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o
nce  there was a  little girl who played her  music for a 
 little boy in the wood. She was small and dark, he was 
tall and fair, and the two of them made a fancy pair 

as they danced together, dancing to the  music the  little girl 
heard in her head.

Her grand mother had told her to beware the wolves that 
prowled in the wood, but the  little girl knew the  little boy 
was not dangerous, even if he was the king of the goblins.

 Will you marry me, Elisabeth? the  little boy asked, and the 
 little girl did not won der at how he knew her name.

Oh, she replied, but I am too young to marry.
Then I  will wait, the  little boy said. I  will wait as long as 

you remember.
And the  little girl laughed as she danced with the Goblin 

King, the  little boy who was always just a  little older, a  little 
out of reach.

As the seasons turned and the years passed, the  little girl 
grew older but the Goblin King remained the same. She 
washed the dishes, cleaned the fl oors, brushed her  sister’s 
hair, yet still ran to the forest to meet her old friend in the 
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grove. Their games  were dif fer ent now, truth and forfeit and 
challenges and dares.

 Will you marry me, Elisabeth? the  little boy asked, and the 
 little girl did not yet understand his question was not part 
of a game.

Oh, she replied, but you have not yet won my hand.
Then I  will win, the  little boy said. I  will win  until you sur-

render.
And the  little girl laughed as she played against the Goblin 

King, losing  every hand and  every round.
Winter turned to spring, spring to summer, summer into 

autumn, autumn back into winter, but each turning of the 
year grew harder and harder as the  little girl grew up while 
the Goblin King remained the same. She washed the dishes, 
cleaned the fl oors, brushed her  sister’s hair, soothed her 
 brother’s fears, hid her  father’s purse, counted the coins, and 
no longer went into the woods to see her old friend.

 Will you marry me, Elisabeth? the Goblin King asked.
But the  little girl did not reply.
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T H E  G O B L I N  M A R K E T

We must not look at goblin men,
We must not buy their fruits:
Who knows upon what soil they fed
Their hungry, thirsty roots?

—  C H R I S T I N A  R O S S E T T I , 

G o b l i n  M a r k e t
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B E W A R E  T H E 

G O B L I N  M E N

b
EWARE THE GOBLIN MEN,” Constanze said. “And the 
wares they sell.”

I jumped when my grand mother’s shadow swept 
across my notes, scattering my thoughts and foolscap along 
with it. I scrambled to cover my  music, shame shaking my 
hands, but Constanze  hadn’t been addressing me. She stood 
perched on the threshold, scowling at my  sister, Käthe, who 
primped and preened before the mirror in our bedroom— 
the only mirror in our entire inn.

“Listen well, Katharina.” Constanze pointed a gnarled 
fi n ger at my  sister’s refl ection. “Vanity invites temptation, 
and is the sign of a weak  will.”

Käthe ignored her, pinching her cheeks and fl uffi ng her 
curls. “Liesl,” she said, reaching for a hat on the dressing 
 table. “Could you come help me with this?”

I put my notes back into their  little lockbox. “It’s a market, 
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Käthe, not a ball.  We’re just  going to pick up Josef’s bows 
from Herr Kassl’s.”

“Liesl,” Käthe whined. “Please.”
Constanze harrumphed and thumped the fl oor with her 

cane, but my  sister and I paid her no heed. We  were used 
to our grand mother’s dour and direful pronouncements.

I sighed. “All right.” I hid the lockbox beneath our bed 
and  rose to help pin the hat to Käthe’s hair.

The hat was a towering confection of silk and feathers, a 
ridicu lous affectation, especially in our  little provincial 
village. But my  sister was also ridicu lous, so she and the 
hat  were well matched.

“Ouch!” Käthe said as I accidentally jabbed her with a 
hatpin. “Watch where you stick that  thing.”

“Learn to dress yourself, then.” I smoothed down my 
 sister’s curls and settled her shawl so that it covered her bare 
shoulders. The waist of her gown was gathered high beneath 
her bosom, the  simple lines of her dress showing  every curve 
of her fi gure. It was, Käthe claimed, the latest fashion in 
Paris, but my  sister seemed scandalously unclothed to my 
eyes.

“Tut.” Käthe preened before her refl ection. “ You’re just 
jealous.”

I winced. Käthe was the beauty of our  family, with sun-
shine hair, summer- blue eyes, apple- blossom cheeks, and a 
buxom fi gure. At seventeen, she already looked like a  woman 
full- grown, with a small waist and generous hips that her 
new dress showed off to  great advantage. I was nearly two 
years older but still looked like a child: small, thin, and sal-
low. The  little hob goblin, Papa called me. Fey, was Constanze’s 
pronouncement. Only Josef ever called me beautiful. Not 
pretty, my  brother would say. Beautiful.
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“Yes, I’m jealous,” I said. “Now are we  going to the mar-
ket or not?”

“In a bit.” Käthe rummaged through her box of trinkets. 
“What do you think, Liesl?” she asked, holding up a few 
lengths of ribbon. “Red or blue?”

“Does it  matter?”
She sighed. “I suppose not. None of the village boys  will 

care anymore, now that I’m to be married.” She glumly 
plucked at the trim on her gown. “Hans  isn’t the sort for 
fun or fi nery.”

My lips tightened. “Hans is a good man.”
“A good man, and boring,” Käthe said. “Did you see him 

at the dance the other night? He never, not once, asked me 
to take a turn with him. He just stood in the corner and 
glared disapprovingly.”

It was  because Käthe had been fl irting shamelessly with 
a handful of Austrian soldiers en route to Munich to oust 
the French. Pretty girl, they coaxed her in their funny Aus-
trian accents, Come give us a kiss!

“A wanton  woman is ripened fruit,” Constanze intoned, 
“begging to be plucked by the Goblin King.”

A frisson of unease ran up my spine. Our grand mother 
liked to scare us with tales of goblins and other creatures 
that lived in the woods beyond our village, but Käthe, Josef, 
and I  hadn’t taken her stories seriously since we  were 
 children. At eigh teen, I was too old for my grand mother’s 
fairy tales, yet I cherished the guilty thrill that ran through 
me whenever the Goblin King was mentioned. Despite 
every thing, I still believed in the Goblin King. I still wanted 
to believe in the Goblin King.

“Oh, go squawk at someone  else, you old crow,” Käthe 
said. She pouted. “Why must you always be pecking at me?”
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“Mark my words.” Constanze glared at my  sister from 
beneath layers of yellowed lace and faded ruffl es, her dark 
brown eyes the only sharp  things in her wizened face. “You 
watch yourself, Katharina, lest the goblins come take you 
for your licentious ways.”

“Enough, Constanze,” I said. “Leave Käthe alone and let 
us go on our way. We must be back before Master Anto-
nius arrives.”

“Yes, Heaven forbid we miss our precious  little Josef’s au-
dition for the famous violin maestro,” my  sister muttered.

“Käthe!”
“I know, I know.” She sighed. “Stop worrying, Liesl.  He’ll 

be fi ne.  You’re worse than a hen with a fox at the door.”
“He  won’t be fi ne if he  doesn’t have any bows to play 

with.” I turned to leave. “Come, or I’ll be  going without you.”
“Wait.” Käthe grabbed my hand. “Would you let me to 

do a  little something with your hair? You have such gorgeous 
locks; it’s a shame you plait them out of the way. I could—”

“A wren is still a wren, even in a peacock’s feathers.” I 
shook her off. “ Don’t waste your time. It’s not like Hans— 
anyone— would notice anyway.”

My  sister fl inched at the mention of her betrothed’s 
name. “Fine,” she said shortly, then strode past me without 
another word.

“Ka—” I began, but Constanze stopped me before I 
could follow.

“You take care of your  sister, girlie,” she warned. “You 
watch over her.”

“ Don’t I always?” I snapped. It had always been up to 
me—me and  Mother—to hold the  family together.  Mother 
looked  after the inn that was our  house and livelihood; 
I looked  after the members who made it home.
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“Do you?” My grand mother fi xed her dark eyes on my 
face. “Josef  isn’t the only one who needs looking  after, you 
know.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”
“You forget what day it is.”
Sometimes it was easier to humor Constanze than to ig-

nore her. I sighed. “What day is it?”
“The day the old year dies.”
Another shiver up my spine. My grand mother still kept 

to the old laws and the old calendar, and this last night of 
autumn was when the old year died and the barrier between 
worlds was thin. When the denizens of the Underground 
walked the world above during the days of winter, before 
the year began again in the spring.

“The last night of the year,” Constanze said. “Now the 
days of winter begin and the Goblin King rides abroad, 
searching for his bride.”

I turned my face away. Once I would have remembered 
without any prompting. Once I would have joined my grand-
mother in pouring salt along  every windowsill,  every thresh-
old,  every entrance as a precaution against  these wildling 
nights. Once, once, once. But I could no longer afford the 
luxury of my indulgent imaginings. It was time, as the 
apostle Paul said to the Corinthians, to put aside childish 
 things.

“I  don’t have time for this.” I pushed Constanze aside. 
“Let me pass.”

Sorrow pushed the lines of my grand mother’s face into 
even deeper grooves, sorrow and loneliness, her hunched 
shoulders bowing with the weight of her beliefs. She bore 
 those beliefs alone now. None of us kept faith with Der 
Erlkönig anymore; none save Josef.
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“Liesl!” Käthe shouted from downstairs. “Can I borrow 
your red cloak?”

“Mind how you choose, girl,” Constanze told me. “Josef 
is not part of the game. When Der Erlkönig plays, he plays 
for keeps.”

Her words stopped me short. “What are you talking 
about?” I asked. “What game?”

“You tell me.” Constanze’s expression was grave. “The 
wishes we make in the dark have consequences, and the 
Lord of Mischief  will call their reckoning.”

Her words prickled against my mind. I minded how 
 Mother warned us of Constanze’s aged and feeble wits, but 
my grand mother had never seemed more lucid or more 
earnest, and despite myself, a thread of fear began to wind 
about my throat.

“Is that a yes?” Käthe called. “ Because I’m taking it if so!”
I groaned. “No, you may not!” I said, leaning over the 

stair rail. “I’ll be right  there, I promise!”
“Promises, eh?” Constanze cackled. “You make so many, 

but how many of them can you keep?”
“What—” I began, but when I turned to face her, my 

grand mother was gone.

Downstairs, Käthe had taken my red cloak off its peg, but 
I plucked it from her hands and settled it about my own 
shoulders. The last time Hans had brought us gifts from his 
 father’s fabric goods store— before his proposal to Käthe, 
before every thing between us changed—he had given us a 
beautiful bolt of heavy wool. For the  family, he said, but 
every one had known the gift was for me. The bolt of wool 
was a deep, blood- red, perfectly suited to my darker color-
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ing and warming to my sallow complexion.  Mother and 
Constanze had made me a winter cloak from the cloth, and 
Käthe made no secret of how much she coveted it.

We passed our  father playing dreamy old airs on his vio-
lin in the main hall. I looked around for our guests, but the 
room was empty, the hearth cold and the coals dead. Papa 
still wore his clothes from the night before, and the whiff of 
stale beer lingered about him like must.

“Where’s  Mother?” Käthe asked.
 Mother was nowhere to be seen, which was prob ably why 

Papa felt bold enough to play out  here in the main hall, 
where anyone might hear him. The violin was a sore point 
with our parents; money was tight, and  Mother would rather 
Papa play his instrument for hire than plea sure. But perhaps 
Master Antonius’s imminent arrival had loosened  Mother’s 
pursestrings as well as her heartstrings. The renowned 
virtuoso was to stop at our inn on his way from Vienna to 
Munich to audition my  little  brother.

“Likely taking a nap,” I ventured. “We  were up before 
dawn, scrubbing out the rooms for Master Antonius.”

Our  father was a violinist nonpareil, who had once played 
with the fi nest court musicians in Salzburg. It was in Salz-
burg, Papa would boast, where he had had the privilege of 
playing with Mozart on one of the late,  great composer’s 
concertos. Genius like that, Papa said, comes only once in a 
lifetime. Once in two lifetimes. But sometimes, he would con-
tinue, giving Josef a sly glance, lightning does strike twice.

Josef was not among the gathered guests. My  little 
 brother was shy of strangers, so he was likely hiding at the 
Goblin Grove, practicing  until his fi n gers bled. My heart 
ached to join him, even as my fi ngertips twinged with sym-
pathetic pain.
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“Good, I  won’t be missed,” Käthe said cheerfully. My 
 sister often found any excuse to skip out on her chores. 
“Let’s go.”

Outside, the air was brisk. The day was uncommonly 
cold, even for late autumn. The light was sparse, weak and 
wavering, as though seen through curtains or a veil. A faint 
mist wrapped the trees along the path into town, wraithing 
their spindly branches into spectral limbs. The last night 
of the year. On a day like this, I could believe the barriers 
between worlds  were thin indeed.

The path that led into town was pitted and rutted with 
carriage tracks and spotted with  horse dung. Käthe and I 
took care to keep to the edges, where the short, dead grass 
helped prevent the damp from seeping into our boots.

“Ugh.” Käthe stepped around another dung puddle. “I 
wish we could afford a carriage.”

“If only our wishes had power,” I said.
“Then I’d be the most power ful person in the world,” 

Käthe remarked, “for I have wishes aplenty. I wish we  were 
rich. I wish we could afford what ever we wanted. Just imag-
ine, Liesl: what if, what if, what if.”

I smiled. As  little girls, Käthe and I  were fond of What if 
games. While my  sister’s imagination did not encompass the 
uncanny, as mine and Josef’s did, she had an extraordinary 
capacity for pretend nonetheless.

“What if, indeed?” I asked softly.
“Let’s play,” she said. “The Ideal Imaginary World. You 

fi rst, Liesl.”
“All right.” I thought of Hans, then pushed him aside. 

“Josef would be a famous musician.”
Käthe made a face. “It’s always about Josef with you. 

 Don’t you have any dreams of your own?”
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I did. They  were locked up in a box, safe and sound be-
neath the bed we shared, never to be seen, never to be heard.

“Fine,” I said. “You go, then, Käthe. Your Ideal Imaginary 
World.”

She laughed, a bright, bell- like sound, the only musical 
 thing about my  sister. “I am a princess.”

“Naturally.”
Käthe shot me a look. “I am a princess, and you are a 

queen. Happy now?”
I waved her on.
“I am a princess,” she continued. “Papa is the Prince- 

Bishop’s Kapellmeister, and we all live in Salzburg.”
Käthe and I had been born in Salzburg, when Papa was 

still a court musician and  Mother a singer in a troupe, be-
fore poverty chased us to the backwoods of Bavaria.

“ Mother is the toast of the city for her beauty and her 
voice, and Josef is Master Antonius’s prize pupil.”

“Studying in Salzburg?” I asked. “Not Vienna?”
“In Vienna, then,” Käthe amended. “Oh yes, Vienna.” Her 

blue eyes sparkled as she spun out her fantasy for us. “We 
would travel to visit him, of course. Perhaps we see him 
perform in the  great cities of Paris, Mannheim, and Munich, 
maybe even London! We have a  grand  house in each city, 
trimmed with gold and marble and mahogany wood. We 
wear gowns made in the most luxurious silks and brocades, 
a dif fer ent color for  every day of the week. Invitations to 
the fanciest balls and parties and operas and plays fl ood our 
post  every morning, and a bevy of swains storm the barri-
cades for our  favor. The greatest artists and musicians would 
consider us their intimate acquaintances, and we would 
dance and feast all night long on cake and pie and Schnitzel 
and—”
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“Choco late torte,” I added. It was my favorite.
“Choco late torte,” Käthe agreed. “We would have the fi n-

est coaches and the handsomest  horses and”— she squeaked 
as she slipped in a mud puddle— “never walk on foot through 
unpaved roads to market again.”

I laughed, and helped her regain her footing. “Parties, 
balls, glittering society. Is that what princesses do? What of 
queens? What of me?”

“You?” Käthe fell  silent for a moment. “No. Queens are 
destined for greatness.”

“Greatness?” I mused. “A poor, plain  little  thing like me?”
“You have something much more enduring than beauty,” 

she said severely.
“And what is that?”
“Grace,” she said simply. “Grace, and talent.”
I laughed. “So what is to be my destiny?”
She cut me a sidelong glance. “To be a composer of  great 

renown.”
A chill wind blew through me, freezing me to the mar-

row. It was as though my  sister had reached into my breast 
and wrenched out my heart, still beating, with her fi st. I had 
jotted down small snatches of melody  here and  there, scrib-
bling  little ditties instead of hymns into the corners of my 
Sunday chapbook, intending to gather them into sonatas 
and concertos, romances and symphonies someday. My 
hopes and dreams, so tattered and tender, had been shel-
tered by secrecy for so long I could not bear to bring them 
to light.

“Liesl?” Käthe tugged at my sleeve. “Liesl, are you all 
right?”

“How—” I said hoarsely. “How did you . . .”
She squirmed. “I found your box of compositions be-
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neath our bed one day. I swear I  didn’t mean any harm,” 
she added quickly. “But I was looking for a button I’d 
dropped and . . .” Her voice trailed off at the look upon my 
face.

My hands  were shaking. How dare she? How dare she 
open my most private thoughts and expose them to her pry-
ing eyes?

“Liesl?” Käthe looked worried. “What’s wrong?”
I did not answer. I could not answer, not when my  sister 

would never understand just how she had trespassed against 
me. Käthe had not a modicum of musical ability, nearly a 
mortal sin in a  family such as ours. I turned and marched 
down the path to market.

“What did I say?” My  sister hurried to catch up with me. 
“I thought you’d be pleased. Now that Josef’s  going away, I 
thought Papa might— I mean, we all know you have just as 
much talent as—”

“Stop it.” The words cracked in the autumn air, snapping 
beneath the coldness of my voice. “Stop it, Käthe.”

Her cheeks reddened as though she had been slapped. 
“I  don’t understand you,” she said.

“What  don’t you understand?”
“Why you hide  behind Josef.”
“What does Sepperl have to do with anything?”
Käthe narrowed her eyes. “For you? Every thing. I bet you 

never kept your  music secret from our  little  brother.”
I paused. “He’s dif fer ent.”
“Of course he’s dif fer ent.” Käthe threw up her hands in ex-

asperation. “Precious Josef, delicate Josef, talented  Josef. He 
has  music and madness and magic in his blood, something 
poor, ordinary, tone- deaf Katharina does not understand, 
could never understand.”
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I opened my mouth to protest, then shut it again. “Sep-
perl needs me,” I said softly. It was true. Our  brother was 
fragile, in more than just bones and blood.

“I need you,” she said, and her voice was quiet. Hurt.
Constanze’s words returned to me. Josef  isn’t the only one 

who needs looking  after.
“You  don’t need me.” I shook my head. “You have Hans 

now.”
Käthe stiffened. Her lips went white, her nostrils fl ared. 

“If that’s what you think,” she said in a low voice, “then 
 you’re even crueler than I thought.”

Cruel? What did my  sister know of cruelty? The world 
had shown her considerably more  favor than it had ever 
shown me. Her prospects  were happy, her  future certain. 
She would marry the most marriageable man in the village 
while I became the unwanted  sister, the discarded one. And 
I . . .  I had Josef, but not for long. When my  little  brother 
left, he would take the last of my childhood with him: our 
revels in the woods, our stories of kobolds and Hödekin 
dancing in the moonlight, our games of  music and make- 
believe. When he was gone, all that would remain to me was 
 music— music and the Goblin King.

“Be grateful for what you have,” I snapped back. “Youth, 
beauty, and, very soon, a husband who  will make you happy.”

“Happy?” Käthe’s eyes fl ashed. “Do you honestly think 
Hans would make me happy? Dull, boring Hans, whose 
mind is as limited as the borders of the stupid, provincial 
village in which he grew up? Stolid, dependable Hans, who 
would keep me rooted to the inn with a deed in my hand 
and a baby in my lap?”

I was stunned. Hans was an old friend of the  family, and 
while he and Käthe had not been close as  children—as Hans 
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and I had been— I had not known  until this moment just 
how  little my  sister loved him. “Käthe,” I said. “Why—”

“Why did I agree to marry him? Why  haven’t I said any-
thing before now?”

I nodded.
“I did.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “Over and over. But 

you never listened. This morning, when I said he was bor-
ing, you told me he was a good man.” She turned her face 
away. “You never hear a word I say, Liesl.  You’re too busy 
listening to Josef instead.”

Mind how you choose. Guilt clotted my throat.
“Oh Käthe,” I whispered. “You could have said no.”
“Could I?” she scoffed. “Would you or  Mother have let 

me? What choice did I have but to accept his hand?”
Her accusation gutted me, made me complicit in my own 

resentment. I had been so sure that this was the way of the 
world that I  hadn’t questioned it. Handsome Hans and 
beautiful Käthe, of course they  were meant to be together.

“You have choices,” I repeated uncertainly. “More than I 
ever would.”

“Choices, ha.” Käthe’s laugh was raw. “Well, Liesl, you 
made your choice about Josef a long time ago. You  can’t 
fault me for making mine about Hans.”

The rest of our walk to the market continued without an-
other word.
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c
OME BUY, COME BUY!

In the town square, the market stalls  were laden 
with goods, their sellers hawking their wares at the 

top of their lungs. Fresh bread! Fresh milk! Goat cheese! Warm 
wool, the softest wool  you’ve ever felt! Some vendors rang bells, 
some rattled wooden clappers, and still  others beat an 
erratic rat- a- tat- tat on a homemade drum, all in an effort to 
bring custom to their  tables. As we drew nearer, Käthe 
began to brighten.

I never did understand the prospect of spending coin for 
plea sure, but my  sister loved to shop. She ran her fi n gers 
lovingly over the fabrics on sale: silks and velvets and satins 
imported from  Eng land, Italy, and even the Far East. She 
buried her nose in bouquets of dried lavender and rosemary, 
and closed her eyes as she savored the tart taste of mustard 
on the doughy pretzel she had bought. Such sensuous en-
joyment.

C O M E  B U Y , 

C O M E  B U Y
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I trailed  behind, lingering over wreaths of dried fl owers 
and ribbons, thinking I might buy one as a wedding gift for 
my  sister—or an apology. Käthe loved beautiful  things; no, 
more than loved— reveled. I noted how the sour- lipped ma-
trons and stern- browed elders of the town gave my  sister 
dark looks, as though her thorough delight in small luxu-
ries  were something obscene, something dirty. One man in 
par tic u lar, a tall, pale, elegant shade of a man, watched her 
with an intensity that would have ignited me, had he but 
glanced my way.

Come buy, come buy!
A group of fruit- sellers on the fringes of the market called 

in high, clear voices that carried over the din of the crowd. 
Their silvery, chime- like tones tingled the ear, drawing me 
close, almost against my  will. It was late in the season for 
fresh fruit, and I marked the unusual color and texture of 
their offerings: round, luscious, tempting.

“Ooh, Liesl!” Käthe pointed, our earlier argument forgot-
ten. “Peaches!”

The fruit- sellers beckoned us with fl uid gestures, hold-
ing their wares in their hands, and the tantalizing scent of 
ripe fruit wafted past. My mouth watered, but I turned 
away, pulling Käthe with me. I had no coin to spare.

A few weeks ago, I had sent for a few of Josef’s bows 
to  be re- haired and repaired by an archetier before my 
brother’s audition with Master Antonius. I had hoarded, 
scrimped, and saved what I could, for repairs did not come 
cheap.

But now the fruit- sellers had caught sight of us and our 
longing glances. “Come, lovely ladies!” they sang. “Come, 
sweet darlings. Come buy, come buy!” One of them tapped 
out a rhythm on the wooden planks that served as their 
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 table, while the  others took up a melody. “Damsons and 
apricots, peaches and blackberries, taste them and try!”

Without thinking, I began to sing with them, a wordless 
ooh- oo searching for harmony and counterpoint in their 
 music. Thirds, fi fths, diminished sevenths, I played with the 
chords beneath my breath. Together, the fruit- sellers and I 
wove a shimmering web of sound, haunting, strange, and a 
 little wild.

The vendors suddenly focused their eyes on me, their fea-
tures sharpening, their smiles lengthening. The hairs on the 
back of my neck stood on end and I let the melody drop. The 
touch of their eyes was a tickle on my skin, but  behind me I 
could sense the gaze of an unseen other, as palpable as a 
hand caressing my nape. I glanced over my shoulder.

The tall, pale, elegant stranger.
His features  were shadowed by a hood, but beneath the 

cloak, his clothes  were fi ne. I noted the glint of gold and sil-
ver thread on green velvet brocade. Seeing my inquisitive 
expression, the stranger stirred and folded his cloak about 
him, but not before I caught a glimpse of dun- colored 
leather breeches outlining the slim shape of his hips. I 
turned my face away, my blush heating the air about me. 
He seemed familiar, somehow.

“Brava, brava!” the fruit- sellers cried once they had fi n-
ished their song. “Clever maiden in red, come take your 
reward!”

They waved their hands over the fruits on display, their 
fi n gers long and slim. For a moment, it seemed as though 
 there  were too many joints in their fi n gers, and I felt the 
brush of something uncanny. But that moment passed, and 
the merchants picked up a peach, offering it to me with 
open hands.
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The fruit’s perfume was thick on the chill autumn air, but 
 behind the cloying smell was the tang of something rotten, 
something putrid. I recoiled, and it seemed to me  these 
sellers’ appearances had changed. Their skin had taken on 
a greenish tinge, the tips of their teeth pointed and sharp, 
and instead of fi ngernails, they seemed to have claws.

Beware the goblin men, and the wares they sell.
Käthe reached for the peach with both hands. “Oh yes, 

please!”
I grabbed my  sister’s shawl and yanked her back.
“The maiden knows what she wants,” said one of the ven-

dors. He grinned at Käthe, but it was more leer than smile. 
His lips seemed stretched a  little too far, his yellowed teeth 
sharp. “Full of passions, full of desire. Easily spent, easily 
satiated.”

Spooked, I turned to Käthe. “Let’s go,” I said. “We 
 shouldn’t tarry. We need to stop by Herr Kassl’s before 
heading home.”

Käthe’s eyes remained fi xed on the array of fruit laid be-
fore her. She looked sick, her brows furrowed, her bosom 
heaving, her cheeks fl ushed, her eyes bright and feverish. 
She looked sick or . . .  excited. A feeling of wrongness settled 
over me, wrongness and fear, even as a hint of her excite-
ment roused my own limbs.

“Let’s go,” I repeated. Käthe’s eyes  were dull and glassy. 
“Anna Katharina Magdalena Ingeborg Vogler!” I snapped. 
“We are leaving.”

“Perhaps another time then, dearie,” sneered the fruit- 
seller. I gathered my  sister close, draping one arm protec-
tively about her shoulders. “ She’ll be back,” he said. “Girls 
like her can never put off temptation for long. Both are . . .  
ripe for the plucking.”
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I walked away, pushing Käthe ahead of me. Out of the 
corner of my eye, I glimpsed the tall, elegant stranger again. 
From beneath his hood, I sensed him watching us. Watch-
ing. Considering. Judging. One of the fruit- sellers tugged 
at the stranger’s cloak, and the man bent his head to listen, 
but I felt his gaze upon us. Upon me.

“Beware.”
I stopped in my tracks. It was another one of the fruit- 

sellers, a smallish man with frizzy hair like a thistle cloud 
and a pinched face. He  wasn’t more than the size of a child, 
although his expression was old, older than Constanze, 
older than the forest itself.

“That one,” the merchant said, pointing to Käthe, whose 
head lolled against my shoulder, “burns like kindling. All 
fl ash, and no real heat. But you,” he said. “You smolder, 
mistress.  There is a fi re burning within you, but it is a slow 
burn. It shimmers with heat, waiting only for a breath to fan 
it to life. Most curious.” A slow grin spread over his mouth. 
“Most curious, indeed.”

The merchant vanished. I blinked, but he never returned, 
leaving me to won der if I had dreamed the encounter. I 
shook my head, tightened my grip on Käthe’s arm, and 
marched  toward Herr Kassl’s shop, determined to forget 
 these strange goblin men and their fruits, so tantalizing, so 
sweet, and so very far out of reach.

Käthe shook me off as we drew away from the fruit- sellers. 
“I’m not a child what needs looking  after, you know,” she 
snapped.

I tightened my lips, biting back my sharp retort. “Fine.” 
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I held out a small purse. “Go fi nd Johannes the brewer and 
tell him—”

“I know what I’m  doing, Liesl,” she said, snatching the 
purse from my hand. “I’m not completely helpless.”

And with that she fl ounced away from me, disappearing 
into the hustle and bustle of the crowd.

With some misgiving, I turned and found my way to Herr 
Kassl’s. We had no bow- maker or luthier in our  little village, 
but Herr Kassl knew all the best craftsmen in Munich. Dur-
ing his long acquaintance with our  family, Herr Kassl had 
seen many valuable instruments pass through his shop, and 
therefore made it his business to maintain contact with 
 those in the trade. He was an old friend of Papa’s, insofar 
as a pawnbroker could be a friend.

Once I had fi nished conducting business with Herr Kassl, 
I went in search of my  sister. Käthe was easy to fi nd, even in 
this sea of  faces in the square. Her smiles  were the broad-
est, her blue eyes the brightest, her pink cheeks the rosiest. 
Even her hair beneath that ridicu lous hat shone like a bird of 
golden plumage. All I had to do was follow the path of eyes 
traced by the onlookers in the village,  those admiring, 
appreciative glances that led me straight to my  sister at the 
center.

For a moment, I watched her bargain and haggle with 
the sellers. Käthe was like an actress on the stage, all height-
ened emotion and intense passion, her gestures affected, 
her smiles calculated. She fl uttered and fl irted outrageously, 
carefully oblivious to the stares she drew like moths to the 
fl ame. Both men and  women traced the lines of her body, 
the curve of her cheek, the pout of her lip.

Looking at Käthe, it was diffi cult to forget just how sinful 
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our bodies  were, just how prone we  were to wickedness. 
Born unto trou ble, as the sparks fl y upward, or so saith Job. 
Clothed in clinging fabrics, with  every line of her body 
exposed,  every gasp of plea sure unconcealed, every thing 
about Käthe suggested voluptuousness.

With a start, I realized I was looking at a  woman— a 
 woman and not a child. Käthe knew of the power her body 
wielded over  others, and that knowledge that had replaced 
her innocence. My  sister had crossed the threshold from girl 
to  woman without me and I felt abandoned. Betrayed. I 
watched a young man fawn over my  sister as she perused 
his booth, and a lump  rose in my throat, resentment so 
 bitter I nearly choked on it.

What I  wouldn’t give to be the object of someone’s de-
sire, just for one moment. What I  wouldn’t give to taste that 
fruit, that heady sweetness, of being wanted. I wanted. I 
wanted what Käthe took for granted. I wanted wantonness.

“Might I interest the young lady in red in a few curious 
trinkets?”

Startled from my reverie, I looked up to see the tall, el-
egant stranger once more.

“No, thank you, sir.” I shook my head. “I have no money 
to spare.”

The stranger stepped closer. In his gloved hands he held 
a fl ute, beautifully carved and polished to a high shine. Up 
close, I could see the gleam of his eyes from beneath the 
hood.

“No? Well, then, if you  won’t buy my wares, would you 
accept a gift?”

“A— a gift?” I was hot and uncomfortable beneath his 
scrutiny. He looked at me as no one had before, as though 
I  were more than the sum of my eyes, my nose, my lips, my 
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hair, and my wretched plainness. He looked as though he 
saw me entire, as though he knew me. But did I know him? 
His presence scratched at my mind, like a half- remembered 
song. “What for?”

“Do I need a reason?” His voice was neither deep nor 
high, but  there was a quality to it that spoke of dark woods 
and dry winter nights. “Perhaps I just wanted to make a 
young  woman’s day a  little bit brighter. The nights grow long 
and cold,  after all.”

“Oh no, sir,” I said again. “My grand mother warned me 
against the wolves that prowl in the woods.”

The stranger laughed, and I caught a glimpse of sharp, 
white teeth. I shivered.

“Your grand mother is wise,” he said. “I’m sure she also 
told you to avoid the goblin men. Or perhaps she told you 
we  were one and the same.”

I did not answer.
“You are clever. I do not offer this gift to you out of the 

goodness of my heart, but out of a selfi sh need to see what 
you might do with it.”

“What do you mean?”
“ There is  music in your soul. A wild and untamed sort 

of  music that speaks to me. It defi es all the rules and laws 
you  humans set upon it. It grows from inside you, and I have 
a wish to set that  music  free.”

He had heard me sing with the fruit- sellers. A wild, un-
tamed sort of  music. I’d heard  those words before, from Papa. 
Then, it had seemed like an insult. My musical education 
had been rudimentary at best; of us all, Papa had taken the 
most time and care with Josef, making sure my  brother un-
derstood the theory and history of  music, its building blocks 
and foundations. I had always listened in on the edges of 
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 those lessons, taking what ever notes I could, applying them 
slipshod to my own compositions.

But this elegant stranger cast no judgment on my lack of 
formal structure, my lack of learning. I took his words and 
planted them deep inside.

“For you, Elisabeth.” He offered me the fl ute again. This 
time I took it. Despite the cold air, the instrument was 
warm, and felt almost like skin beneath my hands.

It was only  after the stranger dis appeared that I realized 
he had called me by my given name.

Elisabeth.
How could he have possibly known?

I held the fl ute in my hands, admiring its build,  running my 
fi n gers over the joins, the silver keys. A per sis tent thought 
niggled at the back of my mind, a sense I had lost or for-
gotten something, but it hovered on the edges of memory, 
a word on the tip of my tongue.

Käthe.
A jolt of fear stirred my sluggish thoughts. Käthe, where 

was Käthe? In the milling crowd,  there was no sign of 
my  sister’s ridicu lous confectionary hat, nor an echo of her 
chiming laugh. A deep sense of dread overcame me, along 
with the troubling feeling that I had been tricked.

Why did that tall, elegant stranger offer me a gift? Was it 
truly out of selfi sh curiosity for my sake, or just another ploy 
to distract me while the goblin men stole my  sister away?

I thrust the fl ute into my satchel and picked up the hems 
of my skirts, ignoring the scandalized glances of the town 
fussbud gets and the hooting calls of village ne’er- do- wells. 
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I ran through the market in a blind panic, calling Käthe’s 
name.

Reason warred with faith. I was too old to indulge in the 
stories of my childhood, but I could not deny the strange-
ness of my encounter with the fruit- sellers. With the tall, el-
egant stranger.

They  were the goblin men.
 There  were no goblin men.
Come buy, come buy!
The spectral voices of the merchants  were faint and thin 

on the breeze, more memory than sound. I followed that 
thread of  music, hearing its eerie melodies not with my ears, 
but with another part of me unseen and unnoticed. The 
 music reached into my heart and tugged, pulling me along 
like a puppet on its strings.

I knew where my  sister had gone. Terror seized me, along 
with the unquestioned certainty that something bad  will hap-
pen if I did not reach her in time. I had promised to keep 
my  sister safe.

Come buy, come buy!
The voices  were softer now, distant and hollow, fading 

into silence with a ghostly whisper. I reached the edges of 
the market, but the fruit- sellers  were no longer  there.  There 
 were no stalls, no  tables, no tents, no fruit, nothing to sug-
gest they had ever been  there. Nothing save Käthe’s lonely 
form in the mist, her fl imsy dress fl uttering about her, like 
one of the white ladies of Frau Perchta, like a fi gure from one 
of Constanze’s fairy tales. Perhaps I had reached my  sister 
in time. Perhaps  there was nothing to fear.

“Käthe!” I cried,  running to embrace her.
She turned around. My  sister’s lips glistened— red, sticky, 
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and sweet— her pout swollen as though she had just been 
thoroughly kissed.

In her hands was a half- eaten peach, its fl esh dripping 
down her fi n gers like rivulets of blood.
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S H E  I S  F O R  T H E 

 G O B L I N   K I N G  N O W

k
ÄTHE DID NOT SPEAK TO ME on our walk home. I was 
nursing a foul mood myself: my irritation with my 
 sister, the unsettling encounter with the fruit- sellers, 

the shivery longing the tall, elegant stranger had stirred in 
me— all swirled together into a maelstrom of confusion. A 
misty quality shrouded my memories of the market, and I 
could not be certain if it  hadn’t all been a dream.

Yet nestled in my satchel was the stranger’s gift. The 
fl ute jostled against my leg with  every step, as real as Josef’s 
bows in my hand. I wondered why the stranger had gifted 
the fl ute to me. I was a mediocre fl autist at best; the thin, 
ghostly sounds I could produce on the instrument  were more 
strange than sweet. I wondered how I would explain its 
existence to  Mother. I wondered how I could explain it to 
myself.

“Liesl.”
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To my surprise, it was Josef who greeted us at the door. 
He peered at us from around the posts, hovering uncom-
fortably on the threshold.

“What is it, Sepp?” I asked  gently. I knew my  brother was 
ner vous about his upcoming audition, what it would cost 
him to show his face to so many strangers. Like me, my 
 brother hid in the shadows; unlike me, he preferred it  there.

“Master Antonius,” he whispered, “is  here.”
“What?” I dropped my satchel. “So soon?” We  hadn’t ex-

pected the old violin master  until the eve ning.
He nodded. A wary expression crossed his face, his pale 

features pinched with worry. “He made good time over the 
Alps.  Didn’t want to get caught out by an early snowstorm.”

“He  needn’t have worried,” Käthe said. Both Josef and I 
turned to look at her in surprise. Our  sister was gazing into 
the distance, her eyes a glassy glaze. “The king still sleeps, 
waiting. The days of winter have not yet begun.”

My pulse beat hard. “Who’s sleeping? Who’s waiting?”
But she said no more, and merely walked past Josef into 

the inn.
My  brother and I exchanged a glance. “Is she all right?” 

he asked.
I bit my lip, remembering how the goblin fruit had 

stained her lips and chin with something like blood. Then I 
shook my head. “She’s fi ne. Where is Master Antonius now?”

“Upstairs, taking a nap,” Josef said. “ Mother told us not 
to disturb him.”

“And Papa?”
Josef slid his gaze from mine. “I  don’t know.”
I closed my eyes. Of all moments for Papa to dis appear. 

The old violin virtuoso had been a friend of Papa’s from the 
Prince- Bishop’s court. Both Master Antonius and Papa had 
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left  those days  behind them, but one had traveled further 
than the other. One had just fi nished a post as a visiting 
resident at the court of the Austrian emperor, while the 
other found solace at the bottom of a beer barrel  every night.

“Well.” I opened my eyes and forced my lips into a smile. 
I handed Josef his newly repaired bows and gathered an 
arm about his shoulder. “Let’s get ready to put on a show, 
 shall we?”

The kitchen was a fl urry of baking, boiling broiling. “Good, 
 you’re back,”  Mother said shortly. She nodded at a bowl on 
the  counter. “The meat is spiced, so start trimming the 
lengths.” She stood over a large vat of boiling  water, stirring 
a batch of sausages.

I put on an apron and immediately began mea sur ing the 
sausage casing to trim and tie into individual links. Käthe 
was nowhere to be seen, so I sent Josef to go look for her.

“Have you seen your  father?”  Mother asked.
I dared not look at her face.  Mother was an extraordi-

narily lovely  woman, her fi gure still slim and youthful, her 
hair still bright, her skin still fair. In the half- light of dusk 
and dawn, in the in- between hours, in the golden edge of a 
candle fl ame, one could see how she had been renowned 
throughout Salzburg not only for her beautiful voice, but for 
her beautiful face as well. But time had graven lines at the 
corners of her full lips and between her brows. Time, toil, 
and Papa.

“Liesl.”
I shook my head.
She sighed, and a world of meaning lay within that sound. 

Anger, frustration, hopelessness, resignation.  Mother still 
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had the gift of conveying  every shade of emotion through 
voice and voice alone.

“Well,” she said. “Let us pray Master Antonius  won’t take 
offense to his absence.”

“I’m sure Papa  will be back in time.” I picked up a knife 
to hide the lie. Trim, twist, tie. Trim, twist, tie. “We must 
have faith.”

“Faith.” My  mother laughed, but it was a  bitter sound. 
“You  can’t live on faith, Liesl. You  can’t feed your  family 
with it.”

Trim, twist, tie. Trim, twist, tie. “You know how charm-
ing Papa can be,” I said. “He could coax the trees to bear 
fruit in winter, he could be forgiven any slight.”

“Yes, I certainly know how charming your  father can be,” 
 Mother said drily.

I fl ushed; I was born only fi ve months  after my parents 
said their vows.

“Charm is all well and good,” she said, straining the sau-
sages and setting them on a towel to dry. “But charm  doesn’t 
put bread on the  table. Charm goes out with his friends at 
night when he could be showing his son to all the  great mas-
ters himself.”

I did not reply. It had been a dream of the  family’s once, 
to take Josef to the capital cities of the world and play his 
talent for better, richer ears. But we never did tour Josef. 
And now, at fourteen, my  brother was too old to be touted 
as a child prodigy the way the Mozarts or Linley had, too 
young to be appointed to any sort of permanent post as a 
professional musician. Despite his skill, my  brother still had 
years left to learn and perfect his craft, and if Master Anto-
nius did not taken him on as an apprentice, then it would 
be the end of Josef’s  career.
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So  there was a  great deal of hope riding on Josef’s audi-
tion, not just for Josef, but for all of us. It was my  brother’s 
opportunity to rise beyond his  humble beginnings and 
show the world what a talent he was, but it was also our 
 father’s last chance to play for all the  great audiences of 
Eu rope through his son. For  Mother, it was a way for her 
youn gest child to escape the life of drudgery and hardship 
that came with an innkeeper’s lot, and for Käthe, it was the 
possibility of visiting her famous  brother in all the capital 
cities: Mannheim, Munich, Vienna, and possibly even 
London, Paris, or Rome.

For me . . .  it was a way for my  music to reach ears be-
yond just Josef’s and mine. Käthe might have seen my se-
cret scribblings hidden in the box beneath our bed, but only 
Josef had ever heard its contents.

“Hans!”  Mother said. “I  didn’t expect to see you  here so 
early.”

The knife in my hand slipped. I cursed  under my breath, 
sucking at the cut to draw out the blood.

“I  wouldn’t miss Josef’s big day, Frau Vogler,” Hans said. 
“I came to help.”

“Bless you, Hans,”  Mother said affectionately. “ You’re a 
godsend.”

I ripped a strip from my apron to wrap around my bleed-
ing fi n ger and continued working, trying my best to remain 
unnoticed. He is your  sister’s betrothed, I reminded myself. Yet 
I  couldn’t help but steal glances at him from beneath my 
lashes.

Our eyes met, and all warmth left the room. Hans cleared 
his throat. “Good morning, Fräulein,” he said.

His careful distance stung worse than the cut on my 
 fi n ger. We had been familiar, once. Once upon a time, we 
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had been Hansl and Liesl. Once upon a time we had been 
friends, or perhaps something more. But that was before we 
all grew up.

“Oh, Hans.” I gave an awkward laugh. “ We’re almost 
 family. You can still call me Liesl, you know.”

He nodded stiffl y. “It’s good to see you, Elisabeth.”
Elisabeth. It was as intimate as we’d ever be now. I forced 

a smile. “How are you?”
“I am well, I thank you.” His brown eyes  were guarded. 

“And you?”
“Fine,” I said. “A  little ner vous. About the audition, I 

mean.”
Hans’s expression softened. He came close and took a 

knife from the cutting board, joining me in trimming, twist-
ing, and tying the sausages. “You  needn’t worry,” he said. 
“Josef plays like an angel.”

He smiled, and the frost between us began to thaw. We 
settled into the rhythm of our work— trim, twist, tie, trim, 
twist, tie— and for a moment, I could pretend it was as it 
had been when we  were  children. Papa used to give us key-
board and violin lessons together, and we had sat upon the 
same bench, learned the same scales, shared the same les-
sons. Though Hans never progressed much beyond  simple 
exercises, we spent hours together at the klavier, our shoul-
ders brushing, our hands never touching.

“Where is Josef, anyway?” asked Hans. “Out playing in 
the Goblin Grove?”

Hans, like the rest of us, had sat at Constanze’s feet, lis-
tening to her stories of kobolds and Hödekin, of goblins 
and Lorelei, of Der Erlkönig, the Lord of Mischief. Warm 
feelings began to fl icker between us like an ember.
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“Perhaps,” I said softly. “It is the last night of the year.”
Hans scoffed. “ Isn’t he too old to be playing fairies and 

goblins?”
His contempt was a dash of cold  water, quenching the 

remnants our shared youth.
“Liesl, can you come watch the vat?”  Mother asked, wip-

ing the sweat from her brow. “The brewers are to arrive at 
any moment.”

“I’ll do it,  ma’am,” Hans offered.
“Thank you, my dear,” she said. She relinquished the stir-

ring rod to Hans and walked out of the kitchen, wiping her 
hands on her apron, leaving us alone.

We did not speak.
“Elisabeth,” Hans began tentatively.
Trim, twist, tie. Trim, twist, tie.
“Liesl.”
My hands paused for the briefest moment, and then I 

resumed my work. “Yes, Hans?”
“I—” He cleared his throat. “I had hoped to catch you 

alone.”
That caught my attention. Our eyes met, and I found 

myself staring at him, bold- faced and direct. He was less 
handsome than I was wont to remember him, his chin less 
strong, his eyes closer set, his lips pinched and thin. But no 
one could deny that Hans was a good- looking man, least of 
all me.

“Me?” My voice was hoarse, but steady. “Why?”
His dark eyes studied my face, a wrinkle of uncertainty 

appearing between his brows. “I . . .  I want to make  things 
right between us, Lies— Elisabeth.”

“Are they not?”
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“No.” Hans stared at the swirling vat in front of him 
before setting his stirring rod aside, stepping closer to me. 
“No,  they’re not. I . . .  I’ve missed you.”

Suddenly it was hard to breathe. Hans seemed too big, 
too close, too much.

“We  were good friends once,  weren’t we?” he asked.
“We  were.”
I could not concentrate through the nearness of him. His 

lips formed words, but I did not hear them, only felt the 
brush of his breath against my own lips. I held myself rigid, 
wanting to push into him, knowing I should pull away.

Hans grabbed my wrist. “Liesl.”
Startled, I stared at where his fi n gers  were wrapped 

around my arm. For so long, I had wanted to touch him, to 
take his hands and feel  those fi n gers entwined in my own. 
Yet the moment Hans touched me of his own accord seemed 
unreal to me. It was as though I  were looking at someone 
 else’s hand and someone  else’s wrist.

He was not mine. He could not be mine.
 Couldn’t he?
“Katharina is gone.”
Constanze had wandered into the kitchen. Hans and I 

leaped apart, but my grand mother did not notice the fl ush 
in my cheeks. “Katharina is gone,” she said again.

“Gone?” I strug gled to gather my fallen composure and 
cover my exposed longing. “What do you mean? Gone 
where?”

“Just gone.” She sucked at a loose tooth.
“I sent Josef to fetch her.”
She shrugged. “She’s not anywhere in the inn, and your 

red cloak is missing.”
“I’ll go look for her,” Hans offered.
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“No, I  will,” I said hurriedly. I needed to put my mind 
and body back into its proper spaces. I needed to get away 
from him and fi nd myself in the woods.

My grand mother’s dark eyes bored into me. “How did 
you choose, girlie?” she asked softly. She was hunched over 
her gnarled cane like a bird of prey, her black shawl draped 
over her shoulders like crow’s wings.

The memory of the goblin fruit’s bloody fl esh  running 
down my  sister’s face and fi n gers returned to me. Josef is not 
the only who needs looking  after. I felt sick.

“Hurry,” Constanze urged. “I fear she is for the Goblin 
King now.”

I ran out of the kitchen and into the  great hall, wiping 
my hands on my apron. I took a shawl from the rack, 
wrapped it about my shoulders, and went in search of my 
 sister.

I did not venture far into the woods, thinking Käthe would 
keep close to home. Unlike Josef or me, she never felt any 
par tic u lar kinship with the trees and stones and babbling 
brooks in the forest. She did not like mud, or dirt, or damp, 
and preferred to stay inside, where it was warm, where she 
might primp and be pampered.

Yet my  sister was in none of her usual haunts. Ordinar-
ily, the farthest she ventured was to the stables (we owned 
no  horses, but the guests occasionally traveled on  horse back), 
and sometimes to the woodshed, where the tame grasses 
surrounding our inn ended and the wild edges of the forest 
began.

 There was the faint, impossible scent of summer peaches 
ripening on the breeze.
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Constanze’s warning echoed in my mind. She is for the 
Goblin King now. I wrapped my shawl tighter about me and 
hurried off the footpath into the woods.

Past the woodshed, past the creek that ran  behind our 
inn, deep in the wild heart of the forest, was a circle of al-
der trees we called the Goblin Grove. The trees grew in such 
a way as to suggest twisted arms and monstrous limbs fro-
zen in an eternal dance, and Constanze liked to tell us that 
the trees  were once  humans— naughty young  women— who 
had displeased Der Erlkönig. As  children we had played  here, 
Josef and me, played and sang and danced, offering our 
 music to the Lord of Mischief. The Goblin King was the 
silhouette around which my  music was composed, and 
the Goblin Grove was the place my shadows came to life.

I spied a scarlet shape in the woods ahead of me. Käthe 
in my cloak, walking to my sacred space. An irrational, petty 
slash of irritation cut through my dread and unease. The 
Goblin Grove was my haunt, my refuge, my sanctuary. Why 
must she take every thing that was mine? My  sister had a 
gift for turning the extraordinary into the ordinary. Unlike 
my  brother and me— who lived in the ether of magic and 
 music— Käthe lived in the world of the real, the tangible, 
the mundane. Unlike us, she never had faith.

Mist curled in about the edges of my vision, blurring the 
distance between spaces, making near seem far and far 
seem near. The Goblin Grove was but a few minutes’ walk 
from our inn, but time seemed to be playing tricks on me, 
and it felt as though I had been walking both forever and 
not at all.

Then I remembered time— like memory— was just an-
other one of the Goblin King’s playthings, a toy he could 
bend and stretch at  will.
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“Käthe!” I called. But my  sister did not hear me.
As a child, I pretended to see him, Der Erlkönig, this mys-

terious ruler underground. No one knew what he looked 
like, and no one knew what his true nature was, but I did. 
He looked like a boy, a youth, a man, what ever I needed him 
to be. He was playful, serious, in ter est ing, confusing, but he 
was my friend, always my friend. It was make- believe, true, 
but even make- believe was a sort of belief.

But  those  were the imaginings of a  little girl, Constanze 
told me. The Goblin King was none of the  things I knew 
him to be. He was the Lord of Mischief: mercurial, melan-
choly, seductive, beautiful, but he was, above all, dangerous.

Dangerous?  little Liesl had asked. Dangerous how?
Dangerous as a winter wind, which freezes the marrow from 

within, and not like a blade, which slashes the throat from 
without.

But I was not to worry, for only beautiful  women  were 
vulnerable to the Goblin King’s charms. They  were his 
weakness, and he was theirs; they wanted him— sinuous 
and fey and untamable— the way they wanted to hold on to 
candle fl ame or mist.  Because I was not beautiful, I never 
felt the weight of Constanze’s warnings about the Goblin 
King.  Because Käthe was not imaginative, she never had 
 either.

And now I feared for us both.
“Käthe!” I called again.
I picked up my skirts and my pace,  running  after my 

 sister. But no  matter how quickly I ran, the distance be-
tween us never closed. Käthe continued walking in her slow, 
steady way, yet I never managed to overtake her. She was as 
far from me as when I had fi rst set out  after her.

My  sister stepped into the Goblin Grove and paused. 
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She glanced over her shoulder, straight at me, but she never 
saw me. Her eyes scanned the woods, searching for some-
thing—or someone— specifi c.

Suddenly she  wasn’t alone.  There in the Goblin Grove, 
standing by my  sister’s side as though he had always been 
 there, was the tall, elegant stranger from the marketplace. 
He wore his cloak and hood, which hid his face from me, 
but Käthe gazed up at him with a look of adoration.

I stopped in my tracks. Käthe had a strange  little smile 
on her face, a smile I had never seen before, the thin, weak 
smile of an invalid facing a new day. Her lips looked bitten, 
and her skin was wan and pale. I felt bizarrely betrayed, by 
Käthe or the tall, elegant stranger, I  wasn’t sure. I did not 
know him, but he had seemed to know me. He was just an-
other  thing Käthe had taken from me, another  thing she 
had stolen.  Wasn’t he?

I was about to march straight into the Goblin Grove and 
drag my  sister back home to safety when the stranger drew 
back his hood.

I gasped.
I could say the stranger was beautiful, but to describe 

him thus was to call Mozart “just a musician.” His beauty 
was that of an ice storm, lovely and deadly. He was not 
handsome, not the way Hans was handsome; the stranger’s 
features  were too long, too pointed, too alien.  There was a 
prettiness about him that was almost girly, and an ugliness 
about him that was just as compelling. I understood then 
what Constanze had meant when  those doomed young la-
dies longed to hold on to him the way they yearned to grasp 
candle fl ame or mist. His beauty hurt, but it was the pain 
that made it beautiful. Yet it was not his strange and cruel 
beauty that moved me, it was the fact that I knew that face, 
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that hair, that look. He was as familiar to me as the sound 
of my own  music.

This was the Goblin King.
I came upon that realization with no more surprise than 

if I had come across the local baker. The Goblin King had 
always been my neighbor, a fi xture in my life, as sure as the 
church steeple and the cloth merchant and the poverty that 
dogged my  family’s heels. I had grown up with him outside 
my win dow, just as I had grown up with Hans and the milk-
maid and the purse- lipped ladies of the village square. Of 
course I recognized him. Had I not seen his face  every night 
in my dreams, in my childish fancies? Yet . . .   hadn’t it all 
been just that— pretend?

This was the Goblin King. That was my  sister in his arms. 
This was my  sister tilting her head back to greet his lips. 
That was the Goblin King bending down to receive her 
kisses like sacred offerings made at the altar of his worship. 
This was the Goblin King  running long, slender fi n gers 
down the line of my  sister’s neck, her shoulder, her back. 
That was my  sister laughing, her bright, musical bell of a 
laugh, and this was the Goblin King smiling in return, but 
looking at me, always looking. I was entranced; my  sister 
was enchanted.

Enchanted. The word was a dash of cold  water, and my 
senses returned with a jolt. This was the Goblin King. The 
abductor of maidens, the punisher of misdeeds, the Lord 
of Mischief and the Underground. But was he also not the 
friend of my childhood, the confi dante of my youth? I hesi-
tated, torn by confl icting desires.

I shook my head. I had to rescue my  sister. I had to break 
the spell.

“Käthe!” I screamed. The woods resounded, and a raucous 
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cacophony of startled crows took up my cry. Ka- kaw! Ka- 
kaw! Ka- Käthe!

This time the Goblin King took note. He raised his head 
and we locked gazes over my  sister’s stupefi ed form. His 
pale hair surrounded his thin face like a halo, like a thistle 
cloud, like a wolf’s shaggy mane, silver and gold and color-
less all at once. I could not tell what color his eyes  were from 
where I stood, but they  were likewise pale, and icy. The 
Goblin King tilted his head in a duelist’s nod and gave me 
a small smile, the tips of his teeth sharp and pointed. I 
clenched my fi sts. I knew that smile. I recognized it, and 
understood it as a challenge.

Come rescue her, my dear, the smile said. Come and rescue 
her . . .  if you can.
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