Why on earth would a gentle creature like yourself be married to him?”
Anna stared at Erik’s distancing cloak, then briefly to the question on the old man’s face. Her thumb absently rolled the gold band around her finger. “We are not wed in the eyes of God.” The wrinkles at the corner of Pappy’s eyes deepened. “There is much you don’t understand. You’ll get used to him, then you’ll see the repressed, but ardent gentleman I do. Leave him be until you know who he is. Whatever he dwells upon, it’s not our right to know. It’s best we don’t complicate things.” She regretted the words as soon as she said them. A major complication was on its way, but putting it aside for a while longer would be fine.
She hoped.
* * * *
The campfire crackled and remnants of the beast they stopped to eat still smoldered on the coals. The old man had faded off to a content slumber, bringing Erik the break he needed from Pappy’s unrelenting questions to compose his music.
The notes and stanzas finally pouring out his fingers calmed a rising storm in his mind. The noise had cracked open like Pandora’s Box upon knowing of the death of Philippe de Chagny. Music dampened the sound like a drug did for a desperate addict.
“What are you writing?” Anna asked softly.
Erik looked up. So focused had he been, he was surprised to find her beside him. He searched beyond her to study the night. Scanning the darkness had become habitual. They would not stay in the area long.
“The Madrigals,” he replied.
“I thought Madrigal was a song you wrote for Christine—to explain why you rose from your faked death.” Bitterness cracked into her voice. “Is that why you’ve been sullen since that Philippe person died? Because the death of one Chagny reminds you of another? So much so you have to write her another Madrigal?”
Anna folded her arms, protecting her breast like a bird that had impaled itself on the sword of jealousy. Rising, Erik stepped toward her.
“I told you, Anna. I do not want to discuss Comte Philippe.” Notes exploded in his mind. Merely an arm dragged across her shoulder could ignite the most exquisite sound. It took nothing for one long arm to encircle her waist. He drew her back against his chest remembering he would not have her if not for Philippe . . .
“My Madrigal Operas have several movements,” he explained. “This one has nothing to do with any messages for Christine.” Erik hesitated before sheepishly entwining their fingers. Being this close to a woman could still fill him with such a welcomed, yet foreign sensation. He gestured to the score scattered beneath the tree. “This is the Abendlied.”
“A what?”
“An Abendlied. A song that is contemplative and quiet in its theme.” He turned his head to the stars. “Their sound is mournful, like a soul weeping its sins toward heaven in hope of finding something deeper and better than itself. They tell of the reflections of human life as well as the natural beauties found within simple things.”
“I know what they are, Erik. My mother sang them to calm me at night. I thought they were lullabies.”
“They can be—as oft they were used.” His fingers found their way up her neck. He caressed her like a sculptor does fine marble. “This Abendlied is solely for you, Anna. I am putting in this opera all I cannot give you right now.”
“Would . . . would you write it as a lullaby?”
“No. I would never desire to write such.”
He was not prepared for what stammered past her lips. Erik’s hands clasped air as she broke away. It took a few moments before his thoughts cleared. When they did, he found her stroking the mane of their sleepy stallion. He came up behind her. An invisible hand slammed into his gut. He could hear her swallow tears.
“Can you repeat that?” He laid his hands across hers to stop her rippling fingers.
“You heard me the first time. Go away.”
Shock rocked him back like a blow from a man five times his size. Erik turned, his head spinning, his heart pounding out of control. He walked like an automaton back to the cheerful glow of the campfire. Sickness churned his stomach. His selfish needs to feel love; his desires as a man for a woman were going to be made flesh? How could it be that possibility had never crossed his mind? Anna had never been with child. She told him she thought she could not carry. When he heard that, like a man deprived of water, he greedily drank. Many times without a worry in the world he poured his passion into that woman.
Panic coiled around his body, constricting his chest. It was a blessing she was barren. How could he subject her to bearing a child such as him? Erik had been born a demon, a cruel mix of monster and man that turned his mother into a hateful shadow of a woman. His knees slammed into the ground. He grasped desperately at his mask. What pitiful creature would she bear? Anna would nurture and carry his child safe from the world until it was born and the world saw it for what it was . . . his child.
Anguish curled his body forward. He did nothing in his life that warranted such a noble title as father. His mother had wanted him until the moment he was born and then there were no arms to hold him. No one to love him. Not a single parental kiss ever touched his flesh. Masked the instant he entered the world he grew up a living corpse—an unwanted, unloved, reject . . .
Fear and confusion coursed through him. Erik crushed himself against his knees. He squeezed his eyes tight and tried to force aside the image of Anna’s horror when the time came for that child to be born. For that child to be rejected . . .
Erik snapped his head up.
Anna would reject that child and him!
His eyes locked with hers before she swung her head back into the stallion’s mane. Even now she couldn’t look at him. Struggling to his feet, his confusion turned to outright anger. If there was one aspect of life he would not tolerate, it was rejection. He studied the camp. Their lives were complicated enough; he now had this to face?
A frustrated shout burst out his lips as he kicked the nearest rock. He hated not being in control. He calculated each move in his life as carefully as the music he composed. Displace anything, change anything, and the tune would shift. Randomness did not enter his life until Anna, an unwanted Samaritan turned unlikely friend, left him those infernal packages of paper, ink, and figs. Her compassion coaxed him out of his prison to rejoin the world, and now this was the result? He tried to control the trembling in his hands. He did not ask for this and there was nothing he could do about it.
His face blazed beneath the mask.
Damn you, Philippe de Chagny. Why did I let you meddle with my life?
Erik paced in small circles, a dull ache of tension winding from his jaw to the back of his neck. Anna refused to meet his eyes. If she could not even look at him now, how would she treat that child? He would not be the one to blame for that infant’s misery and he sure as hell would not be rejected by anyone ever again.
It would be best not to stay in the camp. Erik pushed beyond the stallion and into the trees. He did not bother a second glace backward.
“Erik?” Anna whimpered.
“Not now.”
His fury could have lit the forest ablaze.
* * * *
The camp faded into silence as snapping twigs and branches died with his footfalls. Anna sank in front of the fire. She added a log and watched unblinking as the sparks floated away.
Her chin sagged to her chest. She was used to being cast aside when she wore out her welcome. In her past, she only stayed in one area long enough to work off her father’s debts. Then she was dismissed, either running from the law, or some other mistake her father had made. It was only a matter of time until Erik’s needs were met and she no longer warranted his attention. How foolish to think the friendship she established with him was any different than the rest of her life. It didn’t surprise her, but the rejection hurt.
He loved Christine—ardently. Anna didn’t know music, or have the stature and beauty of his former musical protégé. She absently rubbed the fading scar on her temple, testimony to all she’d done to free Erik from the injustice of the Opera Garnier. Christine had a deeply rooted connection to him. What did she have? Their friendship developed slowly, but love? The idea was thrust upon them suddenly, and then Erik’s past hit him right between the eyes. It launched them into whirlwind decisions and the throes of a manhunt. They never had a chance to figure anything out, let alone this.
Anna stared into space. He still thought of Christine. The whisper of her name would be on his lips those rare nights when he needed rest, and at that he tossed and turned. Anna was the second and least complicated choice for love, that’s why he kept her around. She didn’t mind, she was used to such, but now . . .
The thumbs she pressed against her temples did nothing to force away the throb in her head. Where was the joy she should be feeling? She was pregnant! Fear wrapped its fingers around her and choked out any glimmer of happiness. A wanted woman, how was she to run while expecting? What life would this child lead with an unjust bounty on her head? A sob massed in her throat.
“Anna?” Pappy called groggily. “Where’s Maestro?”
“Walking.”
“What has you upset?”
Pappy’s face warped as she looked at him through eyes brimming with tears. “You really like me don’t you? You barely know me, but you want me around.”
“Of course. You’re honest, spirited . . .” his voice dipped. “Much like my little girl was.”
“He hates me, Pappy. I can’t be like her and now I’ve ruined everything for him.”
“Can’t be like whom? That Christine you told me about? I thought he didn’t love her.”
“He does Pappy, deeply. I was a huge diversion for him. I should have left the opera house when he told me to. I’m not useful to him anymore, and I’ve only been in his way. Now, I’ve prevented him from being with his true love. I only wanted him to be happy.”
“Anna, what on earth happened?” Pappy scanned the camp.
“I’m in the family way.” When the old man jerked back with huge eyes, Anna stuttered. “I can’t do this, Pappy. We’re on the run!”
His slack-jaw inched toward a grin. “Don’t expect me to be a nursemaid or anything. I have my limits. That can be Maestro’s job.”
“Erik was so angry with me he left.”
The old man’s gaze went cold. “That dog! I knew something was wrong with him the day I met him. I never did understand why you two were together and now I know. Just his filthy needs. His selfish manipulative thoughts. That rotten dog! You listen to me,” Pappy looked her directly in the eyes. “You are too good to be mixed up with him. He’s not in his right mind. I’ve seen it in those strange eyes of his. This whole manhunt, mein Gott, you don’t deserve this. Maestro is too old for you anyway and, well, so am I, but at least I will take care of you and your baby. Do you hear me?” Pappy’s head whipped back and forth. “Which way did he go? I’ll find him and I’ll—”
“Pappy?”
“What, little lady?”
Anna fought back tears. It was not in her nature to cry herself to sleep. “Promise you won’t leave me?”
Pappy leaned away, his shaggy brows inching upward. He nodded. Anna scanned the camp. The tears she shed she forced deep in her gut to drown with her weakness. She wanted Erik to see the hurt in her eyes when he had the gall to show his face again.
Five
The night had deepened to ebony when Erik burst through the trees. Curses rained around his unsuspecting companions. Leaves and branches flew everywhere.
“Anna, on the horse!” He kicked the embers of the fire. A coal and bit of charred polecat flew over her shoulder.
Pappy looked. “I don’t see any anyone. We’re fine.”
“Check the ridge.” Erik pointed. “Up, Anna, on the horse. Now!”
She froze and stared at his hands. “You’re covered in blood.”
“It is canine.” He grabbed her and swung her onto the stallion’s back.
Anna pivoted to stare at the hillside. Barking dogs mingled with distant, angry shouts. “How did they locate us? This pursuit had been dormant for weeks!”
Erik leapt onto the spot behind her. “They are not gendarmes. They are farmers and are armed. Obviously word has spread.” He reeled the stallion in the opposite direction of the oncoming mob. Pappy and his mare already made time out of the camp.
“Erik, wait!” Anna gestured toward the tree where he had left his papers. “My lullaby. Your Madrigals!”
She moved to dismount, but Erik, his concern more on protecting her than an opera, caged her in a steely grip. He gave a final look at the horses thundering down the hillside and dug his heels into the stallion. The adrenaline that pounded them out of the camp was numbed by the crunching leaves and breaking branches as the horse pushed forward. The stallion slowed even more upon being reunited with Pappy’s mare.
“You’re not going to be happy about this,” Pappy said, holding out a paper. “Found it tacked to a tree.”
The light from the match Pappy flared made them all squint. Erik and Anna read in silence. The decree was written in multiple languages and provided detailed descriptions of Erik masked and unmasked, listing their crimes and the bounty for his and Anna’s capture.
The single line accusing him of the murder of Philippe de Chagny made the note crush under the intensity of his anger. “Safe to say whatever dignity I had left is now gone.”
Pappy snuffed the miniscule torch. “That information has probably been sent to regions you can’t even begin to imagine.” He spoke more to Anna than Erik. “That bounty explains why farmers are taking to the hunt.”
Anna smeared the blood on Erik’s hands. “What dog did you kill?” she said uneasily.
“What does it matter? It was a mongrel bird dog.”
She lurched. Her stomach emptied over the side of the horse, spilling her last meal to the ground.
A rumble of frustration rolled out Erik’s throat. He furiously rubbed his hands to remove the blood, lest it sicken her more. “You are in no condition to worry over a dog. There is nothing we can do about farmers taking interest. France is large. We move where the marksmen are not. Chagny will not be able to keep pace with me.”
“Perhaps not with you, but this is going to become complicated.” She scrubbed her lips with her hand and scanned the trees. “I don’t like dogs.”
“About that complication, Maestro.”
Erik ignored the disapproving tone to Pappy’s voice. “That matter is of no concern to you, old man.”
“It is when I spend the night comforting an innocent little lady. Where did you go? This woman is doing enough already to stay by your despicable side. You find out you’re going to be a father and run off?”
“Hold your tongue lest you want me to make you mute.”
“She deserves more respect than what you gave her. She knows she’s not your precious Christine, whoever she is.”
Erik’s jaw clenched so tightly he swore his teeth would shatter. “Leave that name out of this.”
“I would if I didn’t think she had a lot to do with why you ran off.”
“You have no idea why I needed the time I took,” Erik said, voice rising.
Pappy’s rose as well. “My suspicions? You’re clinging to something much tighter than Anna. I suggest you consider the consequences of your actions before you ever raise that baton of yours again. You’ll need a Samaritan in all this and I’m the best you got. If you can’t face this like a man then I will, for Anna’s sake. I don’t have any divas in my way.”
“Christine is not in my way,” Erik snapped. The noise in his mind climaxed with the memory. He winced and drove the horse deeper into the sanctuary of the trees.
* * * *
Erik moaned. Every bone in his body ached.
“Ah . . . you are awake!”
He jolted upright, sending the room into a spin. A violent wave of nausea emptied his stomach over the side of the divan. The convulsions sent stabbing pains up and down his chest. Spitting out the remains of bitter acid, Erik slid a shaking hand up to his face. His palm drenched instantly with sweat. Groping unsteadily, he pawed his naked face and bare torso. Something bound his chest.
“That had to hurt,” a man groaned. “Your fever is gone. One of the only good things to have broken I think.”
Erik cocked an eye; the vomiting at least helped to clear his dizziness. He focused enough to realize he was still in his house by the lake. Inch by inch he turned his head toward that voice. He stiffened. “Who are you?”
“I would not move too suddenly. I suspect your ribs are broken. I bound them the best I could. Not much you can do about broken ribs. Had a few myself back in the day.”
Pain knotted him into a ball. Erik looked at the bandage that hugged his chest. That explained why breathing hurt and why he was half naked. A hand flew to his face while his other scrambled to cover his deformed body.
“I figured you would want me to locate this,” the stranger said. He extended Erik’s mask and nodded toward a blanket. “Every man needs his dignity in one form or another.”
Erik squinted and accepted his mask, being comforted by the familiar weight of it on his face. He pulled the blanket around his shoulders and hugged it close against him.
“Who are you?” he asked again, hesitantly.
“No one of concern. Lay back, you should not be sitting up.”
Erik groaned and fell against the divan. “What happened?”
“Looks like you were beaten rather profoundly. You should be thankful there are not many mirrors here. You are not a pleasant sight.”
Erik grabbed his head. There were huge blank spaces in his mind.
“I thought to yell for the authorities when I witnessed your mugging, but realized given my circumstance that would not be a good idea.” The man continued. “I passed the thugs as they ran off. I thought it best not to chase after them. They did not look friendly. Due to recent events of The Phantom of the Opera everyone undesirable is suspect to abuse it seems.”
Mugged on the streets by vermin? Erik’s head throbbed. He lost Christine, his dignity, and came inches away from losing life and the secrets of his labyrinth to common thugs? He eyed the stranger suspiciously. The trousers he wore were finely pressed, his vest and jacket immaculately tailored. The diamond stick in his cravat seemed too formal for roaming sewers and catacombs. Perfection dressed him, save for that felt hat upon his head and the tattered cloak draped across his shoulders. Caution sliced across Erik.
Yes . . . he had seen that cloak and hat before . . .
“How did you get down here if they ran off and you did not follow?” he demanded.
The stranger pursed his lips. “Inconsequential. What matters is I found you. Lucky me, I get to be your Samaritan.”
“How long since I was insulted?”
“Does time matter?”
Somehow it did not. Not when he would have died at the hands of common thieves defending his inner sanctum from the morbidly curious. His life had come full circle. He was yet again an oddity, a fascinating sideshow freak. A spectacle to be sought out then plundered and abused. His legacy would not be the greatness of the Opera Garnier and the empire he had built. It would not be the career of a young woman bound for glory of the stage. No, his legacy would be the mask and the deformed monster that lay beneath. What dignity did he have left now? What life?
“Rest,” the stranger commanded. “I will find you some food. You will need your strength.”
Erik did not want strength. He wanted to be left alone to wallow in his self-inflicted pity, to agree with the world he was an unworthy mongrel destined to be shamed into the darkest parts of hell. The man rose. He ignored Erik’s angry cries.
“Stay away from me! Who are you, damn it?”
Six
Raoul tapped his crop against a gloved hand as he waited in his library for Legard. He knew he would have to convince him of his decision to head to Lyon to interrogate the Persian and what better way to do so than on the trails. Confidence and power exuded from him the most when astride one of his stallions. The crop wrung in his hands when he thought of Erik traipsing across France on his finest mount.
“Good Morning, Jules,” Raoul said as cheerfully as he could when the door opened. He slapped his crop against the top of his leather boot. “You are not dressed. Have you declined the invitation for a ride?”
“There is no time for riding.” The door slammed.
Raoul’s attention shot beyond Legard to the oddest fellow he had ever seen. “I beg your pardon. Who are you?”
“Perhaps, if you were paying attention to who lurked on your estate instead of shagging your pregnant wife, you would have known I was here. You really should keep those balcony doors closed.”
Anger propelled Raoul forward, but Legard intercepted him before he could reach their guest. “Hold your temper, Raoul.”
“Hold my temper?” He pointed the crop toward the intruder. “No one disgraces my wife. Who is he? It is your job to keep people off my estate.”
The man walked the perimeter of the library, knocking books off the shelves with quick flicks of his finger.
“I don’t know who he is,” Legard said under his breath. “I found him prowling in your private gardens. He claims he has business with you and refused to leave the grounds. I thought to force him off, but he’s wearing a signet.”
“I can hear you, gentlemen,” the uninvited guest said loudly. Stopping at the desk, he pulled a brief from his pocket and tossed it on the blotter. “Tell me about this man.” He gestured to the decree and lowered himself onto the chair.
“It seems you are well aware of who I am,” Raoul began cautiously. “Would you be so kind as to provide me with your full title?” He indicated the elaborate ring decorating the man’s left hand.
“A bauble from my employer.” He wagged his fingers in the air. “Tell me of this Phantom, Comte de Chagny.”
“The Phantom?” Looking to Legard only added to the confusion. His arms spread indicating he knew nothing. “Everything you need to know is in that decree. He is wanted for multiple crimes committed against France and the Chagny bloodline.”
“Do you know where he is?”
“Not presently.”
The man stood. He carried an odd air about him, his appearance a living contradiction. His costume bespoke wealth, but the wild glaze to his eyes and unkempt hair was not to be trusted. He lifted a small sculpture of a naked muse and fondled it lewdly. He held it close to his eyes, too close, as if scrutinizing it for any tiny flaw. “What of the girl it mentions, Comte de Chagny? Where is she?”
“Mademoiselle Barret?”
The man dryly repeated her name. “Mademoiselle Barret. Yes.” With a loud crack, he snapped the neck of the maiden and tossed the pieces on the sideboard.
Raoul jerked back. The man had cracked solid marble! “Her whereabouts are unknown.”
“How long have you been tracking her?”
“Going on a year,” Raoul replied irritably, throwing his crop to a nearby chair. “I will answer no more of your questions until you tell me who you are.”
The man’s lips opened to expose pearly teeth. Crisp and white, they contrasted his dark beady eyes. “They call me Loup. The wolf. I am employed by Duke de Molyneux of Belgium.” He leaned against the sideboard and folded his arms across his chest. “Anna belongs to me.”
The air in the room turned thick. “I beg your pardon,” Raoul said.
“She was sixteen at the time, and destined to be the mistress to Duke de Molyneux’s son before she killed him. I have been employed by His Grace to track her and have been doing so for eight years.” He shrugged. “Some men hunt foxes. I hunt Anna. Cunning little wench, mon Alouette. Very elusive. My prize trophy, actually. Her hunt has kept me a rich man, but nothing will compare to mounting her.” His eyes gleamed, wolf-like. “Anna has been a thorn in my side for far too long. This Phantom, she is connected to him somehow?”
Disbelief scratched its way out Raoul’s voice. “At one point she seemed to be. It could be likely he still commands her.”
“You paint an intriguing picture of this man. Is he really dangerous?”
“More than you will ever know.”
“You truly desire to find him?”
“I do.”
“Excellent.” Loup pointed, indicating the courtyard.
Raoul strode toward the window and shoved aside the drapes. His jaw clenched making his nostrils flare the instant he stared into his courtyard. It seemed Chagny had additional guests. A small battalion of men on horseback trotted up the road. Raoul swore he looked at living, breathing Centaurs. Fine rifles were strapped to the saddles and a dozen lean hounds wove in and out of the horses.
“They’re the finest around, Comte de Chagny, experts in their field,” Loup explained. “They know nothing other than hunting men. When I saw this decree of yours, I took to the chase. The hounds are well trained to Anna’s scent. When we hit this region some of my men branched east while I came here to visit your quaint little house.” He laughed loudly. “The dogs would not have started tracking if Anna was not afoot. My men might have already found her. Now, if she is connected to your Phantom we have a bit of a problem.” Loup strolled to the server. “I am a hunter and am paid handsomely for my services. Molyneux has kept me a happy man primarily because he knows I am not one to cross.” Snifters were shoved aside. “He wants Anna brought in alive so he can have some fun with her before her execution. Your Phantom fellow might get in my way.” He nonchalantly painted the air with a hand. “If I kill him, I will provide you with some sort of relic of proof. Either way, I don’t touch this Phantom without a substantial sum of money from you.” He inspected a decanter of cognac and slammed it down. “Not the right color.”
“Shit.” Legard ground through his teeth. He turned his back to Loup and leaned in toward Raoul’s ear. “Piece it together. His eyes, the intonation of his speech, his weird twitches. He’s a damned absinthe addict!”
“I can hear you,” Loup said in a singsong voice. “There are terms to discuss. Mademoiselle Barret is mine as mentioned before, should she be found.”
Raoul’s jaw began to hurt from clamping down on it. “I am not fond of Mademoiselle Barret, but was raised to view women with a modicum of dignity and respect. I will not have her spoken of as if property.”
Loup snorted. “The hunted is always a hunter’s property, Monsieur. You have spent far too much time between the legs of one woman. Very virtuous, but utterly pathetic. When I find Anna I will let you have her for a night. She is a delightful, if not combative, shag.”
“You will leave the grounds immediately,” Legard insisted. “My men will consider the accusations you brought to light regarding Mademoiselle Barret. If they are true, I will see to it once she and the Phantom are found that she is investigated for the murder of this nobleman in addition to any other crimes she may have committed at the Opera Garnier. You are through here.”
“You deny me my toy?” Before Legard could utter a word, Loup lunged, decanter in hand. “You derisive son-of-a-bitch! You will not counter me! No-one takes my toys!”
The decanter rammed into Legard’s ribs. A sharp cry filled the library when he doubled into the pain. Raoul took two strides forward only to stop dead as the wolf pivoted on him. His deep set eyes held an unfocused malice that ran Raoul’s blood cold. Decanter still in hand, Loup shoved Legard aside and backed Raoul several paces away, hunching over him like a hungry dog. Raoul turned his head to the side. Loup’s lips twitched in rage, his unusually white teeth contradicting the rancid stench that passed them.
“Perhaps I did not make myself clear,” he annunciated, spittle coating Raoul’s cheek. “I want Anna Reneé Barret and I will deal with any bastard who gets in my way. If this estate is involved with her then you are involved with me. Do you or do you not want this Phantom as well, Comte de Chagny? My methods can be a bit unorthodox, but effective.”
Just how unorthodox became quickly apparent . . .
The library door slammed inward. A marksman entered followed by the flummoxed footman who tried to keep him away. Reverently, the man laid the body of a dog on the floor. As soon as he settled the hound, he scurried away as if a boy in fear of a whip. Loup jerked a finger to the heap, his words cut into choppy sentences.
“My dog? Dead?”
Loup’s displeasure soared into the fireside. Legard stumbled out of the way, clutching his bruised ribs as the decanter shattered, spraying glass and cognac across the library. The marksman stammered his reply, fumbling about the masked man who killed the hound. His hand shook as he extended a stack of papers. Loup snatched them and growled a string of expletives.
“You had her?” One swift backhand cracked the nose of the marksman, sending blood splattering across his face. Loup turned toward Raoul and slammed the papers on the desk. The pages fluttered in every direction and slid across the polished mahogany, littering the blotter and floor.
“I am not exactly even tempered when people mess with my dogs, Comte de Chagny,” he shouted. “Proof that your beloved Phantom is in my way. Lesson one: the hunted will never stray far from civilization if they can help it. It keeps them connected to their former life. Lesson two: when hunting, never underestimate the greedy palms of the simple man. They will tell what they know for a handful of coin. He is somewhere in the region. If the rumors I have heard are true and this Phantom is a musical genius, there can be no doubt that music is his. The question remains, is Anna with him? If the dogs picked up her scent, I can only assume she is.”
Raoul lifted the papers. “The Madrigals.” Those words shot like bullets to his heart. He paced circles around his desk. “Get that damn hound out of my library!”
The marksman didn’t move until Loup jerked his head toward the door. “The longer I stand here watching you twirl like a top, Monsieur le Comte, the farther she runs.” He picked up the broken muse and lifted it before his eyes, stroking the marred surface. His thumbs focused on the marbled breasts. “I will have my trophy buck. Anna is my toy . . . my candy . . . my whore. Rule number three: the hunted tend to linger near those they know.” His penetrating eyes leveled on Raoul. “It seems to me there is someone in this house the Phantom knows. Since you are connected to Anna and this Phantom to your family, I will hound you night and day until I find her.” He nodded to Legard. “Any information your pathetic investigator uncovers belongs to me. I will make your life a living nightmare in order to get what is mine. Unless, of course, you work with me and the price is right.”
Raoul’s nostrils flared in anger. His hands shot forward in an attempt to snatch the muse from Loup’s grip. The wolf refused to relinquish his prize. Jerking forward, their arms locked, bringing them chest-to-chest and eye-to-eye. A black and violent cloud of warning flashed across Loup’s face, but Raoul would not be deterred.
“Get your men and those hounds out of my courtyard. Leave me to my morning affairs, do not insult my investigator, and then perhaps we will discuss things civ—”
“There is nothing to discuss,” Legard interrupted, one hand still upon his side.
Loup wrenched the muse free. He snapped his teeth in Raoul’s face, nipping the air inches from his nose. Raoul recoiled. Sliding Legard a contemptuous look, Loup cooed endearments at the broken muse.
“He is blackmailing you for your purse.” Legard pointed to the papers in Raoul’s hand. “He has no proof those are Erik’s. Anyone can take a sheet of music and scribble Madrigal atop it—”
“Madrigal?”
All present swung toward the door. Christine stood in the entryway, her delicate hand touching the chain around her neck. Her lips pursed as a bloodied marksman passed with the limp hound.
“What’s going on?” She inched her way toward her husband. “Who are these gentlemen?”
“Ah. The alluring Comtess de Chagny.” Loup bowed, any sign of instability vanishing. The man was a well-trained circus animal. “I can see why your husband enjoys filling you with his seed.” He circled her like a lion smelling the heat of his lioness. “One can also see why the Phantom is so compelled to claim you as his own.”
“The Phantom? Raoul?” She clutched at her unborn child and leaned away.
“Enough,” Raoul snapped. He nodded toward the door, not entirely certain the man would obey. “Leave. Get rid of the dog and wait for me in my carrel. We will discuss conditions further. You are never to disrespect my wife again. Do I make myself clear?”
A slow smile spread across Loup’s face. His tongue bounced lewdly on his teeth when he savored his words. “I only disrespect Anna.”
With a laugh, he tossed the broken muse to the sideboard. His perfect aim shattered a bottle of Raoul’s finest cognac.
The tension in the room dropped a notch as soon as he was gone. All struck silent; the only sound the waterfall of amber liquid pooling on the carpet. Raoul looked at the score he held before turning to Christine. “Are you at ease?” She nodded. He eyed Legard and addressed him. “Are you as well?” It pained him to see how Legard still clutched his side. Clearly embarrassed at being overcome, Legard waved him off with an annoyed flick of his wrist. “Christine, that man is an associate. You need not know anything more than that.”
“But the Phantom?”
“Erik could be in the area and possibly Mademoiselle Barret.”
“This close?”
“I am afraid so. Fear not. He will not come near you or André. He will be behind bars soon. I have a means to make that happen quickly now.”
Legard cleared his throat. “Monsieur le Comte, may I speak as your friend?” Raoul nodded. Legard indicated Christine. “Privately.”
“There is nothing you can say to me that you cannot say before the lady of this house, Legard.”
Christine straightened as if expecting unwelcome news. With a deep breath of frustration, Raoul nodded for her to sit. If this accursed pursuit dared to harm her or his unborn child, he would never forgive himself. Before she sat, Christine retrieved the stray leaf of music at her feet.
“I will not stand for this,” Legard said. “I have seen looks upon your face only ever etched on the most hardened individuals. I know what you are thinking, and hiring some bounty hunter is not going to solve anything. It is not Chagny’s position to be involved with the affairs of a Belgian duke.”
Raoul watched Christine’s delicate fingers stroke the notes and stanzas on the page. They moved across the music like hands across a long lost lover.
“Bounty hunter?” she quavered.
Raoul caught the title of the Madrigal as she pressed it to her breast. He resisted the urge to rip the Abendlied out of her hand and tear it to shreds.
“I appreciate your concern, Legard,” Raoul stressed. “I am handling Philippe’s murder—”
“What? Murder?” Legard jerked back. “Is that what this stems from? Raoul, it was an accident. You are a nobleman not an investigator. I will not have an absinthe addict on the grounds of the estate I promised to protect because you think Erik had something to do with Philippe’s death.”
Raoul’s brows knitted. He slowly pushed himself toward the window and indicated the distant Chagny crypt. “I have been up to that vault every day since Philippe’s passing. I stand before the doors separating me from my brother, and beg my grief to come. But no matter how hard I try, my tears will not fall. There is a crater in my life, and I feel as if my inability to respect my brother’s death with grief is a betrayal of the most formidable kind.”
Christine hastened to his side, the music still tightly against her bosom. She took his hand. “Raoul you are angry over his loss and under tremendous stress. You must give yourself time.”
Legard attempted to lay a hand on his shoulder. Raoul turned from both of them and headed back to his desk. “She’s right,” Legard said. “Revenge is a wild justice.”
“I am angry over his murder. I will not rest until the man responsible is out of our life forever. If it means associating with a man such as Loup to find Anna Barret—and with her the Phantom—then so be it.” Staring out the window at the distant stone house, he nodded in silent affirmation of his decision. “We will leave in a fortnight. Shall we see firsthand what is so alluring for the Persian in Lyon?”
“Raoul, you are being ridiculous,” Christine said sternly. “Erik had nothing to do with Philippe’s death.”
His fist hit the desk. The sharp crack of his signet made his wife and aide jump. “Why must you constantly defend that man? I need your support in this. In the year since Erik mysteriously rose from the dead you have gone from fearing him to being his advocate.”
Legard shifted uncomfortably while Christine approached the desk. The music in her hand wrinkled against her breast. “How dare you say I am an advocate to that madman.”
“How dare I? These last months I have poured my heart and soul into finding this man in order to keep you and my son safe. One moment you support it, the next I find you weeping into your pillow over it.”
“I weep for the loss of my art. I weep for the man I knew as the Angel of Music, not the monster—”
“The Angel of Music was a fable invented by your father and changed by Erik to build your trust! He never existed.” Raoul’s shout reverberated across the library. Christine’s ruby lips thrust forward in the deep frown of a wounded child. “I am tired of your indecisiveness, Christine.” Her injury deepened. “I am trying to change the direction of our lives so we are not haunted by that man anymore. He tried to kill me once, he has killed my brother, and you still despise a Phantom but love an Angel. Half the time I wonder if you know whose bed you share.”
Regret knifed Raoul in the stomach the instant Christine’s expression hardened and her eyes pinched.
“Change yourself Raoul, then you can worry about changing the course of destiny.”
Glancing at the music his wife cradled as she quit the room, his soul filled with profound foreboding.
* * * *
Massive trees lined the back lanes between the Chagny estate and the village proper. A blanket of fine snow shone against the ground. As the day lengthened, so did the shadows leading to and from the noble estate. The colossal stone Chateau stood proud and omniscient against the world of white innocence.
The tears that were dry on her cheeks made Christine’s face especially cold. Using the back of a gloved hand, she wiped the stone bench free of crusty leaves and sat beneath the ancient oak. She pulled her other hand free from her muffler, and with it the small velvet box. Opening the lid, Christine caressed the recently blessed St. Nicholas medallion. She said a silent prayer Raoul’s gift would help him heal from his brother’s death.
She squeezed her eyes shut, the tears still lingering in the corner instantly growing cold. The look upon Raoul’s face when he spoke of this pursuit was one she never wished to see again. Stroking her fingers between arched brows, she looked toward Chagny. Every day the stressors of this manhunt seeped deeper into her soul, spreading an unbidden confusion through her veins.
The shadows lengthened and the breeze picked up, tapping the branches toward her like bony fingers of shame. No amount of prayer would convince her she still did not feel for Erik. Horrible guilt flooded her for her words toward her husband and for feeling anything for the man he swore killed his brother.
She gripped the medallion tightly in her hands. The throb in her fingertips mocked of the state of her heart. She felt the pulse once, twice before her hand sprung open. A small army of snorting and sniffing hounds raced in her direction. Their snouts were pressed into the snow, their tales wagging wildly in thrill of the hunt. Leaping to her feet, Christine stiffened. One small drift of the breeze sent them rushing toward her.
Her shriek echoed around Loup’s laugh.
“Call them off! What do they want?” Snapping dogs nipped at her ankles.
“They are merely running though their drill, Comtess de Chagny.” He indicated her from head to toe. “You are far too refined and elegant compared to my Anna, but a woman is a woman.”
Christine kicked at a snapping dog, but succeeded in only injuring air. “How dare you. How dare you train these dogs to my scent!”
“Not your scent, pretty lady, the Phantom’s.”
She froze. He whistled and commanded his dogs to rest. Instantly, the hounds flattened themselves against the ground. Their eyes never left their target.
“What are you talking about?” Christine bit out. Loup meandered over and circled her. He sniffed loudly. She flinched at the disgusting, watery sound.
“They are practicing. You are looking forward to Lyon, no?”
“I’m not going to Lyon.”
Loup pulled a letter out of his pocket and handed it to her. Her name flashed in front of her eyes seconds before he snatched it away.
Christine gasped indignantly. “You opened my personal correspondence? When my husband finds out about this—”
“Your husband is the one who gave it to me,” Loup said, sweetly. “It was addressed to him.” He handed her the note.
Her heart turned over when she read: “The Opera National would be honored to have the famous diva perform.” She hugged the letter to her chest in utter disbelief. Christine had longed to sing one last time before becoming a mother and before her role as a noblewoman took over her soul. She begged Raoul time and again for one last chance to sing when pregnant with André. But heated discussions every time she had broached the subject would ensue. He argued about roles and responsibilities and reminded her that her place was no longer on the stage. More ardent than that, he expressed his fear of sending her into the jaws of a lion. What if Erik were to find out, he had pleaded? How could he live if anything happened to her? How would he explain to their son?
She unfolded a smaller piece of paper scrawled with Raoul’s handwriting. Christine’s sigh left on a smoky puff of white.
You know why I leave for Lyon and I know you do not agree with my quest for information. I promised you the world when I gave you my heart and title. Forgive me my words, Little Lotte. If singing one last time forgives me for what I do to your ‘Angel of Music,’ then take my blessings and do what you must. Be by my side in this, Christine. My brother is already gone. I cannot lose the woman who stole my heart.
She folded the note and thrust it into her muffler to make haste to her husband’s arms.
Loup’s hand shot out. He grabbed her sleeve. “Not so fast, my dear Comtess. We must get to know each other.”
Christine instantly recoiled at his touch, yanking out of his reach. The sleeve tore; leaving a gaping hole in what was an elegant lace cuff. Loup held the bit of lace before his eyes. His lips puckered as he kissed it and shoved it in his waistcoat pocket. She stared at him wide-eyed. Loup shrugged.
“I like tokens of my toys. Your husband insists I accompany you on your jaunt to the Opera National. He mentioned something about fearing for your pretty head and his darling little daughter.” Christine backed away when he reached for her belly. He sniffed again. “You must have seen the Phantom many times for his scent to linger so strongly around you.”
“I don’t know what you mean. I have not seen him since this manhunt started.”
Loup clicked his tongue. It twisted his face in such a way Christine shrunk. “Come now, even a stranger barely on your estate for any amount of time can see you shying away from the Comte.” He nodded down the path where the spire of the church jutted toward the clouds. “You head to the forgiving arms of the church. You purchase charms to convince yourself of your affections for your husband.” Her lips slipped open as she clutched the medallion. “You spread you legs to keep him content. You try to act all demure and innocent, but I know.”
“You know what?”
“I won’t get in your way. I promise,” Loup assured. “The stories I have heard of him are fascinating. Is it an alluring fantasy? His bony body pressed against your soft flesh? Perhaps I will participate. Do you think he will like three?”
“I don’t know what you are talking about.”
“I speak of the Phantom, Comtess.” Stopping behind her, he reached around with his arm, giving a broad gesture though the air. “Perhaps you wonder what elegantly appointed room in your humble chateau you will have your next rendezvous? Perhaps Monsieur le Comte will watch? I like to watch.”
“You disgusting man! Finding him is why my husband hired you. I want the Phantom locked away.”
Loup cooed into her ear. “Rumors have lingered through the years of your obsession with him—your secret love for another man. You must still be obsessed with him. Why else would you be covered in his scent?”
She stared at the cloak, pulling it tightly around her. “This was never near him. What do you want of me?”
Loup’s hands snaked around her waist. She took an intake of breath as he pulled her back to his chest.
“I want mon Alouette,” he said sharply. “Tell me, what do you know of Mademoiselle Barret? Do you think for one minute I want to protect you from the Phantom? I only do so because the price was right. Being your personal guard is a waste of my time if it will not lead me to her.”
“Unhand me! She would not be with him.”
“It’s your job to find out,” he intimidated. “I suggest you cooperate with me. If you don’t, I will make you. Perhaps you can find out where she is when you lay with him? That is your deepest desire, no?”
“You speak lies. I love my husband. I lay only with him. I know nothing of Mademoiselle Barret and the Phantom.” She squirmed in Loup’s grip. His excitement pressed against her hip like an iron rod.
A piercing whistle nearly shattered her eardrum. The dogs immediately began their tracking stance. Fur lifted, and teeth were bared as they moved closer.
“Now, now, Comtess, dogs and wolves don’t lie. I know what you crave. The dogs know you still desire him. The question is if the other wolf knows.”
A cold sweat beaded her brow. The breeze sent shivers down her spine. “What other wolf?”
“Answer my question, then you can retreat to your little hovel and Loup will leave you alone. Now, would the Phantom know of mon Alouette?” Fear clogged her throat as Loup dragged his hand across her bodice. “Do you think they are together? Perhaps instead of moaning out your name as he thrusts . . .” Loup slammed her backward against his erection. “He moans out hers?”
“He will be with her,” she blurted. “They left the opera house together. I saw them in Paris. I begged him not to go with her. I need him. He dares not be in love with her . . . he dare not! He is supposed to love me. The Angel of Music chose me!”
Her stomach clenched, forcing acid into her throat. A trembling hand fluttered at the base of her throat. What had she admitted?
Loup shoved her toward Chagny. “Thank you. It’s much easier to know I will indeed kill two birds with one stone.” He bowed politely. “Fear not, your secret is safe with Loup. I won’t tell of your earthly desires for another man. I’m not the wolf you need to fear.”
The cold air dried her eyes as she pulled them wide. “What other wolf?”
“What is in a name, Madame? Your husband and I are one in the same, same hunters, different prey. Loup . . . Raoul . . . both mean the wolf.”
Christine stiffened when he approached her. He thrust his hand into the cloak and pulled out a worn piece of wool. She watched in dumbstruck horror as he lifted the faded scrap and allowed the breeze to take it. The dogs chased after it, snouts to the ground.
“Like I said, a woman is a woman. The dogs don’t care who they track.” He tipped his nose to her neck and breathed deeply. “So long as it smells like Anna” Christine jerked her head away as soon as his tongue swirled round her ear. “I wouldn’t tell your husband of this Comtess de Chagny, if you know what is good for you. Whatever will he do if I told him of your confession? I wish I had trained the dogs to the Phantom’s scent after all. Either way, what I uncovered is enlightening.”
Seven
Soft gauze served as a divide between fear and loneliness. Traveling the countryside of Belgium and France in her youth, Anna never had a need to touch that veil. It fell where it fell and her ability to see through it was never obscured. Loneliness didn’t touch her as a child when nights brought vagabonds together in communal camps. Fear was something she pushed aside like an unwanted dog, prompted by the life of crime she had been forced to live. Oddly, as the roads wore on, Anna finally found fear and loneliness creeping under the protective shroud.
She sat on the outskirts of the latest communal camp away from the camaraderie of the other travelers. Her thoughts were scattered as she scanned the area for dogs. The rabbit blood on her hands vividly reminded her of the hound Erik killed. It sparked a long history of memories she dared not voice.
There had barely been any discussion regarding the night the decree showed up and the child she carried. Anna tried to convince herself Erik’s distance had nothing to do with Christine, though mention of her name would launch him into a distant melancholy. The thoughts hung over her head like a thundercloud threatening to break open and drown her at any moment.
Her stomach clenched as she watched a stray hound jog from camp to camp, nose to ground in search of food. If that dog came near her, she swore she would snap in two. She used her dress to clear her bloody hands before she wiped her brow. Word had spread far and wide, forcing the unlikely trio to move at a fevered pace. The countryside was not gentle to pregnancy and the stress began to take its toll. When Anna lowered her hand, she caught the seething look behind Erik’s eyes.
“We are staying in the next village,” he said.
“We are not,” she replied pointedly to the rabbit she skinned.
“You cannot keep going at this pace. You are not healthy. You are tiring and entirely too thin.”
“I’m fine,” she mumbled, using her dress again to wipe her hands clear of fur and blood. She threaded the rabbit onto a makeshift spit and handed it to Pappy.
“You are not fine,” Erik declared with an insane wag of his head.
Anna recoiled. Pappy gestured at him with the naked rabbit. “Watch it, Maestro, calm down.” He pointed to her. “He’s right.”
“I’m fine,” she lied. “Besides, explain to me why you care about my state?”
“You are with child. You need pause to get healthy.” The ice behind Erik’s words nearly doused the fire.
Tossing the pelt aside, she stood. Skinning and gutting rabbits did not exactly do a service to a stomach already unsettled by pregnancy. The stray hound padded around. Anna hastened out of camp, Erik nipping at her heels.
* * * *
He loomed over her as she plunked down beneath a distant tree. Standing in front of her, he watched as she tore blades of grass up by the roots. First the injustice to an innocent rabbit, now she abused perfectly good grass instead of acknowledging his glares. The blades she dug at turned her fingers green. She kept her attention on the ground and refused to meet his eyes.
“There are things you do not understand, Anna.”
She yanked a clump and threw it in a pile. “How do you expect us to settle in some village?”
“I have moved freely all my life. I am not a man to be held at bay by any other. I will find a room for us to let.”
“A room to let? With what money?” Anna shot him such a look of contempt he knew better than to suggest the money he stripped from her dead father’s pocket before crushing his windpipe.
“You forget, I returned to the opera house while the carriage house burned so I could see to your needs. I took what coin I had before I left.”
“Then forgive me for forcing you to waste your wealth on me and for demeaning you to live like a peasant. I truly apologize for being a wanted criminal and altering your rich and illustrious future.”
Her testy sarcasm heated the back of his neck. “I care not for my future, but that of my child. Frankly woman, you have no say in the matter. Do not challenge me, you will lose.”
Her head jerked up. She looked him squarely in the face. “Your child?”
The intensity of her stare forced him to seek composure in the night around them. The thoughts that churned in his head for weeks tumbled unorganized in his mind. All he wanted as a child was to be loved. He would be damned if another infant came into this world rejected and unwanted by his mother.
“Anna.” Erik came to his knees before her. He gestured for her with a ripple of his fingers. She hesitantly slid closer. Unable to meet her eyes, he splayed his hand across her belly. The first indication of the life she carried came visible beneath her skirts. His voice carried a gentle, yet deep threat. “Do not reject this child when it is born.”
“What?”
Erik somberly removed his mask. “Look at my face and tell me you will not be frightened when this is what you bear.”
“Erik, I’m terrified.”
His hand jerked off her womb as if it were a fiery rock. One well practiced motion had his face caged beneath his mask again. He jumped to his feet.
“You always professed I did not frighten you! You claimed you could look upon this horrific skull and not cringe in disgust. That your perfect lips could press against the pitiful excuse for mine and not care of the deformity that lay beyond them!” He gestured to her abdomen with a voice low as a whisper, but cutting through the air with the magnitude of hundreds. “But now we know. You would lie to me as Christine did when she so professed to be able to look beyond this face and tremble only from the splendor in my soul. You lie and reject me, and you will deny and reject my child and there will be hell to pay if anyone does that. I may not be a man worthy of love and I am certainly not a man worthy of loving a child, but mark my words: my kin will not be rejected!”
“I’m not Christine!” Anna strangled the fabric of her dress. “You stupid ass! We are in the middle of nowhere. Our only possessions are a horse, a violin, and a crusty old man. Half of France is on our backs; there is not a friendly face wherever we go. You have been accused of murdering a nobleman. Do you even know what that implies?”
“It is nothing of concern—”
“It’s everything of concern! Dogs are tracking us. I hate dogs. Now I’m pregnant and . . . I can’t . . . we can’t . . . why now? That’s what frightens me!”
Shock washed over him like a flash flood. In the blink of an eye Erik yanked her up and twirled her against him. “Mon dieu ! Merci! Merci, merci!
Dumbfounded, Anna bolted out of his grip. “Erik, this can’t happen.”
“It can, and it will. For the first time in my life love does not confuse me. I have been trying to determine how and when you would reject me and the child I was secretly falling in love with. I have only known for a matter of seconds you would not, and I have never in my life been more in love with anything.” He gathered her again, rubbing at his child, laughing through his surprise. “He will be perfect. My little piece of you. He will be all we need. He is mine. Mine! I gave him life. He is ours . . .”
Anna’s mouth opened and closed as she struggled for words. Erik silenced her with a fierce hug, his joy coming late but coming sincere. He took his time leading her back to the camp. If he thought her precious to him before, now she was infinitely so. He nodded in the direction of the nearest major city.
“I will see what I can come across for a place to stay.” Erik gently lowered her to the bedroll and sat beside her. “In the meantime, I want you to sleep as much as you can and when you can.”
“Erik, you don’t understand. If you’re accused of murdering—”
He pressed his hand to her lips and held her until she burrowed in his lap. Erik stroked her hair and laid her head into the crook of his arm. “You will not carry the weight of my child alone, Anna. I will not have him suffer your ill health.”
It took a while and several rocks launched toward a mongrel dog before she fell asleep. Pappy’s displeasure interrupted the peace he found in watching her rest.
“I suggest you fill her in on whatever you have been mulling over,” he rumbled. Erik lifted his eyes and looked at him with all the seriousness of a jungle predator. “One noble act of keeping her safe through winter is not enough.” He jerked a crooked finger at him. “You have been acting queer ever since you read about that Comte’s death. I’m old, not stupid. Don’t use Anna’s baby as a reason to convince yourself that you’re not still pining for that diva.”
Pappy shoved the rabbit into the fire and headed off to the company of his mare.
Erik held Anna close, keeping an intense stare on Pappy’s back. He wrestled the pain his words had jammed into his chest. No man would tell him what secrets he should share. Erik’s secrets concerned no one but Erik. He lowered his gaze and lost himself in the sensation of holding Anna in his arms. His temper was lulled into submission by the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest. No matter how far he had to reach or what demons he had to battle, his arms would always hold her.
Erik swore she would never know the piercing sounds of utter loneliness.
He kept that promise close to his breast as the night fell darker and wore on. The notes of the melancholy fiddler on the opposite side of camp rose and fell in tandem with a far off nightingale. With Anna nestled neatly in the crook of his arm, her warm body against him, Erik fought sleep with everything he could.
The music possessed him. How long had it been since he played? Absently, he reached across Anna to touch his shoulder. Fingers probed the flesh where the bullet had entered. Did Raoul not take enough from him? Did he have to mar his skills with a bow as well?
Slow, steady breaths abated his anger. He dared not pick up his violin. Music was his salvation, his hope, his one power . . . and one element that would make them more of a target.
Nonetheless, Erik longed to mold his voice with those notes in that sweet intoxication of years ago. Music soothed all things new and unfamiliar to him. The notes shifted as he rearranged them in his mind, filling his head with an unmatched symphony.
Erik abandoned himself to the sounds. With such an uncertain future looming on the horizon, he lost himself in the music. Sleep tugged at him, but he resisted. He dare not dream again. Too many memories of his years in the labyrinth plagued him at night, summoning forth that blanket of madness he tried hard to fray.
His body swayed in tune to what he heard. The cold leather of his mask touched to the top of Anna’s head. She was inviting. Warm. He buried his lips in her hair. When she softly moaned, heat shot down his spine and settled in his core. She was always entranced by his music. She filled so many of his dreams. Even now, she filled so many dreams . . .
Erik turned Anna slightly. His lips came down around hers. In the distance, the nightingale mingled with the violin. “Sing, for me?”
Anna cooed sleepily in reply. Heavy lidded, Erik watched a smile creep across her lips. Tilting her head backward, he took that smile as his own, commanding her lips as the music in his mind rose. The noise grew. “Christine . . .” he cooed.
Anna jerked her head, breaking apart the kiss. Erik caught her chin and turned her to him again, the whisper of Christine still perched on his lips.
“Holy Mother-of-God!” Anna smacked him on the side of his head, first with one hand then the other. It bolted Erik back into his right mind. “Unhand me!”
Anna swung again; full fisted this time. Her small hand glanced off his jaw line with a loud pop. She rolled from his lap and pushed herself to her feet, pregnancy and lack of sleep not doing her well. She retched into a nearby bush.
The fiddler continued his melody and the nightingale warbled on. Erik staggered to his feet. He grabbed the back of his head and rubbed his jaw. Was he entranced? The camp slowly came into focus. Aghast, he pounded the heel of his palms against his eyes.
Christine was not in his head! Sweat moistened the flesh beneath his mask to an uncomfortable level. More and more since reading of Comte Philippe’s death, he was being pulled back into the memories of those years in the labyrinth. Would they possess him at their will now? His chest seized.
“I strongly suggest you rectify that, Maestro.”
Erik swung toward Pappy. The old coot cocked one eye open and shot him a look capable of leveling a mountain. Pappy rolled over and propped himself up on his elbows.
“I have had it.” He was as pleasant as an old bear with nasty temperament. He pointed with a hooked finger and spoke angrily through clenched teeth. “Anna is willing to be out here with you, and you’ve been keeping something from her ever since you read that paper. I have had many more women in my life than you, and one thing I have learned is women don’t like secrets being kept from them. Nor do they like what you just managed to do.”
Erik slammed his palms harder against his eyes. How had he done that?
“You need to get your ugly mug across this camp and let that woman into your deranged mind or trust me, you’ll regret it. You stand warned. As far as I’m concerned, you are not entitled to her love or that life she is carrying.” He spat at Erik’s feet. “I don’t care if you are the father.”
Such words flared Erik’s anger but he fought it down. He turned to the bush Anna knelt before. She ran a finger across her lips and she refused to look at him.
“Leave off,” she warned.
“Anna—”
“Erik, leave me be.”
“Anna, there are reasons—”
She grabbed fistfuls of her hair. “There is no reason for you to confuse me with Christine!”
Erik sank to his knees and recoiled at how she lashed out when he touched her. “Anna, I cannot think clearly. So much has settled in my mind since I read the Époque. There is noise.” He tapped his temples.
Her face contorted. “I figured as much, but you seem reluctant to let me in to share whatever it is the announcement of that Comte’s death caused you to remember.”
“I am sorry. Please—”
“How many more times is she going to be driven into my mind? I accept I’m second best, but how many times am I going to be told without word how much you loved her? This is not the first time since we left the Garnier that you have whispered for her in your dreams. You’ve reached for me before while asleep—”
“You are not second best. Damn it, woman. Listen to me—”
“Just tell me what’s going on.” She jammed a finger against the center of his forehead. Erik jerked away. “Madness or no madness, you need to let me in that head of yours. It is the only way I know how to understand you.”
“Can you truly handle what is in this mind?” Barely governable, his frustration threatened to explode.
“I handled the time you broke this wrist.” A hand shoved in his face. “I managed watching you kill my father. I handled burning down a carriage house and committing horse theft for you. I think I can handle your reasons for trying to make me into Christine!”
“You could never be Christine!”
Anna angrily pushed her hands against his chest and shoved him backward. Instinctively, his hands flew before him, blocking her second attempt. He grabbed both her wrists so passionately she lost her footing and splayed before him. As quickly as delusion descended upon him, it whisked away like a trail of smoke.
“My God, forgive me. Did I hurt you? Did I hurt my baby?” Erik crushed her tightly in his embrace. “I love you. Please know I love you.”
She didn’t reply. He couldn’t blame her. He gathered her close despite the obvious tension between them. Emotion clamped his throat. There was no denying he would have none of this if not for Philippe.
“When did you arrive at my Opera House?” he muttered, hunching deeply to bury his lips against the nape of her neck
“Fall of’ ‘82.”
“You started leaving packages . . .”
She tore her neck away from him. “After the series on Händel, winter, of ’84.”
“Our first contact?”
“Spring of ’85. What is your point, Erik?”
“My point is, until our contact in ’85, you know nothing. My existence beneath that Opera House was like burning in the eternal fires of hell. The year was 1881. Shortly after I became involved with Mademoiselle Daaé and the vicomte, I had the unfortunate pleasure of meeting Philippe Georges Marie, the Comte de Chagny.”
He curled an arm around Anna’s belly, spreading a possessive hand across his child. From across the camp he pinned Pappy to his spot with his gaze. The old man should stand warned.
Erik was entitled.
* * * *
The Phantom’s Labyrinth
He yanked the final bandage off and took a satisfying breath. He cringed. The purple bruises up and down his side had faded to a sickening shade of yellow-green. His ribs throbbed, but not nearly as bad as they once did. Shirt on after much effort, he settled back on the divan. The piercing pain in his stomach cried for food. He should eat something, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except the memory of Christine.
“I did not purchase all this food to feed the rats.”
Erik threw an arm over his eyes, hoping that voice would not come from the person he suspected. He rose and staggered out of his chambers. The stranger casually peeled off his gloves, removed his hat and cloak, and relit a few candles.
“How do you keep getting down here?” Erik stared contemptuously at the man’s costuming.
The reply was bright. “I have my ways.”
“I really should kill you. But I am afraid there is only one thing I want to kill at present. If you will excuse me?” Erik gave him a mock bow and turned to head back into his chambers.
“Speaking of killing, now that you seem to be up and about, I have a small request.”
“So do I—go to hell.”
“Stay away from the Vicomte de Chagny.”
Erik moved too quickly and lurched. His ribs throbbed in protest.
His uninvited guest folded his arms. “I only assume you have a desire to kill him.”
“What makes you so sure of that?”
The stranger casually lifted one shoulder. “You killed the vicomte’s brother; the Comte de Chagny recently, did you not?”
Erik tapered his eyes as he scanned the room. He vaguely recalled the incident. “An unfortunate accident, my good Monsieur. When the Comte dashed into these infernal vaults after his brother, he merely fell into the lake.” Erik gestured beyond his house in an attempt to cover his lie. “That corpse was already on the shores when I arrived. I had nothing to do with its rather untimely demise.”
His stranger jutted his bottom jaw and scratched a fine moustache. “Tell me, how well did you know the Comte?”
Erik waved his hand over his mask, wishing he had the strength to strangle his interloper with his questions. “I do not wish to speak about Comte Philippe.” The man lifted a brow. With a gesture of impatience, Erik sneered. “He was no more than a face among thousands in my opera house. One rat among many sneaking about the shores of my lake. You can say I would not know his body if I fell over it.”
“Ah. I see. It makes no matter whom you kill so long as it is in an effort to protect your humble abode.” The stranger lifted his arms in defeat and let them slap back to his sides. “Well then, if he is dead he is dead. That is all that matters to you, correct?”
“You know nothing of what matters to me!” Erik thrust violently with his arms, grunting from the pain it caused. “Go already! Leave me!”
The stranger laughed. “I know what I can piece together. I cannot imagine you enjoy being here like a rat in a maze.” He picked up an untouched basket of food, removed what was perishing, and carried the rest closer to Erik. “If I were you, my desires would lie in the arms of Christine Daaé, and I would have a taste to wring the noble neck of that vicomte she chose over you. Loneliness and betrayal is a piercing pain you know.” He tapped his chest. “Like an arrow into a man’s heart.”
“Really?” Erik’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “I was unaware.”
“Keep away from the vicomte. He is not responsible for your loneliness. You orchestrate your destiny.”
“What do you care for the Vicomte de Chagny?”
“I care for all men. Just leave him be. He is young, headstrong, and overly zealous at times. You gave him his life once. Allow him to keep it. Let him build upon it by staying away from him and his intended.”
“A bold request, Monsieur. One I fear I cannot honor so long as I live.”
“Then I will make you a proposition. You honor my request of leaving them in peace, and I will see to it you are left undisturbed and any preposterous investigations into your whereabouts dropped.”
“How will you see to that?”
“First by turning the attention away from the regretful death of Comte Philippe.”
Erik rolled his eyes and pinched the bridge of the false nose on his mask. “You are obsessed. Tell me, are you his lover? Because I am curious as to how that works . . .”
A low sound rumbled out of the man’s throat. “Furthermore,” he snapped, “I will prove that Christine Daaé’s heart lies not with you. You asked her to return here and bury you upon your death, did you not?”
Erik’s heart raced to his stomach. “How do you know that?”
“Let us say I came as a recent shock to an old Persian friend of yours.”
Anger rose like a plume of smoke. No one knew of his connection to the Persian. He eyed the man’s current state of dress. He again donned fine clothes, but covered them with the dress of a pauper. No one knew of him and the Persian except for one meddling man constantly underfoot in his labyrinth…
“Who are you?” Erik demanded hotly. “Why do you come here and question me about Comte Philippe? How do you know my Persian acquaintance?”
The man did not address the question. “Prior to your unfortunate mugging, you visited The Persian, no? He grilled you over the Comte—accused you of his death—which you denied. You told him he would need to pay for a line in L’Epoque announcing your death?” His stranger laughed. “Do you actually expect the Vicomte de Chagny will allow her to bury you should you actually die? You’d be rotting down here, never knowing if she ever returned. Is that what you want?”
Erik turned away. His face rippled beneath his mask. The stranger had a point.
“Are you such a genius you can predict your death, or are you a coward and intending to kill yourself? Think you will die of a broken heart perhaps?”
Erik’s fist lifted to his lips. The agony of the man’s words was too much to bear.
“If you want to see her one last time,” the stranger continued, “then I will help, under the condition you do not set foot near them again. You never lift a hand to another person and you never murder another man—whether justifiable or not. You live in blissful oblivion. Allow me to assist in faking your death and I will see to it Christine arrives here as you wished.”
Erik’s lipped twitched. Fake his death? Absurd! Why would he want to live? Still . . . “How?”
“I am quite close to the family. She will listen to me. I am giving you the opportunity to slip out of their lives forever, perhaps even putting you on a path of more noble intentions. You are a genius, Monsieur. It would be a shame to see the greatness you could do, if offered the chance, go to waste. There is an entire world of forgiving men beyond these vaults. I dare say I am living proof. I suggest you take this offer, Monsieur. It comes at great cost to me.”
“What is that cost?” Erik eyed him suspiciously.
The man’s lips tightened. “I do not do all this merely for you. I do it so the Vicomte de Chagny can overcome this stigma you have pressed upon his good name. If you continue to press me, I will refuse to help, and you will never see Mademoiselle Daaé again.”
Those words wrung his spleen. The idea of anonymity had been seeping down his spine for years. The thought of having joy in his life died the moment his mother masked him. He had been riding a false euphoria ever since, hoping to find a glimmer of happiness in his life. If this stranger could assure him, he would see Christine one final time—reach for hope one last time—then so be it. It might be worth the chance of living . . .
“I accept your proposal, stranger. However, you would be a wise man to leave my labyrinth before the person I kill one final time is you.”
Eight
Erik’s past had long been shrouded in the chill silence of the grave. For years, living in a self-inflicted tomb, the only roads he traveled were the ones built out of necessity—the paths that lead away from the optimism of men and into the dark sanctuary of silence. Years ago he gave up on glad tidings until a glimmer of light, like a small finger of hope breaking though his bitter destiny, bid him accept life could change.
There was no point in dwelling on his music, the Garnier, or his lost Madrigals. His life had become the road in front of him. He was not the curious pilgrim of his past, but forced forward by deeds that soiled his stomach with regret.
The hood of his cloak served to hide his mask from anyone they encountered. A freakish manipulation of his vocal chords had the boy at the livery obeying his every word without question. Erik took care to scrape free the coat of arms on the bridle sometime ago. He had no worries the stallion would arouse suspicion. It would have been preferable to keep the horses close, but where they were heading it would make for cramped quarters.
He could not afford the extortionate fees asked of him for a room, yet was determined to find a spot where Anna could rest without worry or question. He had the means to merely take what he wanted, but that blasted conscience Philippe birthed in him forced his feet forward.
He looked at the woman to his side. This was not how he envisioned life would be if he ever left the sanctuary of the Phantom. Somewhere along the line, Erik created the idea love was simple. When had it become complex?
Calling another woman’s name while initiating par amore certainly had something to do with it . . .
Finding a place to settle proved a challenge. They wandered for weeks in search of a region that didn’t know of the decree. He found it cruelly ironic a large city like Lyon would still be blissfully ignorant. Hastening west through the old sectors and up the hill rising from the river Saône, Erik didn’t pause until his eyes stared pointedly on a forlorn building.
“This is it,” he said somberly.
“Since when are you a man of God,” Pappy grumbled, his breath huffing like a medieval dragon.
“I will take what is afforded me, old man. Do not get in my way.” Tearing his eyes away from the church, he pressed forward. “I am in no mood.”
Erik headed up the path, cloak billowing behind him.
* * * *
If the tunnels saved the Catholics from having their blood spilt by Roman persecution, they would do for the time being to shelter his Anna. An ear-numbing silence cloaked them and punctuated the maddening darkness. The makeshift torch of burning cloth wrapped around an old board added an acrid stench to the air. Erik wound them deeper into the catacombs beneath the Church of St. Irénée. He noted a small well still flowed. With the amount of underground springs ruining Lyon’s streets, it did not surprise him. He stooped and dipped his fingers into the pool. A quick taste confirmed the water was not putrid. He leaned the torch against the wall and sent the old man in search of rags and some oil. Anna would need a fire for warmth and more light. His eyes were sharp as a cat. Darkness never bothered him. The tunnels were better than a communal camp where no one could be trusted, but still not the palace he longed to give her.
The thought of such failure made his chest tighten.
“Anna, it may be depressive, but networks like this will keep you safe and warm. I speak from experience. I will do what I can to find more suitable arrangements. It might take time, but you have my word.”
He drew her into his embrace. Intimacy had been denied him all his life. It still amazed him he had a woman willing to have his arms folded around her. Forlorn and resigned, Anna didn’t peer up at him. Her forehead remained pressed against his chest bringing warmth to what he always thought of as a barren housing for his heart. His hand trailed over stiff muscles as he followed the length of her braid to rub the small of her back.
“This will do well for us. The region appears to know nothing about us, but if you must venture out, be mindful to whom you speak. I need you to rest. There will be no telling when we may have to leave. It seems to take a while for the decrees to spread, but if we are separated—”
“Head to Dieppe,” she responded. Erik nodded in satisfaction. If Chagny forced them to move in separate ways, they would meet again by the small town by the sea. “Erik, I don’t want to stay in one spot.”
“Winter is fast upon us. You are with child. I gave you my word. I will find us a home one day.” His lithe hand gestured around him in disgust. “Until then I will do what I can with this accursed life to see to it you are comfortable. For now . . . this is what we have. We cannot wander—manhunt or no manhunt.”
“Manhunts,” she shouted, shoving from his embrace. “Always the hunted, never the hunter! All my life I have been chased by circumstances not my fault, and now I outrun Christine’s memory as well.”
“What are you talking about?”
She waved around her new home. “Look at this place. Doesn’t it seem familiar to you?” Erik followed her frantic pantomime. “You accepted the help of Philippe de Chagny and faked your death in underground tunnels just like this merely to have the opportunity to catch a glimpse of the woman you loved again. How am I to compete against such intense affection?” She wove dizzying circles around him. “I don’t understand music. I’m not beautiful. I’m not graceful. I can’t blame you for calling her name—”
“Anna—”
“You obviously belong with her. Why else would the death of such a man affect you so profoundly? Why would you run here? You don’t have to keep it a secret from me that you love her. I discovered that in Paris. I’m sorry I got in your way. But I promise I can be useful; even if that’s all I am, just don’t leave me down here.”
“Leave? Useful? Anna?”
“You don’t have to love me. I’ll understand. I don’t want to be rejected anymore.”
“What do you mean rejected?” Erik reached for her, having had enough of her twirling. “I do not have to love you?”
“I was in the right place when we met. You needed a woman. I was there. You said I could stay as long as I continued to entertain you in that curious way I did.” Tiny hands pawed at the fabric of her skirt. “I know I’m a burden and you must want to return to her, but please don’t.”
Heat rose along the back of his neck. “What?” he roared, hands flying to the side of his head. “Have you gone mad?”
“Have you? All the people I dare come close to end up setting me aside because I’ve completed the job or the debts have been paid, or the dogs show up. Or I’ve finished shoeing the horses or mending the clothes or sheering the sheep, but I don’t have anyplace else to go this time! So you bring me to a place like this, not to keep me safe but to find her.”
“Is that what you have been brooding about? That you think I am through with you? That I set out from the beginning to use you to my advantage, because I could not have Christine?”
Anna nodded curtly.
The heat on his neck grew and burned like fire down his chest. “You think your job was to stay until I no longer needed your services? That I put my ring on your finger to claim you as my property until I figured out what I wanted? That is wonderful, Anna. Thank you for clarifying.” Erik perched his hands on his hips. He did not bother with his usual efforts to control the resonance of his voice. “That damn ring has been on my finger for so many years I lost count. For you to think I would give it to any woman willing to bed me because I needed a woman . . . to think I am leaving because I am through with you . . . is it so strange to think that I am with you?”
“I’m not with you. I belong to you. We are not wed in the eyes of God, in faith before—”
“Do not drag your God into this. I gave you my ring for a reason. Look beyond your past. Do you think you are the only woman ever available to me?”
Anna shrank.
“What has crawled into that head of yours?” He gestured behind him down the tunnel and walked toward her. “That old man and his accusations? His stupid charges that I still desire a life with Christine? Do you think I would seed your womb and disappear?”
“You can’t possibly love me. I have never been worthy.”
Erik gestured at her, the fire behind his eyes blazing hotter than the heat on his neck. “Where is this coming from? I know your history. There were isolated instances in your payments to your father’s debts that went beyond appropriate trades.” The moments he knew about were not many, but clearly in the life of a woman, more than enough. “Are you telling me you think you are a whore in my eyes? Like those other men in your life?” Her downcast gaze said it all. “I am a murderer, Anna. I admit to doing what I had to protect my life and my dignity. I will even admit to not being stable all the time.” He angrily tapped his temple. “Yes, it was simple to fantasize about becoming a common rapist for one brief taste of the life I was denied, but I would never use a woman to my advantage like that. I never did, and I certainly would never do that to you.” Erik’s voice dropped an octave. “When I bed you, it is because I love you. I ardently love you.”
“Then why call her name? You lie with me, but still whisper her name. The stories you tell—”
“Did you hear anything I said?” Anger lit the catacomb like a flame to a powder keg. He rolled his hands into fists. No matter how hard he tried not to think of her, Christine seeped into his mind day and night. The memory served as a poison burning its way through his sanity, leaving the one relationship he thought he could grasp smoldering in its wake. “You do not want me to love you?” He searched her face for some sort of reaction, but she gave none. “Would you prefer I used you?”
“You don’t love me like you love her.”
The volatile keg exploded. “I have put up with watching the ruins of my life tumble around me, but this I will not put up with.” He snatched her hand. “I strongly suggest you figure out what it is you wish of me, because I want the woman who wears my ring . . .”—he yanked it from her finger—“. . . never to reject the Phantom’s gifts, because frankly Fräulein, I will not stand here and be rejected in the way you are rejecting me. Trust me, when it comes to that I am an expert.”
He paced circles around her, hunching into his words. “I allowed you into my life because you awakened a man in me I long forgot existed. I have lived my life like an unwanted rat in tunnels like these for longer than I want to admit. Philippe de Chagny faked my death to allow me the opportunity to start my wretched life over. He attempted to point me toward an existence beyond Christine—not allow me one last chance to start anew with her. If anything, retreating here is to remind me of him. Or did that never cross your mind? I had my reasons for sharing my life with you, and I will not have those reasons altered and manipulated by anyone. I will not be told I do not know what I feel or I do not know how to feel. I do not need people in my life, Anna. I want them in it. That I learned from the man whose death you so arrogantly claim is forcing me to Christine. It took me far longer than I care to admit to realize I was not destined to be alone. However, since it is clear you do not desire to have me, I will make that departure you fear quick and painless. I have been alone before.”
Anna lunged, grabbing his arm. “Don’t leave me. Erik, please—don’t leave.” She instinctually reached for his mask and lifted it free.
Erik snapped. A nonsensical cry clawed the air. His hand flew to protect his face. He stomped his feet in cadence with his anger.
“You insolent little child! Do you think looking me in the eye will make me stay? Do you? Then do it! Do it I say! Look Erik in the eye and tell Erik that you are different from all the others who came and went in his life. Look Erik in the eye and tell him his damnable ugliness is not to blame for your blithering self-pity.” His face was inches from hers. She blinked rapidly, her lips moving in senseless sputters. “Look Erik in the eye and tell him you want this to stay.”
He watched her try to form words. All she succeeded in doing was gasping for breath through a tear-clogged throat. Erik snatched his mask from her hands, the force of his pain rocking her forward at his feet. He stared at her bowed stance, momentarily struck silent by her seeming supplication. So like Christine . . .
“I have dealt with a lifetime of rejection because of my abhorred curse. I have lived with the guilt of my sins branded on my soul. I thought having my dignity raped in the face of Christine’s rejection was painful, but your rejection of me . . .” Erik had to clamp his jaw shut to keep his vulnerability hidden. He pushed the words from his mouth “. . . is sheer agony.”
He thundered through the winding tunnels. Warmth surrounded his cold flesh the instant he covered his face with his mask. Erik slipped the ring back on his finger. To have his love discarded by the woman he considered his soul, by the mother of his child, was too much to bear. To have her think she a mere whore—unfathomable. He thought she understood the way he loved. Erik refused to address perhaps he didn’t understand it himself. Possession, control, what other ways did he know? Anger set course through him. He could barely contain it when he came across Pappy.
“What’s got your knickers in a twitch?” the old man asked.
Erik reeled. His long arm cut the expanse between them. The instant Pappy’s back rammed against the wall, air burst from his chest. “Stay out of her mind,” Erik snarled. “Keep your mouth shut and your opinions to yourself, and begin to count your blessings once again that you have not met my rope.”
In a matter of minutes, Erik merged with the darkness as vines of grief wove around him. He clutched at the void in his heart. How could she think his embraces were those of a contemptible beast, lusting to spear a woman with his need? He could never want a woman merely for the sake of pleasure, never, least of all Anna. The thought made him want to die. But he knew he could not.
Death was a luxury denied him.
He blamed Philippe de Chagny—his conscience and his only friend.
He swiped angrily at his face and tore off the mask, allowing the night air to cool his heated flesh. He didn’t bother replacing it for a long while.
Tears flowed easier with it off.
* * * *
The Phantom’s Labyrinth
Erik was on his feet, for what that was worth. The room swayed with each step, but at least he walked. He cautiously looked around for any signs he may not be alone, but the place remained deathly silent.
He made his way over to his organ, steadying himself against furniture or candelabras. He hissed in pain with every step until he collapsed onto the bench.
Hands upon his knees, he fought for a deep breath. An unfamiliar basket sat near the pedals. A sharp pang of hunger stabbed him in the stomach the instant he spied the loaf. Bread, cheese, boiled eggs, some random fruit . . . A note was attached written in his scarlet ink.
Maestro,
I sincerely hope it is appropriate for me to refer to you as that. It is too personal for me to use your Christian name, and I find it unnerving to call you Opera Ghost or Phantom.
I have gathered enough provisions to last you a while. I strongly urge you remain in bed. Last I checked you were still a broken man, and, if you are reading this now, hopefully you are well on the mend. However, you are in no shape to be wandering about. I will return to check on you in a fortnight. I have an affair to attend to in Norway. While this ceremony is being held in the utmost secrecy, I feel you might as well know it is for the wedding of the Vicomte de Chagny to Mademoiselle Daaé. I thought it appropriate you were made aware. Seeing as you are a man like the rest of the world, far be it for me to deny your affections for the girl, though I truly suggest you learn other means to display it. Kidnapping and attempted murder are not the ways to a woman’s heart and being possessive and controlling not the best avenues for love.
Enclosed you will see the results of our bargain. Have patience and in due time I will see to it Christine returns to these catacombs to bury you. That Persian fellow will deliver news of your demise to them. He has followed through on paying for your obituary. I took it upon myself to pen the words. Put the past to rest, Maestro. See through the eyes of forgiving men (and believe me, they do exist). Have faith that someone will be willing to love you one day. We are all entitled. I expect you to adhere to your half of this agreement and leave the vicomte and Mademoiselle Daaé in peace.
Amicalement,
Your Obedient Servant . . . (My apologies. I could not resist).
Erik pulled out the clipping and stared at it. Slowly crumpling the page in his fist, he closed his burning eyes. Christine had married the boy. When she returned to him, it would be as a married woman.
He stood, his spirit more broken than his bones. He was not a man; he was nothing to anyone, nothing to the world, and nothing to her. The obituary fell from his grip; the sound it made upon hitting the stone, the loudest he had ever heard. Erik slunk back to his chambers not even conscious of the pain it involved. There, the small platform that held the macabre box which had been his bed for many years beaconed to him. Inside the coffin, he wrapped his arms around himself as tightly as he could and curled into a ball. They would be the only arms to ever hold him.
Listening to the silence of his sanctuary, three words changed him forever:
Erik is dead.
Nine
Erik lingered in the shadows of the alleyways for hours, wandering from dark corner to dark corner without aim. Around him, Lyon throbbed with life. Hood up and face down, he could have been just another gentleman making his way through bitterly cold streets. Though unlike most he passed, his belly was empty and he was not drunk on fine wine. He avoided looking at the young couples huddled close together as they walked.
What right did he, a funereal beast in a mask, have to demand love from any woman?
He thought to return to Anna like a dog with his tail between his legs, but the buzzing in his mind made him stay away. She would only reject him again. What woman would take back a man with such an inexcusable temper? The rising noise in his mind grew unbearable and harder to think rationally around.
Stopping before a glowing store window, he stared beyond his black reflection to the trimmings on display. Ribbons and hair silks of every kind displayed the milliner’s taste for the finer things. The ugly emotions he dwelled upon faded upon the idea of seeing her hair woven with such silk.
Insufferable fool! Was he condemned to destroy all that was good in his life? Erik pulled the hood tighter around his mask and entered the small shop, determined to do what he could to seek normalcy.
The bell jangled.
“Bonsoir, Monsieur,” the shopkeeper said drolly, only lifting his eyes from the woman he doted upon for a curt survey of the room. Erik briefly regarded him then focused his attention on the dizzying display of ribbons. “Can I help you?”
Colors swirled before Erik’s eyes. The bold emerald one would look shocking against her hair. “I want the finest ribbon you have,” he said. “The green one—wrap it in your best casket and tell me where I might find a gift for an infant.”
“Why might you need those?”
The tone to the man’s voice lifted Erik’s eyes. He slid them menacingly in the owner’s direction and looked on him with a great deal of annoyance. “For the woman I love and the child she bears.”
The shopkeeper never turned from his patron, who, back to Erik, stood like a statue as the owner fussed with the bonnet on her head. “The silk in Lyon is the finest, Monsieur. My price is firm and will not be haggled with.”
“What makes you think I cannot afford your fee?” The pile of coin he poured on the counter clinked like high-pitched chimes.
The owner huffed and adjusted the hat. He looked coolly at the coin dumped on his counter. “You cannot afford to keep mud off your cloak, your boots are not polished and you wear wool—not cashmere.”
“You would reject me solely because of the way I look? My coin is as good as the next man’s.”
The shopkeeper grunted.
Unthinkable resentment spread through Erik. His eyes darted everywhere until they landed on a paper behind the counter. Instantly anger molded to him like hot wax. Not even here—in a store to purchase a ribbon for the woman he loved—was he dismissed of the past. Noise mushroomed in his mind until the sounds became insufferable. He would never be permitted a normal life. The mere chance to apologize to Anna with a fancy gift evaporated with the words on that page. His destiny lay not in being a normal man . . .
With the reflexes of a cat and the skill of a pickpocket, Erik’s hand shot out from his cloak. He stuffed the decree into his pocket. Having already dismissed him, the shopkeeper and his patron continued to study their reflections in the mirror. Erik watched them with utter distaste. The woman’s eyes, however, were not on the latest fashion atop her head.
They were locked on Erik’s blackened face.
Coins scattered across the floor as if Judas tossed them at the feet of priests in his rush to leave. Returning to the catacombs now would only jeopardize Anna and what sanity he thought he had left.
Only one place was worthy of him.
He had been battling the memory of Christine for a year and with one glimpse of the shock behind her sapphire eyes, he was convinced he should be hung from the highest fly in the Opéra National.
* * * *
The bell on the door rattled behind her, matching the way her hands shook against her throat. Looking left to right, Christine scanned the crowded streets. Erik had evaporated like a puff of smoke. Dazed and feeling she had a rock in her belly instead of her child, she turned to her reflection in the store window. Beyond the hollow eyes that stared back at her, the green ribbon was indeed the finest of the bunch. She touched her hair.
Emerald was her favorite color. Raoul always gifted her with blue.
She searched around her for her lost senses. Erik wanted a hair ribbon for the woman he loved and a gift for the child she carried . . .
“Christine?”
Her breath hitched when Raoul made haste from their carriage.
“Are you well? You look as if you have seen a ghost.”
A coy flutter of her eyes and timid tap of her fingers added to her well-performed lie. “I’m fine, Raoul. Shopping has simply left me a bit winded.” Her eyes roved over their carriage across the street to Legard and that devilish bounty hunter. If Erik was around, they hadn’t spotted him.
“Come,” Raoul encouraged. “Enough shopping this evening. My man will take you back to the hotel.”
“No,” she exclaimed, gathering her cloak close around her and pushing toward the carriage. “Your intent is to continue to the Persian tonight?”
“Yes, but—”
She stared at the evil gleam behind the dark beads of Loup’s eyes. “But nothing. This involved me from the beginning. It will involve me until the end. I too have a Persian to see.”
* * * *
“Knock again. Harder.”
Christine looked down the hall toward the shadowy figure of Loup. Perched on the windowsill, his head moved in a constant scan of the streets below. To her right, Legard balled his hand into a fist and did as Raoul asked. The Persian’s door rattled in its jamb.
“You seem uncomfortable, Christine,” Raoul observed. “Why the sudden investment in seeing the Persian? You were against this before.”
Christine lowered the hood of her cloak and discreetly cleared her throat. “Is it wrong of a wife to stand by her husband’s side in matters such as this?”
The look of appreciation that heightened the blue of his eyes tore into her like brambles. She quickly looked away and stiffened upon hearing a deeply accented voice calling with annoyance from behind the door.
“It’s ten o’clock at night. Who knocks at ten o’clock at night?”
A servant opened the door to reveal an older man scowling at them with displeasure. His color drained as if a cork was undone in his heart.
“Daroga of Mazanderan. Might we have a word?” Legard greeted the Persian as he removed his hat and gloves.
“No you may not. Go away.” The Persian responded shortly. Legard shoved a boot between the door and jamb before his servant could slam it shut.
“Forgive our intrusion, Daroga. It is not our intent to disrupt your evening,” Raoul said cordially.
The Daroga’s jade eyes widened as they shot beyond Legard to lock on Raoul’s face. Christine noticed a faint twitch to her husband’s cheek that made his fine moustache jump. Raoul didn’t often display any form of nerves. A curt mumble in a foreign tongue sent the manservant away. The Daroga invited their small party in. Christine stood behind her husband and watched the Persian’s face twist as Loup entered last.
“I know it has been some years, but there is no point in wasting words, Daroga.” Raoul said. “I trust you are aware that a year ago Erik mysteriously rose from the dead, causing my family great distress.”
Christine shifted under the intense scrutiny of the older man. His gaze left her face for a moment to rest on the swell of her child.
“One hears rumors,” he replied.
“Rumors cannot murder,” Raoul said with little preamble. “My brother was recently found dead on the banks of the Phantom’s lake. Are you to tell me that Erik is a rumor?”
The Daroga moved around the room toward a table and his decanter. Christine studied him with the same critical eye he did their small party, recalling a Daroga to be a member of the royal Persian police. Once a police investigator—no matter the country—always an investigator it seemed. He poured a small glass of amber liquid, carried it to the window and didn’t turn around.
“What do you want of me?” he asked softly.
Christine jumped as Loup’s sharp laugh broke the tension in the room. “Such formality. Tell me; are you two always this cordial?”
The Daroga turned, his green eyes narrowing at Loup’s arrogant saunter through his small apartment. “Who are you?”
Christine licked her lips in an attempt to moisten her dry tongue. She wanted to shove everyone out of the room for a moment alone with Erik’s former confidant, but she dare not act improper or betray the true reason she came. She moved closer to her husband as he replied.
“Loup is my bounty hunter and is working with Inspector Legard. He has been hired to track Erik.”
“And Anna,” Loup said coolly.
The Daroga set his glass down and lifted a graying brow.
“The Phantom’s other lover,” Loup explained. When he stopped uncomfortably close to her, Christine stepped away.
“Gentlemen, I severed ties with everything associated with the Phantom five years ago. It’s late. You’re no longer welcome here.” He headed for his door and yanked it open.
“Are you telling us you know nothing about Erik’s whereabouts?” Raoul asked.
One swift twitch of the Daroga’s wrist slammed the door shut. Arms akimbo, he expressed his anger freely. “I’m telling you, I refuse to get involved. I know nothing of his apparent resurrection. The situation that occurred a year ago involved you and your family. Not me. If you are hunting Erik, that is your problem. He is no longer on my conscience.”
“Do you have any idea where he may travel? What he may do? Where he might go?”
“Monsieur le Comte,” the Daroga urged, “if I were to look for Erik I would not start by disturbing innocent people’s holidays.”
Christine looked in his direction in time to meet the Daroga’s eyes.
“Please, Daroga,” Raoul pleaded. “For the sake of my brother’s good name. You always admired him . . .”
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