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			For Kristin, who believed first.

			This is the book that started it all. 

			I’m forever grateful.
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			I am going to tell you a story you already know. But listen carefully, because within it is one you have never heard before.

			The story you know is about a boy named Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.

			You recognize his name. Even if you do not, you know him well, because you have heard his music all your life.

			He was here and then gone, a brief, brilliant shard of life, a flash of stardust that ignited the sky. I knew his mind better than anyone else, understood its every winding path and quiet corner as deeply as my own. I remember everything about the way his tiny hand fit into mine, the sweep of his long lashes against his baby cheeks, the expression he would turn on me in the darkness of our shared bedchamber, his wide, fragile eyes glittering, always dreaming of some faraway place. I will tell you how the space in his small chest held so much joy and beauty that, if he wasn’t careful, it might all spill out into the streets, drenching the world in too much light. He knew this, and so he held back, made rigid symmetry of the unimaginable so that the world could understand it, and for that his music became all the more sublime.

			The story you have never heard is about the sister who composed beside him. In a way, you know her too, for you have also heard her music all your life. She is not the stardust but the steady wick, the one who burns low and quiet. You do not see her by the way she lights up the sky but by the way she steadies herself against the darkness, alone, at night, beside a window while the world sleeps around her. She writes when others do not see. By morning, none would know that her flame had ever been there. Her music is the ghost in the air. You know it because it reminds you of something you cannot quite grasp. You wonder where you have heard it before.

			The story you already know is set in a real land, full of real kings and castles and courts. There are long carriage rides and summer concerts and a little boy in a royal coat.

			The story you have never heard is set in a dream of fog and stars, faery princelings and queens of the night. It is about the Kingdom of Back, and the girl who found it.

			I am the sister, the other Mozart. And her story is mine.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			SALZBURG, AUSTRIA

			1759
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			MOZART BY THE OCEAN

			Sometimes, a day comes along that seems  possessed by a certain shade of magic. You know those moments. There is a peculiar pattern to the silhouettes of  leaves quivering against the sunbeam on the floor. The dust in the air glows white, charmed. Your voice is a note suspended in the breeze. The sounds outside your window seem very far away, songs of another world, and you imagine that this is the moment just before something unusual happens. Perhaps it is happening right now.

			My day of magic arrived on a bright autumn morning, when the poplar trees swayed against a golden city. I had recently turned eight years old. My brother, Wolfgang, was not yet four.

			I was still playing through my exercises when Papa came through the door with Herr Schachtner at his side, the two of them discussing some matter or other about the archbishop, their hair blown wispy from the bustle of the Getreidegasse, the city’s main thoroughfare, on which our home stood.

			I paused in the middle of my arpeggios and folded my hands in my lap. Even now, I can remember the uneven stitching of my blue petticoat, my white hands against black clavier keys, the skeleton leaves clinging to Herr Schachtner’s shoulders. His voice had been steeped in something rich and baritone. The scent of the street—wind and smoke and baked bread—lingered like a perfume on his coat.

			My lips were rosy and dry. My hair stayed neatly curled behind my neck in loose dark waves, held back with pins. I was still too young to fuss over my appearance, so my mother had left me in a simple state.

			“Herr Schachtner!” My mother’s voice sweetened with surprise at the sound of men in the room. She said this as if we were not expecting him at all, the esteemed court trumpeter of Salzburg, as if we had not planned everything in advance for his visit. “Such talk of the archbishop and the orchestra, it’s no wonder you and my husband are always tired. Sebastian,” she added, nodding at our manservant. “The Herr’s coat and hat.”

			Sebastian hung up the court trumpeter’s belongings. They were finely made, velvet encrusted with gold lining, his hat made of beaver pelt and trimmed with lace. Beside them, my father’s coat appeared worn, the threads thin at the elbows. My eyes wandered to the hem of my mother’s dress—it was fraying, the color dull. We were the look of a family forever on the edge of respectable.

			My father was too busy with our guest to pay me any mind, but Mama noticed the stiffness in my posture and the paleness of my cheeks. She gave me an encouraging glance as she passed me.

			Steady, little one, she had said to me earlier in the morning. You have practiced hard for this. Do not be nervous.

			I kept her words in mind and tried to loosen my shoulders. But Papa had timed their arrival a bit too early this morning. I had only played my scales so far. My fingers had not yet shaken the cold from their tips, and when I pressed down on the keys, they still felt as if they were somewhere far away.

			My brother stayed mercifully out of sight today, hiding somewhere in our parents’ bedroom, no doubt up to some mischief. I hoped he would remain quiet until Herr Schachtner left, or at least until I finished playing.

			The Herr gave Mama a warm smile that crinkled the edges of his mouth and molded his face into a pleasant sight. “Ah, Frau Mozart,” he replied, winking at her as he kissed her hand. “I always tell Leopold how lucky he is to have found the rare woman with a good ear.”

			My mother blushed and thanked him for his kind words. Her skirts glided against the floor as she curtsied. “I can only claim my gifted ear from my father,” she told him. “He was a talented musician, you know.”

			As she moved, I memorized the polite tilt of her head and the way she tucked a stray hair behind her ear. Somewhere in those movements must have been her true reaction to his statement, but her face remained as it always was, serene and secretive, sweet and mild. It was clear she pleased the Herr, because his grin broadened.

			“Yes, God has blessed me in many ways,” my father said. His smile was coiled as tightly as my nerves. His eyes flashed in my direction, hard and glittering. “Nannerl inherits her good ear from her mother, as you’ll soon see.”

			It was my unspoken cue. At my father’s words, I rose obediently from my bench to greet our guest. Papa disliked it when I curtsied without stepping away from the clavier or let my gaze wander anywhere that was not the floor. He said it made visitors think me a distracted and careless young lady.

			I could not give Herr Schachtner any reason to find me rude.

			Serene and sweet. I thought of Mama and tried to imitate the way she had lowered her head just so, the demure way she’d swept her skirts across the floor. Still, my curiosity stirred, and my eyes darted immediately to the court trumpeter’s hands, searching for proof of musical talent in the way his fingers moved.

			Mama called for Sebastian to bring some coffee and tea, but Papa waved her off. “Later,” he said. It was best, perhaps, if the Herr did not see our porcelain set. I pictured the old saucers with their small chips, the teapot’s fading paint. Mama had begged him for a new one for proper company, but it had been ages since we had a reason to entertain such guests. Until today.

			Herr Schachtner brushed the leaves from the velvet of his justaucorps. “Thank you, Frau Mozart, but I will not stay long. I am here to listen to your lovely daughter’s progress on the clavier.”

			“Johann followed me home after I mentioned Nannerl’s talents.” My father patted Herr Schachtner’s shoulder. “He could not help himself.”

			“What luck,” Mama said. She arched a brow at me. “You are just in time, then. Nannerl happens to be in the middle of practicing.”

			My hands trembled and I pressed them together harder, trying to warm them. Today would be the first time I ever performed for an audience. My father had sat at the clavier with me for weeks as we prepared, studying my technique, slapping my wrists when I erred.

			Music is the sound of God, Nannerl, he would say. If given the talent, it means God has chosen you as an ambassador for His voice. Your music will be as if God has given you eternal life.

			My father, God . . . there was little difference between them to me. A frown from Papa might as well have been a frown from Heaven, for what it did to my mood. Every night, I’d go to bed hearing the way my hands would move across the keys, the notes crisp in their perfection. I’d dreamed of how the Herr would stand, clapping heartily, and how my father would sit back in his chair with a satisfied smile. I’d imagined the Herr demanding I play before a wider audience. My father making the arrangements. Coins filling our family’s coffers and the strain easing from his eyes.

			That was the reason behind everything this morning. Children my age, Papa said, could not play the clavier with the skill that I did. I was the miracle. Chosen by a divine hand. Destined to be noticed. If I could demonstrate this to Herr Schachtner, he could extend an invitation for me to perform before Herr Haydn, the most acclaimed composer in Austria. He would be my gateway to the royal courts of Europe, to the kings and queens.

			From my hands could sing the voice of God, worth its weight in gold.

			“Nannerl, is it?” Herr Schachtner’s voice addressed me.

			I nodded in his direction. My chest fluttered as if it were brimming with moths. My fingers twitched, eager to dance. “Yes, Herr,” I said. The last time he visited our home, he had not noticed me. But, then, he had no reason to.

			“How long has your papa instructed you on the clavier, Fräulein?”

			“Six months, Herr.”

			“And do you think you play well?”

			I hesitated. It was a tricky question. I did not want to speak too proudly, so that he may think me arrogant, or too meekly, so thus a poor player. “I don’t know, Herr,” I finally said. “But I believe you will know best when you hear me.”

			He laughed, pleased, and I allowed myself a small smile in relief. Men, my mother had always advised, were incapable of resisting praise. If you needed something from them, you first told them about all the ways they impressed.

			When I chanced a look up at him, his smile widened and he tugged at both sides of his justaucorps’ collar. “Well, what a charming girl, Leopold,” he said to my father. “Delightfully reserved for her age. She’ll marry well, I’ll say.”

			I turned my eyes down again, forcing a smile at his compliment, even as my hands tensed against the fabric of my dress. I’d once heard a coachman call his mare delightfully reserved as he tightened her bridle.

			Papa turned to me. “We learned a new menuett yesterday,” he said. “Let’s start with that, Nannerl.”

			It was not a new menuett, truthfully, but one that Papa had written for me weeks ago and that I’d practiced for ten days. But Herr Schachtner did not need to know that. So I said, “Yes, Papa,” then sat back down at the clavier and reached for my notebook.

			In my nervousness, I started to play before I had counted to three in my head. Careful, I scolded myself. Herr Schachtner would notice every mistake I made. I took a deep breath and let the world still around me. The slant of light in the air, the sound of my father’s voice, the weight of a stranger’s presence in the room. They faded now, leaving me with only my hands and the keys.

			Here, I was alone. This was my world. I began to play and my fingers steadied against the music. A major scale, a shift, a drawn-out A, another scale, a trill. I closed my eyes. In the darkness, with only myself, I searched for the pulse of the music and let my hands find it.

			It was like coming upon a web in the woods so fragile that a single puff of air would blow it away. I thought of the clouds right before they shifted, a butterfly on the underside of a leaf, velvet-white edelweiss on a lonely rock, rain at midnight against the windowpanes. When I played, it was as if I were discovering the harmony of everything I already knew, but in a way that revealed itself only to me.

			My entire heart pulled with yearning at the music. I leaned into the web and let it encase me.

			Then—

			A bubble of laughter came from somewhere in my parents’ bedchamber. The web around me wavered, threads of it starting to burn away to reveal the room again, the light and the stranger and my father.

			I furrowed my brows and tried to concentrate again. But from the corner of my eye, a blur of motion emerged from behind the bedroom door and ran over to where Papa sat. I caught sight of a head of warm brown curls. Small, stout limbs. A bright smile that beckoned to everything around him.

			My brother, Wolfgang.

			“Ah, Woferl!” I heard the familiar affection in Papa’s voice as he used my brother’s pet name. Of course, he did not scold him for the interruption. “What are you so eager about? It will have to wait. Do you see? Your sister is playing for us.”

			My brother simply smiled and lifted himself up onto the tips of his toes to whisper something into Herr Schachtner’s ear. In spite of myself, I strained to hear what he said. My focus elsewhere, I felt my fingers speed up, disturbing the web in the woods and the flower on the rock. I bit my lip and forced myself back into rhythm.

			Herr Schachtner laughed loudly. He shared the joke with my father, who chuckled, and then said something in return to my brother.

			The music that filled my head began to fragment, and in the slots between the notes grew guesses at what they could be discussing. Look at the funny faces she makes. See how stiffly she sits. Her tempo is uneven.

			Or, perhaps worse, they weren’t talking about me at all.

			My hands stumbled over each other—I managed to catch this mistake before it ruined the piece, but one of my fingers still slipped off its key.

			The note came out silent, an ugly gap between rising arpeggios.

			Heat rushed to my cheeks. I cast a glance toward my audience to see my father’s eyes dart at me, surprise and disapproval sharp on his face. Herr Schachtner tucked one hand under each of Woferl’s underarms and picked him up to sit upon his lap. My brother’s legs swung idly.

			“Thank you, Nannerl,” Papa said.

			His voice startled me. I hadn’t even realized that the menuett was done, that my hands had already retreated to my lap. The web in the woods was gone. The clouds and butterflies and rain vanished from my mind. No one was listening to me anymore.

			I straightened and rose, trembling, from the bench to curtsy. The floor beneath me swayed in the sudden silence of the room. My father’s smile swayed on artificial hinges.

			From where he sat on the Herr’s lap, Woferl met my eyes with all the innocence of a little boy. His cheeks were round, still flushed from the remnants of a lingering fever that had struck just days ago. His eyes shone as brightly as pebbles winking in a stream. I softened at the angelic face of the brother I loved, even though I did not want to linger on his gaze.

			Do not blame Woferl, Papa would say later. He could not have distracted Herr Schachtner if you had played well.

			Herr Schachtner put his hands together and clapped. “Ah! Splendid, child!” he exclaimed. “You are a true talent.” He turned to my father. “You are absolutely right, Leopold. She plays such smooth measures, and with such control. I’ve no doubt she will perform for royalty when she is older.”

			My father thanked him politely at those words, but I could see the strain in his pride, the disappointment in his expression.

			Herr Schachtner was supposed to say more. He was supposed to be astounded. He should have extended an invitation to us, arranged for me to perform before Herr Haydn and Austria’s other masters of music, offered to introduce me to his friends at court. Suggested a grand tour, to showcase me across all Europe. Just think of the Italians! he should have said. A prodigy hailing from the Rome of the North, worthy of Rome herself!

			But instead, what he said was: When she is older.

			I was not the miracle, destined to be noticed. Already, the Herr had moved on to telling my father a story about an argument between the orchestra’s horns, my brother still bouncing on his knee. My performance was thoroughly forgotten.

			Six weeks, I’d prepared for this. I felt the numb tingle return to my fingertips, and the shame of the note I’d let slip spilling out onto my cheeks.

			I never let notes slip.
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			Later that night, after Papa had already retired to his chamber, I sat up in bed with my music notebook in my lap, the pages still open to the measures I’d played earlier in the day. As usual, Woferl lay curled lengthwise at my side. I thought about pushing him away, but instead I watched his chest rise and fall in a gentle rhythm, weighing my mood against the incessant complaints that I’d hear if I shook him out of sleep.

			I ran my fingers across the dried ink, replaying my performance in my mind. Finally, I closed it and placed it on my shelf, reaching instead for a round pendant I always kept nearby, its glass surface painted bright blue and black. Faint oil streaks lingered on its surface where my thumbs had rubbed away its glossy sheen.

			Mama noted my silence from where she was gathering up a few of Woferl’s toys on the floor. She sighed. “Remember, Nannerl, your brother is only a child,” she said to me. The skin under her eyes was soft and wrinkled, her hair a mixture of mahogany and silver. “He does not know any better.”

			“He knows what a performance means.” My eyes went to hers. “He distracted Herr Schachtner today. You saw him.”

			Mama smiled in sympathy, her eyes warm with understanding. “Ah, mein Liebling. He means no harm. You played very well today.”

			I looked back down at Woferl. His face was flushed, his waves of brown curls in complete disarray. Mama was right, of course, and out of guilt, I reached over to smooth my brother’s hair. He stirred, yawning like a pause between measures, his tongue tiny and pink.

			“Can you tell me a story?” he murmured, and pressed himself closer to me. Before I could answer, his breathing evened again into sleep.

			It was a request he made almost every day. Sharing stories with Woferl was our constant game—we spun myths of elves and dwarves, chimera that emerged from the dark woods, gnomes guarding the sleeping emperor in the Untersberg Mountain. But we told them to each other in secret, for Papa disapproved of them. At worst, they were stories about the Devil’s creatures, here to torment and tempt us. At best, they were faery-tale nonsense.

			Mama, however, indulged us with them. When I was very small, she used to gather me in her arms at night and whisper such stories to me in a hushed voice. After Woferl came along and Papa complained about our mother filling our heads with fables, I became the one to tell them. They soon turned into something that belonged wholly to us.

			In this moment, his dreaming voice sounded so small, his question to me so true, that I felt my heart soften, as it always did, to him.

			Mama came over to sit with us on the edge of the bed. She glanced at the pendant in my hands that I kept rubbing. It had been my birthday present from her, a trinket acquired when she’d visited our uncle Franz in Augsburg. To give you luck, she’d told me with a kiss on each cheek. Now she looked on as I ran my fingers idly across its smooth surface.

			“Do you need good fortune so desperately?” Mama finally asked, taking my hand in hers.

			My hand tightened against the pendant. “Yes,” I said.

			“And what for, my little love?”

			I paused for a moment and turned my eyes up to her. A silver wolf, Papa had once called her, for although my mother was as steady and graceful as the snow, she was also warm, her eyes alight with intelligence for those attentive enough to notice. It was the gaze of a survivor, a woman who had fought through poverty and debt and somehow carried on after the deaths of the five children who Woferl and I had outlived.

			My own insecurities embarrassed me. How could I explain to her the feelings that pressed against my chest? My mother, who glided through every moment in her life with serenity and grace. Who seemed to have faced every misfortune without fear.

			“Mama,” I finally said. “What are you afraid of?”

			She laughed and leaned over to tap my nose. Her voice was full of vibrato, the music of a fine cello. “I am afraid of the cold, little one, because it makes my bones ache. I am afraid when I hear stories of plague and war.” A graveness flickered in her gaze, as it often did when she thought of her childhood. “I am afraid for you and Woferl, as mothers always are.” She raised an eyebrow at me, and I felt myself drawn into her gaze. “And you?”

			My hands returned to the pendant, its black eye staring silently back up at me. I wondered if it could see into all the drawers and pockets of my father’s mind, if it could tell me if I was still kept carefully in there. If I played poorly again, perhaps my father would lose interest altogether in teaching me. I thought of how the men had looked away from me after my performance today, how little the Herr seemed to have heard of what I played.

			“I am afraid of being forgotten,” I said. The truth emerged fully formed, empowered somehow by being named.

			“Forgotten?” She laughed, a rich, throaty sound. “What a fear for a little girl.”

			“Someday I won’t be little anymore,” I replied.

			Mama sobered at the words of an old soul emerging from her daughter’s lips. “Everyone is forgotten, mein Liebling,” she said gently. “Except the kings and queens.”

			And the talented, I added in silence, studying my brother’s dark curls. They were words my father had once said. Only the worthy are made immortal.

			With a sigh, Mama leaned toward me and kissed me gently on my cheek. “You will have plenty of years to weigh yourself down with such thoughts. Tonight, love, let yourself sleep.” She turned her back and closed the door behind her, leaving us alone.

			I stared at the door that Mama had just stepped through, then turned to look out at the dark city through our window. In that moment, I made a wish.

			Help me be worthy. Worthy of praise, of being loved and remembered. Worthy of attention when I bared my heart at the clavier. Worthy enough for my music to linger long after I was gone. Worthy of my father. Make them remember me.

			The thought trailed through my mind in a circle. I saw myself seated at the bench again, this time with the Herr never turning away in distraction, my father looking on with pride, the web in the woods unbroken and perfect. I let the image linger so long that when I finally went to sleep, I could still see it imprinted behind my closed eyes.

			I thought no one heard my secret prayer, not even God, who seemed to have little interest in the wants of small girls.

			But someone was listening.
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			That night, I dreamed of a shore lit by twin moons, each bright as a diamond, both suspended low at the water’s edge. Their images were mirrored perfectly against a still ocean. The line of a dark forest curved along the horizon. The shore’s sand was very white, the seashells very blue, and through the curling sea foam walked a boy. He looked like a wild child, clad in nothing more than black bark and silver leaves, twigs entangled in his hair, a flash of pearly white teeth brightening his smile, and although he was too far away for me to make out his features, his eyes glowed, the blue of them reflected against his cheeks. The air around him rippled with a melody so perfect, so unlike anything I’d ever heard, that I woke with my hand outstretched before me, aching to grasp it.

			That was the first time I ever saw the Kingdom of Back.
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			THE WAKING DREAM

			I spent days sitting before the clavier after that first dream, trying in vain to find the perfect melody I’d heard. But no matter what I did, I couldn’t get it to sound quite right.

			“What is it that you keep playing over and over?” Woferl asked me whenever he came to watch me practice.

			“Just something I heard in a dream,” I told him.

			He looked thoughtfully at me, his eyes wide as if searching for the melody too. “But the notes are not the same, are they?” he said.

			I still don’t know how he knew, except that he must have guessed by the frown on my face. “No, not the same,” I replied. “Because what I heard in my dream wasn’t real.”

			Weeks passed, then months, and soon my memory of it blurred. My attempts turned scattered, the tune shifting until it became unrecognizable. Eventually, I let myself believe that maybe it hadn’t been such a perfect melody after all.

			The seasons drifted from ice to rain to sun to wind. The hills that hemmed in Salzburg became white with snow, then green with new buds, then orange and gold, then white once more. My mother fixed my dresses as I grew. I began to hear murmured conversation between my parents at night, about how soon I would no longer be a child, about marriage and what prospects I had, how they would fill my dowry chest. Outside, the New Year’s rifles fired and the star singers visited our door, slapping their arms against the Christmas cold, their voices warm with good cheer. Here and there, I’d catch a snippet of music in the streets that would just barely touch the edges of my memory, reminding me of something from a faraway dream.

			Papa continued my lessons as I aged, filling the notebook he had bought me with menuetts, and I continued to practice the pieces. No more guests came to listen to me. Most days I was glad for it. The clavier was my cocoon of a world, my haven. In here, I could listen to my secrets in peace. But at night I lay awake and replayed the music in my mind, my thoughts circling the wish I’d spoken from my heart.

			In my dreams, I was haunted by the way my father leaned away from me after a lesson, the weight of his disappointment that I couldn’t grasp what he was offering me. I wondered what it might feel like to fade into the air one day. Whether my father would notice it. There was only so much time before I would leave childhood behind and he would stop teaching me entirely.

			One morning, when Papa finished his lessons with me and I closed my notebook carefully, Woferl climbed onto the clavier bench beside me and reached his hands toward the keys. He had grown too, although perhaps not as much as a boy his age should. His eyes still looked enormous in the small, plump set of his face, and when he turned toward the music stand, I could see his long lashes against his cheeks, haloed in the light. He was a fragile child, both in body and health. It made me want to curl my arm protectively around his shoulders.

			“Woferl,” I chided gently. “Papa does not want you to play yet.” My father said he was too young, his fingers too small and tender to press the keys properly. He did not want him to damage his hands. For now, selfishly, I was glad to keep music lessons something between only my father and me.

			Woferl seemed to stare through my notebook, his eyes yearning for somewhere far away. His lashes turned up for a moment as he looked at me. “Please, Nannerl,” he said, scooting closer to me so that he pressed against my side. “Can’t you teach me a little? You are the best player in the world.”

			He had been asking me this for weeks, climbing onto my bench after Papa had left for the day, and each time I had turned him away. But this morning, his expression was particularly coaxing, and my mood was light, my hands warm and sure against the keys.

			I laughed at him. “Surely you don’t think I’m better than Papa,” I replied.

			When I looked at him again, he seemed serious. “I promise I won’t tell.”

			Whatever a promise meant to a small boy. Still, the sweetness of his face made me surrender.

			“You are too far away,” I said at last. “Let’s move the bench closer, ja?”

			Everything about him illuminated. His eyes, his smile, his posture. He let out a soft squeak under his breath as I drew him close to the clavier, then helped him position his fingers against the keys. His hands looked so tiny against mine that I held them in my palms a beat longer, as if to protect them. Only when he made a sound, pushing me to move aside, did I release him.

			“This is a chord,” I said, stretching my own hand out beside his. I played a harmonious trio of notes for him, each key spaced one out from the next, at first all together, then one after the other.

			He watched me in fascination. He was still small enough that he had to use two hands to play it properly, the thumb of his left hand holding down the lowest of the three notes while two fingers of his right hand tapped out the middle and highest notes. E, G#, B. He listened curiously to it, tilting his head this way and that at the sound.

			I smiled and played another chord. He followed my example.

			This was when the first sign appeared. I don’t think that anyone else could have noticed it, not even Papa, who never had the patience to see these things.

			When Woferl pressed down on the keys, one of the notes that he struck sounded very slightly out of tune.

			He frowned, then played it again. Again, the note came out at the wrong pitch.

			I leaned toward him, about to tell him that the string must need tightening. But the frustration that clouded his gaze made me pause. He pressed the key a third time, thinking that it might fix itself, and when it didn’t, he hummed the right pitch in the back of his throat, as if he couldn’t understand how the same note could be correct in his mind and incorrect outside of it.

			I knew, in that moment, that he had a remarkable ear. Sharper than our father’s, sharper than Herr Schachtner’s. Perhaps even sharper than mine, at least at that age. Already he understood the sound of perfection.

			I now think this was how he first learned that the world was an imperfect place.

			“Very good, Woferl,” I said to him.

			He paused to give me a relieved smile. “You hear it too,” he said, and in that moment, I felt the warmth of his presence in my world, a second soul who understood.

			We played a few more sets of chords before Woferl finally leaned away, looked from the clavier to the window’s golden light, then back to me. “Can you tell me a story?” he asked absently.

			So, he was in a whimsical mood. I glanced toward our parents’ bedroom, as if Papa could still hear us even though he had left hours ago. Mama had gone with Sebastian to the clothier. No one else was home.

			“All right,” I said, and closed my eyes to think of something.

			I still don’t know why it returned to me then. Perhaps it was the chords we’d played together, which still seemed to hang in the air. But there, in the darkness, I found myself hearing the achingly pristine music from my dream years ago. The memory resurfaced of a beautiful young face that I couldn’t quite recall. Of waking with my hand outstretched before me, yearning to stay longer.

			I opened my eyes. The sun was slanting against the floors just so, and a new haze hung about the light in the room. We were bathed in its glow. “There is a forest,” I said, looking down at my brother. “That surrounds a kingdom.”

			Woferl grinned at that. He clapped his hands. “What kingdom?” he asked. “What forest?” This was the game between us. He would ask me questions. I would invent answers for him, and slowly, our story would grow.

			“It is a place where moss and flowers coat the floor,” I said in a hushed voice. “Trees grow in thick bundles. But, Woferl, they are not trees like what we know.”

			“What are they like?”

			Now my dream returned in glittering pieces: the moon, the sea, the black line of woods, and the strange shapes of the trees. The boy walking through the sea foam. I lowered my voice and gestured him closer. My imagination wandered free, constructing the rest of what this fantasy of a land might be. “They stand upside down, with their roots pointing up to the sky and their leaves curling against the ground, forming deep pools of rainwater along the lone path. You must be careful, for they feed on those who slip and fall in.”

			Woferl’s eyes turned round as coins. “Do you think ghosts live there?”

			“All manner of creatures do.” I pondered on what to tell him next. “They are not what they seem. Some are good and kind. Others will tell you they are one thing when they are another. You must follow the good ones, Woferl, and if you do, they will lead you to a shore with sand white as snow.”

			Woferl had forgotten everything else around him now. He stared up at me with such an intent face that I laughed at his attention. My fingers danced across the clavier’s keys as I played a few light notes for him. To my pleasure, every note drew his admiration, as if he could not get enough of this world I’d chosen to share with him.

			“Come here,” I suddenly said, putting my arm around him. “I know a piece that sounds just like this forest, if you want to hear it.”

			Woferl giggled as I turned to a blank page in my notebook, careful not to crinkle the edges of the paper. I took a deep breath, then attempted yet again to reconstruct the music I’d heard in my sleep. I thought of the snippets of sounds from the streets that would awaken my memories, and added them to the melody.

			Note by note, a strange song emerged from another world.

			Woferl’s fingers danced in the air. He hummed the tune under his breath, his pitch perfect, and a part of me knew that he must be the only other person in the world who could hear the same beauty I could. “Can I play it like you, do you think?”

			“When your fingers grow a little.” I gripped the bottom of our bench, then stood and pulled it toward the clavier. Woferl’s hands scooted closer to the keys. “Would you like to try?” I asked him.

			Woferl did. He mimicked my notes. And again, I found myself pausing to notice that he could remember everything I’d played, that even with his small hands, he could follow along almost as if he’d been practicing with me for days.

			I watched him in wonder, and within that wonder, a small twinge of something—envy, fear—took root. The feeling sat cold against my chest. The wish I’d made so long ago came back to me in a sudden wave. Make them remember me.

			That was when it first happened.

			Woferl saw it before I did. He sucked in his breath and cooed in delight, and then stretched his little arms toward the open pages of my notebook. I looked at what had captured his attention.

			There, right on the first page, was a tiny cluster of grass blades and three beautiful white blooms of flowers, all growing from the parchment at a straight angle. I blinked, hardly believing what I was seeing. They were edelweiss flowers, treasures of the Alps.

			“Don’t touch them, Woferl,” I whispered, pulling his arm back.

			“Are they real?” he asked.

			I leaned closer to inspect the strange sight. Edelweiss did not grow at such low altitudes, and certainly not out of music paper. They were flowers of the mountains, plants that men sometimes died seeking out for their beloveds. Mama once told us that the Virgin Mary herself had blessed our land with edelweiss by dusting the mountains with stars.

			And yet, there they were—snow white, their petals thick and velvet, their edges hazy in the glow of the afternoon. A clean, fragile scent hung in the air. The light in the room seemed very strange now, as if perhaps we were part of a waking dream.

			“They must have come from the forest,” I said. I reached one finger out.

			My brother made an irritated sound. “You said not to touch them.”

			“Well, I’m older than you.” I let my finger skim the surface of one flower. The petal felt like the collar of my winter coat, fuzz against my fingertips. I drew my hand back. Part of the color came away when I did, leaving a streak of white across my skin like paint.

			“I’m going to tell Papa,” he said.

			I grabbed his hand. “No, don’t. Please, Woferl? Papa will think I’ve been filling your head with silly stories.”

			He looked at me for a moment, his expression wavering between emotions. I patted his cheeks gently in the way that our mother did. It was this that finally won him over. I saw the resistance go out of him, the sway of his body toward me as he savored the affection. He scooted back beside me. I rubbed the streak on my skin between two fingers, watching as it smeared and faded away into the air. Perhaps it had never been there at all. When we glanced back to the notebook’s open pages, the edelweiss had disappeared. Beside me, Woferl held his breath, waiting for the dream to return. My hands trembled.

			But that was not all. When my finger had touched the flower petal, I’d heard a distinct musical note. No, something more than that. A sound too perfect to be from this world. A secret. I could tell by my brother’s expression that he had not heard it. I played it over in my mind until I realized the note was not a note at all, but a sweet and beautiful voice that bubbled with bright laughter. I knew, immediately, that it belonged to the boy by the ocean. It spoke only one sentence.

			I can help you, Nannerl, if you help me.
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			THE BOY FROM ANOTHER WORLD

			I think it all strange now, of course—a boy from another world, born from somewhere in my dreams. But the voice was very real then. I thought about it late into the night, turning it this way and that in my mind in an attempt to make sense of it, aching to hear its perfection one more time.

			Woferl lay next to me in our shared bed and watched me with bright, sleepless eyes. Finally, he propped himself up on one elbow. “Do you think we’ll see the edelweiss flowers again?” He leaned toward me. He was still so small that his arms sank almost entirely into the folds of the bed. “Did they come from the forest in your story?”

			I sighed and rolled over to look at him in a knowing manner. “Perhaps,” I said, to appease his curiosity. “I don’t know. But I do know I’m quite tired. Aren’t you?”

			Woferl stared back innocently at me. “Yes. But you know everything, Nannerl. Don’t you also know what the forest is like?”

			His chatter distracted me. All I wanted was to close my eyes and drift off to sleep with that musical note again in my mind. I sighed. “If I tell you a little more of the story, will you go to bed?”

			“Yes,” he promised in a rush.

			I couldn’t help smiling at his eagerness. “All right.” I snuggled closer and wrapped my arms around him. “The forest is very large,” I went on. My imagination loosened again. The world from my dream reappeared in my mind, parts of it blank and waiting for me to fill them in. “Larger than anything we’ve ever seen.”

			“Larger than Salzburg?” Woferl asked.

			“Yes, much larger than Salzburg. Or Vienna. Or all of Austria. It is an endless place.”

			Woferl shifted in bed so that he could look at me. “Nothing is bigger than all of Austria,” he declared.

			I laughed. “Well, this place is. And while edelweiss is only in the Alps here, in the forest they grow everywhere, because it is their birthplace, where all such flowers come from.”

			Woferl made an impressed sound at that. “It must be a special place.”

			“Well, a special forest needs a guardian, doesn’t it?”

			He nodded without hesitation. “Of course it does.”

			A memory glimmered in my mind of an outfit stitched together from black bark and silver leaves. A smile of white teeth. “Because you have said so,” I replied formally, “the forest has a guardian now.”

			Woferl leaned eagerly toward me. “Who is it?”

			“Well, who do you think it is?”

			“An imp?” He was picturing the ones from old German tales, wicked pranksters who could shift into the shape of a rabbit or snatch children from their cradles.

			“Surely not just any imp, Woferl?” I insisted. “They aren’t clever enough on their own to guard an entire forest. They need someone to help them with their plans.”

			Woferl considered this with a serious face. “A faery princeling, then, of the forest.”

			A princeling. The memory in my mind sharpened further. A pair of glowing blue eyes, twigs tangled in hair. A voice too beautiful for this world. I yearned toward the thought. “A princeling,” I agreed. “Someone unafraid to play pranks on trespassers to drive them away. Someone clever and lovely enough to lure in whomever he wants, someone capable of conducting the forest’s symphony. Someone”—I thought for a moment, then winked at my brother—“wild.”

			A crash sounded out from the other side of the wall.

			I bolted upright in bed. Woferl’s eyes turned wide, illuminated by an edge of moonlight slipping into our room. The living room had fallen silent again, but we did not dare move. I tried to keep my breathing even, but I could feel Woferl trembling at my side, and his fright stirred my own. Where was Mama’s voice or Papa’s steps, someone who should check on the noise? We heard nothing. I glanced toward our closed bedroom door. Even though I heard no footsteps, I did see a faint light wander back and forth under the door.

			I tucked my feet into my nightgown. It suddenly seemed very cold.

			After a long silence, I finally loosened my knot of legs and swung them over the side of the bed. Perhaps Mama or Papa had tripped over something and needed help. I couldn’t hear their voices, though.

			Woferl stared at me. “Are you going out there?” he whispered.

			I turned my eyes back toward our bedroom entrance. Lights still reflected from its bottom slit, hovering. It did not look like candlelight or the light of a fireplace or sunlight. I motioned for Woferl to stay in bed, then crept over and peered out into the living room.

			There, on the other side of our door, drifted a world of fireflies.

			It did not occur to me that I might be dreaming. The air seemed too alive. The fireflies were everywhere, too bright to be an illusion.

			I’d never seen so many, certainly none in the winter. They clustered the most brightly near the music room. One flew so close to my face that I stepped back and blinked, afraid it would land on me. But perhaps they were not fireflies at all—for in that moment, I glimpsed a tiny figure behind the light and caught sight of slender arms, legs as fine and delicate as flower stems. It made a bell-like sound before darting away.

			I wandered out of our room, awed into silence. Moonlight spilled through the windows to paint patterns on the floor. Outside, I could see the dark outlines of the Getreidegasse’s buildings asleep under the stars. The tiny creatures’ glow gave our flat a strange color, somewhere between this world and another. I wanted to say it looked yellow, or blue, but I could not. It was like describing the color of glass.

			The shadows stirred near the music room’s door. I turned toward it. My feet moved forward on their own, and my brother followed close behind. The dots of light drifted aside for us, letting us carve a dark blue trail through their golden mist.

			Someone was humming near our clavier. When I saw him, I gasped and lifted a hand to point in his direction.

			The boy swiveled to face us. He flashed me a smile that revealed pearl-white canines.

			He was taller than I, his frame as young and willowy as a dancer at the ballet. His skin glinted pale in the moonlight, and his fingers were long and lithe, his nails sharp. Sapphire hair tumbled shining down his back, and among the strands hung twisted trails of black ivy, shimmers of moss and forest, night and jewels. His eyes were large, luminous, and wondrously blue. They glowed in the darkness and lit up his lashes. His lips were full and amused. When I looked closer, I noticed the catlike slant of his pupils. His cheekbones were high and elegant in his youthful face, and he looked so unbearably beautiful that I blushed at the sight of him.

			Of all my memories, this first meeting remains the sharpest.

			“Who are you?” I asked.

			Beside me, Woferl’s eyes were round with awe. “Are you the guardian from the forest?” he added.

			The boy—the creature—tilted his head at me. “You don’t know?” he replied. There was a wildness about his voice, like wind that made the leaves dance, and I recognized it immediately as the sound I’d yearned toward in my dream. This is who whispered to me at the clavier, the same boy I’d seen walking beside the ocean in my dream.

			It was him, and he was here. The breath in my chest tightened in fear and excitement.

			Was he an imp, as Woferl had first suggested? I’d seen black-and-white ink drawings of those gnarled little creatures in collections of faery tales, legends, and myths, but this beautiful boy bore hardly any resemblance to them. It was as if he were the original mold and the drawings merely his crooked shadows.

			When I said nothing, he smiled and beckoned to me. Several of the fireflies danced close to him now, tugging affectionately at his hair and kissing his cheeks. He brushed them away and they scattered, only to return to hover around him.

			“You are the Mozart girl,” he answered. “Maria Anna.”

			“Yes,” I whispered back. “But I’m called Nannerl, for short.”

			“Little Nannerl,” he said, his grin tilting playfully up at one side. “Of course.” The way he said my name sent a shiver down my spine. He turned to look at the clavier, and the gesture set the jewels in his hair clinking. “The girl with the glass pendant. I heard your wish.”

			How could he have heard something I only held in my heart? A wave of fear rose in me that he might say it aloud. “You were the one in my dream,” I replied.

			“Was it your dream, Nannerl?” His fanged smile gleamed in the darkness. “Or are you in mine?”

			The lights hovering about his face twinkled. Hyacinth! they cried at him with their tiny bell voices, and he cocked his head at their calls. “Go back to bed,” he said. “We will talk again soon.”

			Then, he reached out to the clavier’s music stand, grabbed my notebook, and tucked it under his arm.

			Woferl cried out before I did, his baby hands stretching out toward the boy. “He’s stealing your notebook!”

			The boy shot me one last glance. “There is a trinket shop at the end of the Getreidegasse,” he said. “Come tomorrow, and I will return your music to you.” He didn’t wait for me to reply. Instead, he turned his back to us and threw himself at the window. My cry choked in my throat.

			The glass shattered and the boy blended in with a thousand glittering shards that spilled from the frame. His figure vanished as he fell to the street below. Woferl and I both darted to the windowsill. There, the scene made me step back in shock.

			The Getreidegasse, its shops and carriages and silent iron posts, had disappeared. In its place lay a forest thick with upside-down trees, their roots reaching up to the stars, their leaves spreading out on the ground like velvet pools. Twin moons washed the scene into ivory and blue. A faint hum lingered on the night breeze, that same perfect, enticing melody from my dream, whispering for us to come closer. A trodden path wound its way from our building far into the forest’s belly, deep into somewhere we could no longer see, where it faded away into the darkness.

			A crooked wooden signpost stood right at the forest’s entrance, pointing to the path. I squinted to read what it said, but couldn’t make out the letters.

			The music hanging in the air made my hands tremble, and a sudden urge surged in me. I tugged on Woferl’s hand. “Let’s follow him!” I whispered.

			Woferl obeyed without hesitation. Our feet took flight. I unlocked our flat’s front door, swung it open, and hurried out with my brother. My nightgown hugged my thighs as I ran, and the winter floors numbed my bare feet. I ran down the stairs and past the archways, down the third and second stories, down, down, all the way down until I stumbled to a halt at the arched entrance leading to the main street.

			I blinked.

			The forest, the moons, the upside-down trees, the trodden path, the sign. The music. They were gone. The Getreidegasse had returned to normal, the bakery and winery and the pubs, their wrought-iron signs dangling quietly over their doors, shutters closed and flags pointed up toward the sky. In the distance loomed the familiar, black silhouette of Hohensalzburg Fortress, below which curved the silver ribbon of the Salzach River. I simply stood there, trembling from the cold, clutching the edge of my gown, starving to hear more of the melody from that other world.

			Woferl came panting behind me. I caught him right as he ran toward the street, and pressed him close to my side. He looked as surprised as I did.

			“Where did he go?” he asked. His breath rose in cloudy wisps.

			A sick feeling crept into my stomach. I did not look forward to seeing Papa’s face when he found out that the notebook had gone missing. He would think I’d lost it and shake his head in disappointment. Beside me, my brother noticed my crestfallen expression and sobered immediately, slumping his shoulders and lowering his eyes.

			“Woferl. Nannerl!”

			The familiar voice startled me. Both of us whirled around in unison. It was Mama, her hair tucked underneath a nightcap, racing down the steps toward us. Her hands clutched at her coat. The image of our mother looked so real, the lines of her face so defined in contrast to the halo of light that had surrounded the boy. Suddenly, I felt how solid the ground was beneath my feet, how biting the chill was in the air. She frowned at me. I am afraid of the cold, Mama had told me before, and I turned my eyes down in shame for forcing her out here on an autumn night.

			“Nannerl, what in the world are you both doing down here?” She shivered, her breath rising in a cloud. “Have you lost your senses?”

			I started to explain what we had seen. But when I pointed up to where our windows were, where the boy had thrown himself down to the streets—I saw that the glass panes had returned to their normal state. Nothing was broken.

			My words died on my lips. Even Woferl stayed quiet.

			“I’m sorry, Mama,” I finally said. “We were dreaming.”

			Our mother looked from me to my brother, then back again. The hint of a smile danced on her lips before it disappeared again behind her frown. There was a question in her eyes, something curious beyond her stern gaze that wondered what could really have brought us out here.

			After a pause, Mama shook her head and held out a hand to each of us. We took them, and she began to lead us back up the stairs. “The very idea,” she murmured, frowning at how cold our hands felt in her warm ones. “I’d not thought you capable of such mischief, Nannerl. Rushing out here with your brother in the darkest hour of night. And in this cold! Thank goodness your father sleeps so heavily, otherwise he’d never let you hear the end of this.”

			I looked up at her. “Didn’t you hear the crash in the music room, Mama?” I asked.

			Our mother raised a slender eyebrow. “Nothing of the sort.”

			I fell silent again. As we stepped back inside our building, I saw the trinket shop at the end of the Getreidegasse from the corner of my eye. The boy’s final words lingered. I wondered what would happen if I met him there.

			When I looked at Woferl, he looked ready to say something to Mama—but after a while, his mouth relaxed into a line and he turned his face down. The matter was dropped.
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			THE PRINCELING IN THE GROTTO

			Papa discovered that my notebook was missing the next morning.

			He did not shout when he became upset. Instead, his voice would turn quiet like a storm on the horizon, so soft that I’d have to strain to hear what he was saying.

			Careless. You are so careless, Nannerl.

			Each of his words lashed at me. I bore it and kept my head turned down, my eyes focused on the embroidery of our rug. It was a hunting scene of three brothers riding in the sun-dappled clearing of a forest, their hounds forever frozen in the throes of tearing a doe to pieces.

			“Well?” my father asked. “What do you have to say for yourself, now that we must buy you a new notebook?”

			I counted the number of hounds and horses as I tried to still my thoughts. “I’m sorry, Papa,” I replied.

			“Sorry,” he echoed me in disbelief, then shook his head and looked away.

			Beside him, Mama glanced quickly at us and cleared her throat. “They are still children, Leopold,” she said, putting a comforting hand on our father’s arm. “You are a grown man, and yet how many times have I scolded you about your misplaced quills and your lost spectacles?”

			Papa just scowled. “Young ladies should be more responsible,” he said, looking back at me again. “How will you care for a husband if you cannot even care for your belongings?”

			The word burrowed into my mind. A husband, a husband, it repeated in a whisper that quickly evolved into a roar. You will be forgotten, it said. I watched as my mother smoothed my father’s sleeve. One day, you will disappear.

			I did not know how to defend myself. How does a daughter explain such a thing to her father? Even I could not be sure anymore what had happened. Sleep had already fogged the memory of last night. Could someone really have been in our home, standing by the clavier? Who had drawn us out into the street?

			No, my father must have been right. I simply misplaced it. Last night was a dream, nothing more. And yet I kept staring at the rug, studying the doe’s wide eyes as my mother coaxed Papa with soft words.

			Then, as my father resumed his scolding of me, Woferl rose from the dining table. He went up to the clavier, pulled himself  onto the bench, and placed his hands on the keys.

			“Don’t be angry, Papa,” he said over his little shoulder. “I can remember the pages. Then we can write them down again.”

			Of course he could not. Of course this was just another one of his whims. I stood there and almost wanted to smile at his strange attempt to defend me, for trying to turn our father’s shadow away from where I stood.

			Papa’s eyes softened in amusement. “Can you, now?” he said.

			Woferl’s expression stayed serious. He turned back around on the bench and started to play.

			At first, he struck the wrong note, and hit a few more strays before he shook his head and paused. The piece was supposed to be a menuett in C. I saw him frown, knew that the same thought had just crossed his mind, and watched him start over.

			This time, Woferl hit the right note. Then another and another and another. One of his fingers slipped, but that was the last mistake. He managed to make it through sixteen measures, all correct, of the menuett, and though his rhythm was off because he had to think about each measure, he remembered all of it.

			My father stared at him, all signs of his earlier tirade completely vanished. I looked at my brother in disbelief. None of us dared move a muscle, as if what we’d witnessed was only a figment of our minds, and that if we disturbed this moment, Woferl’s playing would have never happened at all.

			My brother was barely old enough to read. What he just did was impossible.

			I looked at our father. His smile had disappeared, but his eyes had turned very bright. He said nothing. He needed not to, for even then, I could see in his mind the thought that lit his face.

			This was the song of God he yearned for, emerging from the small hands of his son.

			My affection for Woferl wavered then, and suddenly I felt that cold twinge return to my chest. The same one I’d felt as I’d let him play on the clavier beside me, when he’d remembered what I played so easily. It had taken me a week to remember the same piece! Surely, he could not have memorized so much in such a short amount of time. I wondered, suddenly, if Woferl could have been the one who hid away my notebook.

			My brother climbed off the bench and looked at me. There was only curiosity in his gaze, that perpetually innocent smile on his face. He was waiting for me to compliment his playing. I hesitated, unsure of what I might say.
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			Several minutes later, Papa hurried out of our flat on his way to Herr Schachtner’s home. He was in such an eager mood that he had to return to grab his hat, which he’d completely forgotten.

			I stayed quiet as Woferl and I prepared to accompany Sebastian down to the Getreidegasse for bread and meat. My brother hummed the tune under his breath while I helped him into his coat. When I listened closely, I could tell that he knew far more of the piece than he’d played.

			“When did you learn the first page?” I finally asked him as we stepped out of our building and into the street. It was a brisk, busy morning, full of the music of carriages and conversations.

			Woferl made me lean over to hear his reply, so that I walked awkwardly with my body tilted sideways. “When we saw the flowers.” He kept his eyes on Sebastian’s back. “When they were growing on the first page. Did you like it?” he added in a hopeful voice.

			This couldn’t be the answer, and I was so humored that I laughed. The edelweiss in my notebook had been a daydream. “You mean, you remembered the notes from yesterday?”

			“Yes.”

			“Just from the few moments I kept the page open?”

			Woferl seemed puzzled by my shock. “Yes,” he said again.

			I looked at him again. “Woferl,” I said, “you could not possibly have remembered the entire piece from our session. How could you? It was too long. Now, tell me the truth, Woferl—I won’t tell anyone if you don’t want me to. Did you take my notebook and hide it somewhere?”

			He shook his head, sending his curls bouncing. “It was not too long,” he insisted. His eyes turned up to me in frustration. “I don’t need to take your notebook to remember the music.”

			What Woferl said could not possibly be true. He must have practiced at another time, when no one else was around. Even if he hadn’t taken my notebook, he must have stolen peeks at it when I wasn’t looking. But his words were so sincere, so absent of his usual mischief, that I knew he wasn’t lying.

			He huffed. His breath floated up in the air and faded away. “Besides,” he said, “we both know who stole it.”

			I thought again of the fireflies that had floated in the darkness of our apartment, then the midnight dream of the boy in the music room. He had spoken so clearly to me. I’d seen him tuck my notebook under his arm and throw himself from our window against a silhouette forest. Even Woferl remembered.

			The skin on my neck prickled. Last night was, of course, nonsense. But this time I did not laugh at the thought.

			“You are very talented, Woferl,” I said to him after a long pause.

			It was what he had been waiting all morning for me to say, and he brightened right away, forgetting all his frustration with our talk. His hand tightened in mine. My other hand rubbed at the glass pendant in the pocket of my petticoat. Acknowledging my brother’s playing frightened me less than the thought of last night being anything more than a dream.

			The Getreidegasse was still wet today from a cleaning, and the air hung heavy with the smell of soups, carriages, horses, and smoke. Hohensalzburg Fortress towered over the city’s baroque roofs, a faded vision today behind a veil of fog. Farther down, where the streets met the banks of the Salzach, we could hear the splash of water from the butchers hunched behind their shops, cleaning freshly culled livestock in the river. Everything bustled with the familiar and the ordinary. Woferl and I blew our warm breaths up toward the sky and watched them turn into puffs of steam. The clouds looked gray, warnings of snow. Several ladies passed us with their faces partially obscured behind bonnets and sashes. One of them carried at her hip a fine, pink-cheeked boy swaddled in cloth.

			I watched her and tried to picture myself doing the same, hoisting a child in my arms and following a faceless husband down these uneven sidewalks. Perhaps the weight of carrying a child would damage my delicate fingers, turning my music coarse and unrefined.

			We reached the bakery. Sebastian ducked his head under the wrought-iron sign, greeted the baker affectionately, and disappeared inside. While he did, I turned my attention to the end of the street, squinting through the morning haze to where the trinket shop stood. I half expected to see a shadowy figure standing there already, a tall, willowy creature with his glowing blue eyes, my notebook tucked under his arm.

			“Let’s go,” I whispered to Woferl, tugging his hand. He needed no encouragement, and slipped out of my grasp to go skipping toward the shop, his shoes squeaking against the street.

			The trinket shop was a familiar sight. Woferl and I liked to stop here often and admire the strange collections of figurines behind its windowpanes. Sometimes we would make up stories about each one, how happy or sad they might feel, how old they were. Herr Colas, the elderly glassmaker who owned the shop, would humor us by playing along. Some of the trinkets were thousands of years old, he’d say, and once belonged to the faeries.

			Woferl blew air at the window and left a circle of fog on it. The circle began shrinking right away.

			“Woferl,” I scolded, frowning at him. He stared back with big eyes.

			“Do you see the boy in there?” he whispered, as if afraid to be overheard.

			I bent down to study the trinkets. Some had colors painted on, deep-red dishes and gold-trimmed butterflies, blue glass pendants like my own, crosses, the Virgin Mary. Others had no color at all. They were simply glass, reflecting the colors around them, reminiscent of the faery lights we had seen in our flat. My gaze shifted from them to the shop beyond.

			“I don’t see anyone,” I replied, looking back to the trinkets.

			Then something scarlet caught my eye. I turned to look toward it and noticed a tiny sculpture I’d never seen before.

			“Woferl,” I breathed, pulling him closer to me. I pointed through the windowpane. “Look.”

			The trinket was of three perfect, white edelweiss, frozen in porcelain, their centers golden, their velvet petals gleaming in the light. One of the flowers had a missing streak of white paint.

			My memory flooded with the image of the flower from my music notebook.

			“Do you like this one, Fräulein?”

			We both jumped, startled. Herr Colas stood near the shop’s door, squinting down at Woferl and me. Thin white bandages wrapped around his hand that clutched the doorframe. As he peered at us, I could see the deep pockmarks on his face crinkled up into slants. I sometimes wondered how he looked before the smallpox ravaged his skin, if he had ever been young and smooth-faced.

			I pinched Woferl’s arm before he could say anything, and then I curtsied to Herr Colas. “Good morning, Herr,” I said. “The trinket is very pretty.”

			He smiled and waved us forward with his bandaged hand. “Come, come, children,” he said. “Come out of the cold and have a look around.” He glanced at me. “You’ve grown taller since I last saw you, Fräulein. Your father has nothing but praise for your musical talents. I hear all the gossip, you know. The young girl with an ear like a court musician!” He gestured to my fingers, now covered in my gloves.

			The Herr might know the gossip in the streets, but he’d never heard the barbed words my father said in our home, or seen the disappointment in his eyes. Papa would never belittle my skills in public. After all, that would embarrass him. Still, the Herr’s words warmed me, and I found myself blushing, murmuring my thanks.

			“Where is this trinket from, Herr Colas?” Woferl piped up as we stepped inside, his eyes locked on where the porcelain edelweiss sculpture sat in the window display.

			The old shopkeeper scratched the loose skin under his chin. “Vienna, I believe.” He leaned down to give us both a conspiratorial grin. In the light, one of his eyes flashed and I thought I caught a glint of blue. He wagged a finger not at the trinket, but at the windowpane, and I thought again of the strange boy shattering our window into a thousand pieces. “Who knows, though, really? Perhaps it’s not from our world at all.”

			My skin prickled at his words. I wanted to ask him what he meant, but he had already left us alone to our wandering and returned muttering to his little desk in the shop’s corner.

			The shop looked hazy, the light filtering in from the windows illuminating the dust in the air. Shelves of trinkets were everywhere, music boxes in painted porcelain and strange creatures frozen in yellowing ivory, their lips twisted into humanlike grins. The stale scent of age permeated the room. While Woferl wandered off to a corner decorated with wind chimes, my eyes shifted to a dark corner of the shop hidden behind shelves and boxes. A thin ribbon of light cut through the shadows there. A door.

			“Herr Colas,” I called out politely. “Are there more trinkets in your back room?”

			He didn’t answer. All I could hear was the faint sound of humming.

			My attention returned to the door. The humming seemed familiar now, a voice so perfectly tuned that it pulled at my chest, inviting me closer. My feet started moving of their own accord. I knew I shouldn’t have been back there without Herr Colas’s permission, and a small part of me wanted to step away—but as I drew closer, my fear faded away into nothing until I found myself standing right in front of the door.

			The humming voice came from within, beautiful and coaxing.

			I pushed the door with slow, steady hands and stepped inside.

			At first, I saw nothing. Darkness. The door edged open without a sound, and I felt a touch of cool air. It smelled different from the air outside, not of winter and spices or of stale antiques, but of something green and alive.

			I stepped onto moss, the dampness of it soaking the bottom hem of my petticoat. A faint glow gathered at my feet, a quivering mist of faery lights, skittish in their movements. The darkness crept away as I continued forward, until I could see the ground clearly without bending over, and I realized for the first time that I was walking inside a tunnel—the walls dripped with moss and green ivy, baby ferns and tiny rivulets of water. Strange fruits hung from the ivy trails, wet and bright blue and as plump as bird eggs, their shapes like musical notes. Eating one was surely a quick invitation to be poisoned, but in that moment, I felt such a surge of want tingling on my tongue that I reached out, unable to stop myself, and plucked a single fruit free of its stem. My movement jerked the ivy forward and then quickly back. Drops of water rained down from the vines in a shower.

			I popped the fruit into my mouth and bit down until its skin burst. Sugar and citrus and some otherworldly spice flooded my mouth. I closed my eyes, savoring the flavor of it.

			I reached to take another and my fingers sank into the soft vegetation. One of them brushed past something familiar—a soft, velvet surface. I looked at where my hand had been.

			A patch of edelweiss was growing against the wall, their velvet petals glistening with dew, and when I blinked, several more popped out from the wall’s moss to hang sideways, their buds drooping toward the floor.

			It was impossible, truly, to see a flower of the mountains in a place like this. But nothing about this place seemed real at all.

			A few notes of music caught my attention. I turned instinctively toward the sound, seeking it out. It came from farther down, where the tunnel ended in a circle of light, playing like a secret insulated from the rest of the world. My heart ached for it. Music from my notebook? I picked up my skirts and quickened my steps. Ahead of me, the tunnel began to widen, sloping higher until it opened abruptly into a circular cove.

			The ceiling appeared to be formed from a lattice of leaves and fruit. Patches of silver moonlight filtered through to the ground, where edelweiss carpeted the floor in a white blanket. Moss and foliage enveloped every wall. And sitting there, in the center of this strange space, was the most beautiful clavier I’d ever seen, covered with baroque art and wrapped in lengths of ivy.

			No one sat at the bench, even though the velvet cushion upon it had an indent as if someone had just left. When my eyes went up to the clavier’s music stand, I saw with a surge of joy that my notebook was sitting there, waiting for me.

			“It’s here!” I called out into the tunnel, hoping that Woferl would hear me from the shop. I stared in wonder at the clavier. The keys had rounded tips that glowed under the light like polished gulden, and the entire instrument looked carved not from wood, but from marble. I ran my fingers across its surface, searching for the gaps where the body of the instrument should meet the legs, where the hinges of the lid should be screwed into the belly. But there were no gaps. The entire clavier was carved from a continuous slate of marble, as if it had always been molded in this form.

			My hand drifted across the clavier, afraid to touch it and yet unable to bear not doing so. How could something so lovely be real? What would it sound like? I hesitated there for a moment, torn in two directions, before I finally pulled the bench forward so that I could sit. The legs scraped against the moss on the ground.

			My notebook was already flipped open to a menuett in C, the latest piece my father had composed and the same one that Woferl and I had been playing when we first saw the edelweiss against the parchment. The very piece that Woferl had committed to memory from a single session. Even glancing at the written notes filled my mind with its music. I could distinctly hear the measures of the menuett as if I were practicing them during my lessons.

			I lifted my fingers to the keys and touched their glowing surface. The keys were cold as ice. Instantly I drew my hands back, but the burn of it tingled like snow on my tongue, dangerous and enticing. I placed my fingers in position again, savoring the strange chill of the instrument. This time I tried a few notes. The sound hovered in the air, surrounding me, richer in tone than any clavier I’d ever played. My eyes closed. I realized I was humming now, trying instinctively to match that perfect melody around me. My heart fluttered with the thrill of the music.

			A carefree laugh echoed from behind me. “You can have it back, Fräulein.”

			I stopped playing and whirled around to see the speaker.

			There, underneath the shadows and the dripping moss, emerged a figure. Immediately I recognized him as the boy from the music room, the same silhouette who had walked along the shore in my very first dream. Under this new light, his pale skin took on a hint of blue. His grin was quick and lighthearted, his expression as much like a human boy’s as it could be.

			In that moment, I realized that perhaps that first dream was not a dream at all. Nor were the edelweiss growing against my notebook, or the sight of this boy in my music room. Perhaps even this moment was real. The world around me felt so sharp and alive that I couldn’t possibly think otherwise.

			“You can have it back,” he repeated in his perfect voice. “I’m done with it.”

			“Who are you? Where do you come from?” I whispered.

			The boy walked over to the clavier and performed a little jump. He settled comfortably on top of the instrument, then peered down at me with his head propped thoughtfully against one hand. His fingernails clicked against the clavier’s marble surface.

			“From somewhere far away,” he said, “and very near.”

			I tilted my head at him. “That’s not helpful at all.”

			“Isn’t it? You know where it is. You’ve seen it before. You’ve been there.”

			The twin moons hanging silver in the sky. The blue seashells dotting a white beach. A feeling of wistfulness crept over me then, as if I were thinking back on a place I’d once known. I looked at his feet, expecting to see sand between his toes.

			“Where did it come from, then?” I went on. “This place both near and far away?”

			“It’s been around since long before you or me. Everyone has seen it in some way, you know, although most will not remember it.”

			A deep longing lodged in my throat. “Will I get to go there again?”

			“Perhaps. I heard your wish,” he said, repeating what he had told me in the music room. “You want to be worthy of being remembered. By your father, by those your father regards highly. By the world. You’re afraid of being forgotten.” He studied me curiously. “That’s a large wish for a Fräulein to make. Why are you so afraid?”

			My thoughts snapped to my father, how he would look away from me in disinterest if I did not play well. His talks with Mama, the whisper that followed me down the Getreidegasse. A husband, a husband. I thought of fading into the light so quietly that my father might never notice. If I could fill our family’s coffers . . . If I could create with the voice of God given to me, my father would not forget that I was here.

			The voice of God. I thought of this boy’s beautiful words, the music of his voice that trembled on the air of my dream, in that strange and vibrant place. That was it, the perfect sound.

			At last, I met the boy’s eyes. “Papa once told me that if nobody remembers you after you’re gone, it’s as if you never lived at all.”

			His smile widened at that. He looked like he had heard every thought unspoken in my mind. “It’s immortality you seek, then,” he said. “You burn with the ambition to leave your voice in the world. You fear your father will forget about you if you cannot do this. All your life, you have ached to be seen.” He leapt off the clavier, then came to sit beside me on the bench. There, he leaned over, reached out his arm, and touched my chin with his cool, slender fingers. A sigh emerged from his lips. “Oh, Nannerl! You are an interesting one.”

			“Interesting? How?”

			“Your need to leave a memory of yourself long after you have gone. Desire is your lifeblood, and talent is the flower it feeds.” He gave me a sideways look as his hands sought out the clavier’s keys. He began to play a soft melody I did not recognize. It was so lovely that I found myself touching my hand to my chest, steadying myself against the sound. “I can help you . . . but first, we must play a little game.” His grin widened, childlike in its delight.

			My heart lurched in excitement and fear at his words. “What kind of game?”

			“You have your desires, and I have mine.” He leaned his head closer to me. “You want immortality. I want my throne.”

			At last, he was finally answering my question. “Is that who you are, then? A king?”

			The faeries floated around him, their light glowing against us as they kissed his skin. A princeling, a princeling, they whispered, filling the air with the word. Princeling of the forest.

			“My name is Hyacinth,” he said.

			Now I remembered the faeries calling his name the night before. The blue of his eyes certainly matched the flower. Hyacinths, my mother had once pointed them out to me at the market, and I’d brushed my hands against their clustered blooms. Hyacinths are the harbinger of spring and life.

			“What happened to your throne?” I asked him.

			The boy named Hyacinth ignored my question. His expression had suddenly shifted from mischief and mystery to something tragic, a flash of sadness that cut through his trickery. It disappeared as quickly as it had come, but the ghost of it lingered at the corners of his face, pulling me closer to him.

			I looked at my notebook. “And why did you take this?” I asked.

			He started to play again. I breathed deeply at the music. “You made a wish, Nannerl, and so I have come to you. You’ll discover that your notebook will now serve you in more ways than simple lessons at the clavier. Use it as your path to me. You can always find your way to me, Nannerl, if you speak to me through your music.”

			If you speak to me through your music. I imagined this boy listening to the secrets in my heart, his eyes peering through the web in the woods. His hand taking mine and leading me down an enchanted forest path.

			“What way is that?” I asked him.

			“Why, to my kingdom, of course,” he answered.

			Hyacinth’s words reminded me of my brother’s question from last night. “You say you seek your throne. Are you the guardian of the kingdom, then?” I whispered.

			He turned to me with his secret smile. His eyes glowed against his skin. “I am your guardian, Nannerl. Tell me what you want. I will find a way to give it to you.”

			Tell me what you want.

			No one had ever said those words to me before. A slow, creeping cold began snaking its way down my fingers, until my arms grew heavy with numbness. The boy’s eyes hypnotized me.

			“But be wary of what you wish for,” he went on. “Wishes have a habit of surprising their makers.”

			I closed my eyes and swallowed hard. The cold crept farther up my arms and to my shoulders.

			When I opened my eyes again, he was gone.

			I looked around in bewilderment at his sudden absence. I was alone in this strange grotto, my notebook still sitting on the clavier’s stand. With a burst of panic, I grabbed the notebook before it could disappear again, and then I sprang from the bench and turned back toward the tunnel. I called out for Woferl, but only silence greeted me. My stomach turned. He must still be in the main shop—I had to go back to him. Sebastian must have come for us by now.

			“Woferl!” I shouted, running faster as I went. “Woferl, answer me! Where are you?”

			And then, just as abruptly as I’d entered the grotto, I stepped through the door and stumbled right back into the shop.

			Everything looked unchanged from when I’d left it, the hazy air golden under the sun, the shop’s shelves stacked heavy with trinkets. But the tremor of whispers and music no longer lingered in the air. It was replaced instead with the smell of aged wood, the bustle of everyday life outside the shop’s walls. I stood still for a moment, trying to regain my sense of place.

			Woferl looked over from where he was loitering near the windows. “There you are,” he said.

			I rubbed my eyes and glanced behind me. The tunnel had vanished, leaving behind nothing more than a tiny closet overflowing with empty crates.

			Perhaps the dust in the shop had made me sleepy, and my mind had woven for me a web of illusion. The ice-cold burn of the clavier’s keys, Hyacinth’s glowing blue eyes . . .

			“Are you all right?” Woferl asked, his eyes turned up at me in concern. “You look pale.”

			I shook my head. “I’m fine,” I answered.

			His eyes darted next to the notebook I clutched in my hand. “Oh! You’ve found it!” he exclaimed.

			I blinked again, still surprised to be holding it. Had it been in my hand seconds ago? Was it all truly a dream?

			“Was it the boy?” he asked rapidly. “Did you see him again?”

			Sebastian came to my rescue before I had to answer. He ducked his head out from below the baker’s signpost, caught sight of us, and nodded. “Fräulein. Young Master. We have prolonged this trip enough.”

			Woferl let the question drop as his attention turned momentarily to coaxing a sweet from Sebastian’s pockets, and I gratefully let him go. My mind lingered on his questions, though, so that the rest of the trip home passed in a fog.

			Everything about the grotto seemed so distant once I was back in the familiarity of the Getreidegasse. But even if it had been a dream, it was a dream that persisted, the same world that kept returning to me day after day, year after year.

			As Woferl pranced around Sebastian trying to make him laugh and give him another candy, I looked back down at my notebook. My fingers closed tightly against the pages. I had left our apartment without it and would return with it right here in my hand.

			The music in the princeling Hyacinth’s voice still played in my mind. It was possible that the grotto was a part of this continuous dream . . . or, perhaps, it was also possible that everything was real.
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			By morning, Papa had already spoken to Herr Schachtner about Woferl’s newly discovered talent. Not a few months afterward, as if the princeling had sent them himself, letters began to arrive from Vienna. The royal court wanted to hear us perform.
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			THE ROAD TO VIENNA

			We waited until the worst of winter had passed before Papa began preparations for our first trip. The cold days dragged by one after the other. Outside, the Christmas snow fell. The Bear and the Witch and the Giant roamed the Getreidegasse and children ran squealing from them in delight. Sometimes as I watched from the window, I thought I caught a glimpse of Hyacinth walking with the wild bunch, his blue eyes flashing up toward me. Then he would disappear, leaving me to think I must have imagined it all.

			During those short winter days, Papa sat at the clavier with Woferl for hours, praising his swift memory and his accuracy, clapping whenever my brother finished memorizing another piece or added his own flourishes to a measure. Woferl hardly needed his instruction. One day, I came into the music room to see my brother holding Papa’s violin, his shoulder barely big enough for the instrument. He was not only teaching himself the strings, plucking each one and figuring out the correct notes as he went—but inventing a tune. He was already composing.

			I’d heard my father call other musicians prodigies before, but they were men in their teens and twenties. My brother was just a child. I stood frozen in place as I watched him. His eyes stayed closed, and his fingers fluttered as if in a trance.

			With me, too, our father turned more serious, extending my lessons, noting my every mistake and nodding in approval each time I played flawlessly. I savored every moment of his attention. Even when I wasn’t at the clavier, I sat with my notebook in my lap, poring over the pages in search of whatever magic Hyacinth had cast on it.

			I could see no visible change in the pages, but something had changed. I could feel the tingle of it in my fingertips whenever I brushed the paper.

			On a day when the spring thaw dripped from the trees, Woferl and I stood outside the arched entrance to our building and watched Sebastian and our coachman drag trunks of clothing across the cobblestones, throwing them unceremoniously into our carriage’s boot. Mama chatted with Papa as they worked. I could see her unfolding and refolding her arms in barely disguised anxiety. She did not want to leave home.

			Their Majesties Emperor Francis I and Empress Maria Theresa. I kept my hands folded in my skirts and repeated their names silently. Vienna’s royal court. Mama had said that kings and queens are remembered. Perhaps being remembered by royalty was the same.

			Beside me, Woferl shifted his weight from one foot to the other, trying in vain to keep his excitement subdued. His eyes were bright with anticipation this morning, and his brown ringlets brushed past flushed cheeks.

			“What are we going to do for two weeks in a carriage?” he asked me.

			I leaned down toward him and raised my eyebrow. “Having no clavier on the road does not mean you can get into mischief. Papa and Mama will not have it, do you hear?”

			Woferl pouted, and I patted his head. “We will find something to pass the time. The countryside will look beautiful, and soon you will get your instruments back.”

			“Will they have an ear for music, do you think?” he asked me curiously. “The emperor and empress?”

			I smiled at his boldness. “Best not ask that question at court, Woferl.”

			He tucked his hand into mine and leaned against me. I noted how much thinner and stretched out his fingers already felt. The softness of his youth was rapidly disappearing from his tiny hands. “Herr Schachtner said the emperor likes a spectacle,” he said.

			And a spectacle they would get. Woferl’s improvement on the clavier only quickened with each passing week. Papa had to commission a tiny violin for him. Before Woferl, it was unheard of for a child his age to play the violin at his level. That quality of instrument simply did not exist in the shops. Our names now regularly circulated the Getreidegasse, whispers on the tongues of the curious and skeptical that Herr Leopold Mozart’s two children were in fact both musical prodigies. They would say my name first, because I had played for longer. But they saved Woferl’s name for last, because he was so young.

			I tried to keep my unease at bay. I woke up early every morning of the winter to practice, staying at the clavier long after Papa had left for the day. I’d play and play until Woferl would tug on my sleeve, begging for his turn. When I was not at the clavier, I tapped my fingers against the pages of my notebook and hummed under my breath. I spent my days wrapped in the music, lost in its secrets. When I dreamed, I dreamed in new measures and keys, compositions I would never dare write down.

			I was, after all, not my brother.

			Sometimes, over the long winter, I’d also dream of Hyacinth whispering in my ear. Desire is your lifeblood, and talent is the flower it feeds. I’d wake and play his menuett on the clavier, the tune I’d heard in the grotto, wondering whether it would call him back again. Perhaps he was watching us right now as we stood outside our home, his pale body washed warm by the light. Out of instinct, I tilted my head up toward our windows, certain I would see his face there behind the glass.

			“Nannerl.”

			I looked down to see Papa approaching, and straightened to smooth my skirts. He placed one hand on Woferl’s messy head of curls. “Time to head into the carriage,” he said gently.

			Woferl released me, then ran off to hug our mother’s waist, babbling affections all the while.

			Papa touched my shoulder and led me over to the corner of our building, so that we stood partly in the shadow of the wall’s edge. I looked directly at him. I did not do this often; my father’s eyes were very dark and frequently shaded by furrowed brows. It was a stare that dried my throat until I could not speak.

			“Nannerl,” he said, “this will be a long trip. I’ll need you to keep your wits about you and conduct yourself like a young lady. Do you understand?”

			I nodded quietly.

			Papa’s gaze flickered over my shoulder toward the carriage. “Woferl’s health has been delicate lately. All this winter air.” I nodded again. My father did not need to tell me. I had always known this about my brother. “Two weeks in the carriage may wear him down. Take care that he does not catch a chill. The emperor specifically requested his presence, and if we are to perform again in Europe, we will need Woferl’s reputation to precede us.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “Be mindful of your brother.”

			I waited for him to tell me to take care, too, but he did not. My hands brushed at the edges of my petticoat. Specks of dirt had spoiled the fabric’s light color. “I will, Papa.”

			He removed his hand. His expression changed, and he started to move away. “The coach is almost ready. Come along, Nannerl.”

			As I headed after my father, I watched Woferl pull Mama’s arm down toward him. I could not hear him, but his words coaxed a tear from her eyes, and she gathered him into her arms.

			Years later, I learned that Woferl had asked, Mama, will you be sad when I grow up?
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			We traveled along the upper rim of the Alps, where the terrain changed to gently rolling hills and patches of forest. Papa and Mama chatted together on one side of the carriage, while I sat with Woferl on the other. The ride was so bumpy that I had to press him against the carriage wall to keep him from sliding around.

			While our parents dozed, I spent my time looking at the ever-changing landscape. The houses had grown sparse, and the sun shifted in the sky so that it peeked in just below the carriage window, bathing us in light. I smiled at the warmth, leaned closer, and narrowed my eyes. The passing hillsides transformed into a stream of colors, gold and peach and orange, hazy layers of billowing silk. Tree trunks blurred by.

			Beside me, Woferl’s eyes were half closed, and his lashes glowed white in the sunlight. His slender little fingers danced, composing in the same way I’d seen him that morning with Papa’s violin.

			“What are you thinking, Woferl?” I asked in a soft voice.

			He opened his eyes. “I am writing a concerto,” he whispered.

			I nudged him affectionately with one elbow. “How are you writing a concerto, silly, with no paper?”

			“I can write it down in my head and remember it.” He rolled his eyes upward, thinking, then looked at me again. “I am imagining the kingdom.”

			His mention of the fantasy otherworld sent a familiar thrill through me. Woferl had, for months after the incident at the trinket shop, asked me exactly what I’d seen that day. I’d told him about the clavier and the notebook, the grotto and the princeling. All I’d left out was the conversation between Hyacinth and me. It had seemed like a secret meant for no one else.

			“Are you, now?” I said. “What does a concerto about the kingdom sound like?”

			He turned his large eyes on me. “You want to hear it?” he asked eagerly.

			I hesitated for the space of a breath. “Of course,” I replied.

			He cleared his throat and hummed a few bars. It sounded light and airy, not like the perfect music from my dream or the grotto, but instead like the scenery we passed. Somehow, I felt relieved that it was so different. Perhaps the music from the otherworld was something only I truly understood. My mind returned for a moment to the moss-paved tunnel, Hyacinth’s bright eyes and polished fingernails. Now and then, I thought I could see an upside-down tree flash by our window, although I could never quite focus on it.

			“I like it,” I said to him when he fell silent again.

			“We should give the kingdom a name,” Woferl announced. I shoved him, glancing pointedly over to our sleeping father. “A name,” he repeated in a whisper.

			“All right. A name. What do you want to call it?”

			Woferl closed his eyes. I watched his sun-soaked lashes resting against his cheeks and wondered for a moment if he had fallen asleep. Then he opened his eyes and flashed a grin at me. “Let’s call it the Kingdom of Back,” he declared.

			“What a curious name,” I whispered. “Why?”

			Woferl looked pleased with himself. “Because it’s all backward, isn’t it?” he replied. “The trees turned on their heads, the moons where there should be sun.”

			Now he was turning playful from restlessness. “And does that mean the people are backward there too?” I teased him. Here, in our sunlit carriage, the kingdom seemed just a figment of our dreams, Hyacinth a fleeting memory. “Were we backward?”

			He giggled. “Everyone is backward.” At that, he offered me a mock frown, an imitation of a backward smile, and tried to flip the syllables in his name. It sounded so garbled that I covered my mouth, trying to stifle my laughter.

			He shifted in the carriage seat toward the window. “Backward,” he repeated to himself. “I’m going to put that into my concerto.”

			“Are you going to write it down when we reach Vienna?”

			“Yes.”

			“The whole concerto?”

			“I am almost finished with the first movement.”

			I shook my head gently at him, disbelieving, then patted his knee. “Surely you can’t remember all of that. I would not be able to hold such a long piece in my head.”

			Woferl simply shrugged. “I can.” Then he uttered a contented sigh and rested his head against my shoulder. As he did, he hummed under his breath, so softly that I could barely hear him. But I did. And this time, the sound struck deep within me. I recognized the kingdom in his melody—at once sweet and beautiful, newly formed, in a minor key that made it sound like a place that could never quite settle.

			At first, I heard echoes of Papa’s rigid teaching. But I could also recognize the parts that my brother drew from my own playing, the pauses and crescendos in his measures. I could make out the way he was turning my inspiration, the sound of my yearning, into his own. How, in a way, he was taking what I could do and improving upon it.

			How silly I was for thinking, even for a moment, that Woferl could not create something beautiful enough for the kingdom. I closed my eyes, dizzy, envious, wanting more. This was not the composition of a child. Within it was the wisdom of an old soul, not the innocence of a young boy. No child could create a piece like this and keep it all in his mind.

			And as I thought this, as I listened in awe to my brother’s raw concerto, the memory of Hyacinth came to me in such a strong wave that I opened my eyes, shivering, certain he would be sitting in the carriage with us.

			But he was not there. Papa still sat across from us, dozing with his chin resting against his hand, while Mama leaned against his shoulder, swaying in her sleep. Still, I felt the ripple of something strange in the air, the heady sensation of a new presence. Through the window, something pale flashed by among the trees. A glimpse of glowing eyes.

			In an instant, the kingdom and the princeling no longer felt like a faraway dream. They were very real, and they were here.

			Suddenly, the carriage lurched to one side. Mama gasped. Papa startled awake with a curse on his tongue. I cried out—my hands flew to the carriage wall to keep myself from falling forward. Our trunks clattered free of their ties and careened out of the boot, landing with a crash in the dirt path outside. We settled to a halt in a cloud of dust.

			Papa was first up on his feet. He scrambled against the slanted floor until he could pull himself out of the suspended door, then reached over to hoist my mother out.

			I grabbed Woferl’s hand. He was crying. He rubbed at his head, and between his fingers I could see a pink mark growing from where he’d hit his forehead against the edge of the carriage window. When I called for him, he reached obediently for me, and I lifted him around to Papa’s outstretched hands. Together, we helped him make his way up. I went last.

			We found ourselves at the edge of a forest dense with oak and spruce, its canopy so thick that hardly any light reached its floor. I peered around for a moment, blinking dust out of my eyes. The road we’d traveled wound in a slender arc, its bordering trees trailing off into mist, and ahead of us stretched more of the same. In the middle of the road lay one of our carriage’s wheels, which had somehow come completely off its axle. Faint lines carved in the dirt curved up the path from where the carriage had passed.

			I trembled. My eyes searched for a lithe figure crouching in the trees.

			While Papa retrieved the wheel and helped the coachman lift the carriage enough to replace it, I studied the tangle of trees surrounding us, looking up on an impulse into the thickness of their leaves. Beside me, Woferl bent down to pick something out of the dirt.

			“Nannerl, look,” he said, holding an object out to me. When I peered closer, I saw a blue rock in his hand, glowing faintly as if lit from within, its grooves striped and strange like a seashell’s. I turned my attention to the other rocks strewn across the path, and when I did, I noticed that hidden underneath their coats of dust were glimpses of bright blue, an entire spread of shining, sharp fragments that had jolted our travels to a full stop. At first glance, they looked strewn in a random pattern, careless stones clumped with twigs and fallen leaves.

			But looking closer, I realized that the tracks our carriage had left behind looked like two long sets of lines in the dirt, unmistakably reminiscent of the kind that make up bars of sheet music. The shining blue rocks lay glittering across these lines, round notes winking at us in the afternoon light. My lips parted. I found myself humming the tune on the ground. The notes littering the path changed to music on my tongue, then drifted into the air and faded away. Woferl listened in wonder, his eyes fixed on the sight.

			I looked over my shoulder into the forest. An uneasy feeling seeped into my chest, coating my insides and pushing against my ribs until I could hardly breathe. Was it simple coincidence that the wheel had come off from the side where Woferl sat? Coincidence that this happened right as I felt Hyacinth’s presence in our midst, after Woferl hummed his composition?

			My brother still rubbed at his bruised forehead, although he made no more mention of it. Deep in the forest, the wind blew a tuneless song through the leaves, and in it I thought I could hear snatches of a voice I recognized all too well. Something quivered at the edges of my sight, a blurred figure. I knew that it would vanish if I tried to turn toward it.

			I took Woferl’s hand and made him drop the blue rock. He uttered a sound of protest and looked up at me with wide eyes. “Let’s stay near the carriage,” I said, guiding us back toward where Mama stood. “They are nearly finished.”

			And so they were. We began to board the carriage again, and when I glanced back at the rocks, they seemed quite brown and ordinary. The lines carved in the dirt looked more like carriage tracks this time. Only the whisper in the leaves lingered. Even as I shrank from the sound, it beckoned to me, tugging at my dress with an irresistibly coaxing song, the words almost comprehensible and yet completely foreign. As if spoken in a backward language.

			You have not forgotten me. And I have not forgotten you.
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			THE SECRET PAGE

			Two weeks later, we finally arrived in Vienna on a stormy Wednesday evening, with the rain pouring in sheets down the sides of our carriage. I held Woferl’s hand and waited in our seats with Mama as Papa helped the coachman bring our trunks inside the inn. My breath clouded in the air and drifted out into the wet world.

			“Are you warm, Woferl?” I asked, pressing a hand to his forehead. His cheeks were pale, but at least his skin did not seem feverish.

			My brother only stared at the inn. “The emperor lives in an awfully small house,” he declared.

			The four of us stayed together in one room, Papa and Mama in the larger bed and Woferl and me in the smaller one. Papa had requested a clavier to be brought up to our room, so that we could practice for several days before seeing the emperor. We listened to our parents talk about how we were to deliver notice to the palace that we had arrived in the city, how Woferl and I should be presented. This was our first performance outside of Salzburg, and our reputations—as well as that of Herr Schachtner, who had arranged it all—depended on how this concert would go. As our reputations went, so would our fortunes. Everything needed to be just so.

			“Woferl needs new shoes,” Papa said.

			“Nannerl needs a new petticoat,” Mama added.

			The more I heard them talk, the more my thoughts churned. I slept poorly that night. My nightmares fed on one another, visions of a clavier with no keys, in a room with no audience. Of my hands, cracked and scarred, unable to dance to the music in my mind. Applause in another chamber, far away from where I was playing.

			The clavier came the next morning. It was a frightfully worn little thing, but Woferl clapped his hands in delight and immediately asked Papa for sheet music paper so that he could write down the concerto he was keeping in his head. He spent the rest of the day bent over pages scattered across the instrument, alternately scribbling and playing. When Mama finally had to pull him away so that he could eat something, tears sprang to Woferl’s eyes.

			“Look at this child, Anna,” Papa said to my mother. “It’s as if you are tearing his heart from his breast.”

			The sight of the paper tempted me too. Perhaps I could compose my own variation of the melodies that haunted my dreams and days—but, of course, I could not ask for such a thing. So instead I pretended not to notice as Woferl scribbled his notes down, smearing the ink across the page with the ball of his hand. When he went to play them on the clavier, I recognized them as the harmonies that he’d hummed to me in the carriage. They were intact, the very same measures.

			He had told the truth after all. He remembered every bit of it.

			Papa watched him with a bright light in his eyes. He seemed unable to speak, lest he interrupt his young son’s brilliance. If I had left the room and wandered away into the streets, I did not think he would have noticed.

			Finally, after several hours, Papa left for the palace to make sure all our arrangements were in place. Mama had taken Woferl to look at the market that sprawled in the streets outside our inn. I was alone with the clavier, which sat unused and quiet.

			I took a seat at it. The bench let out a loud creak. The keys looked yellow and scratched, the black paint nearly gone, and as I skimmed a hand across them, I noticed several notes sounded horribly out of tune. The highest E did not work at all. But it was still a clavier, and better than drumming my fingers on a wooden carriage wall. I opened my notebook, set it on the stand, and began to play.

			I started with my scales and arpeggios, then transitioned to a menuett. My fingers warmed. I closed my eyes and finally let myself sink into this safe place. In the darkness appeared a rolling line, sloping upward and then back down like a painter’s brush, smooth and bright and liquid, a climbing trail of notes that floated into open skies. My senses grew heavy with their sweetness.

			It took me a moment to realize that I was no longer playing my menuett, but the tune I’d seen strewn across our carriage’s path in the forest.

			I stopped abruptly. My eyes fluttered open. A sudden longing seized me then, and I looked over to the quill that Woferl had set on the edge of the clavier’s stand, ready for him to compose.

			My heart tightened with fear and confusion.

			Composition was a man’s realm. Everyone knew this. It was the world of Herr Handel and Herr Bach, of my father and the kapellmeisters of Europe. It was the world Woferl was already discovering. I had never questioned this rule before I’d heard the kingdom in my dreams or the princeling’s perfect voice. Composition was not my place, and my father had never hinted otherwise.

			So why could I not look away from the quill atop the clavier?

			I heard the music in my mind, the song from the kingdom that shifted the longer I dwelled on it. My throat turned dry, and my hands trembled. When Hyacinth had told me that he would help me, was this his intent? To give me this desire?

			Papa would not approve, if he saw me. What would he do? Take away my notebook, perhaps. He might even ban me from future performances and let Woferl go alone. But most likely of all, he would destroy my composition as punishment for my disobedience. A daughter who went around her father’s lessons, who stepped into a realm that he never gave her permission to enter? He would be embarrassed at my brashness and angry at my rebellion. I imagined him tossing the music into the stove, both of us watching the delicate paper curl into ash.

			To create something, only to see it destroyed. The thought of that risk stabbed the sharpest at me. I tore my gaze from the quill, almost ready to abandon it.

			But the melody from the forest lingered in my ears, beautiful and alluring, coaxing me forward. I felt the ache of it with the same intensity as the night of my first dream, when I’d woken with my hand outstretched, wanting to be a part of that world. The rain tapped a muffled rhythm against the roof, the pulse right before a song.

			What would Hyacinth say? The glimmer in his eyes told me he would urge me on. And Woferl? He would clap his hands in delight and ask to hear the melody. Slowly, slowly, the threat of my father’s punishment began to fade against the steady desire to write it down.

			Finally, with one bold gesture, I took up the quill and dipped it into the inkwell. My hands reached up as if of their own accord toward my notebook. I turned the pages until I’d nearly reached the end, and then I stopped on a blank page that no one would think to look at.

			For a moment, I hesitated. I am done with it, Hyacinth had told me when he’d returned the notebook. Use it as your path back to me.

			What had he done to it? The blank page seemed unremarkable. Yet the longer I stared, the more I felt it staring back at me, as if the princeling had touched his fingers to the paper and soaked his otherworldly being into the fibers. He was watching me, waiting.

			Tell me what you want, he had said.

			So I began to write.

			The room was silent, save for the scratching of quill against parchment and the roar of the music in my mind. The strokes of my ink shook slightly against the page, but I forced myself to steady. The palms of my hands turned clammy with sweat. It wouldn’t be long before I would hear someone coming back up the steps to our room.

			But I couldn’t stop. A wild joy rushed underneath my blanket of fear. This moment was fleeting—and mine.

			The melody from the carriage path looked back at me from the paper, suddenly made into reality. I continued, writing as quickly and quietly as I could, nurturing the little tune, knowing that at any moment I would hear someone coming back up the steps to our room. When I finally put the quill down and ran my finger across the page to see if the ink had dried, I noticed how warm the paper felt. My breaths came shallow and rapid.

			I hurriedly replaced the quill, then closed my notebook carefully so that it would not flip open to my page. My heart beat wildly at the thrill of this secret. The air, the light, something shifted in the room. It was as if the princeling were watching me through the paper that connected us.

			I had never disobeyed my father before. From now on, there would forever be my life before this moment, and my life after.

			By the time Mama came back upstairs with Woferl, I had returned to my usual lessons. They listened to me play for a while. From the corner of my eye, I could see Woferl’s large grin, as if he could not contain his joy, and my mother’s face, a calm canvas, even as she smiled and nodded along to my playing. On the floor beside her, Woferl fidgeted as he hunched over his papers, scribbling.

			I felt as if he already knew about my secret, that he would jump up at any moment, flip through my notebook’s blank pages, and expose my little tune to the light. I could hear his familiar laugh in my head. But he remained beside my mother. I continued to play. Long moments passed.

			Finally, when I finished and Woferl took his turn at the clavier, Papa returned home with a rumpled powdered wig and a whirlwind of words, hardly able to contain his excitement. “Anna,” he said breathlessly, gesturing to my mother. I looked up from where I sat on my bed. Only my brother continued to play, as if lost to his surroundings.

			Mama laughed. “You look flustered, Leopold.”

			“Word has spread throughout the city,” Papa replied. I could not remember his eyes ever looking so reflective. “On the streets, in the palace square. Everyone wants to hear more about our arrival. They call the children miracles. We are being talked about everywhere.”

			Woferl and I exchanged a quick look. Mama clapped her hands together in pleasure.

			“The sentries tell me that the empress has taken ill,” he continued, then quickly added, “Just a cold, nothing to fret over! Woferl and Nannerl are to play for them in three days, at the Schönbrunn Palace, at noon.”

			And so our first performance was decided. Woferl looked up from his writing and announced that he would name his concerto after the empress. I thought of my secret page and waited for my father to look at me and see it imprinted in my gaze.

			What have you been up to, Nannerl? he would ask.

			But he didn’t. Instead, he went on about the court’s excitement over our concert, the reactions of those in the streets. His eyes crinkled with pleasure. I stayed where I was and watched the way he took Mama’s hands in his. He did not know. My secret hummed in the back of my throat.

			Somewhere in the air, unseen, Hyacinth watched me and smiled in approval.

			I knew that he had heard it. And I wondered what he would do next.
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			Mama woke both of us early the next morning. I startled out of a dream of wandering down a dark path through the upside-down trees. Woferl sat up in bed and rubbed sleep from his eyes. Through a crack in our window, I could already hear the bustling sounds of Vienna’s streets waking to greet the day.

			“Hurry now, children,” she said, patting both our cheeks and giving us a wink. “You need to look the part you will play.”

			We ate a quick breakfast of cold meats and poppy seed bread, and then I put on my white cap and left the inn with Mama, Papa, and Woferl. Compared with Salzburg, the streets looked wider here and paved with newer cobblestones. It was still early, and the wet air bit my cheeks with its chill. I could smell the honey and wheat from the bakeries. Ottoman merchants in layered coats and shining sashes gathered near the Fleischmarkt’s coffeehouse, conversing with one another in Turkish. Men hawked walnuts and colorful ribbons at intersections.

			I held Woferl’s hand. Papa walked on my brother’s other side, distracted by the sights, and when he walked too fast, I picked up my skirts and hurried along behind him. To the Viennese, it must have been obvious that we did not live here. I looked nervously away from several curious passersby. It seemed like a long time before we finally arrived at the tailor and dressmaker shop, adorned with a sign that said DAS FEINE BENEHMEN.

			“Welcome, welcome,” said the man that opened the door for us. He blinked blue eyes at my father. “May I ask your name, Herr?”

			I glanced behind him at the shop. It was very tidy, lined with elaborate caps and leather shoes on models, stays and stomachers trimmed with braided silk, rolls and rolls of fabrics in all colors and patterns, petticoats and gowns with beautiful embroidery. In one corner stood a full mantua gown cut in the latest fashion, made out of an elaborately patterned yellow silk that sloped elegantly at the hips. I found myself admiring its repeating floral images, the way it bunched in and then straight at the back. It was the kind of dress one wore before royalty. What I would wear soon enough.

			Papa shook the man’s hand. “Herr Leopold Mozart.” He bowed his head slightly. I caught a glimpse of my father’s eyes—and saw a hint of pleasure coiled within them. He was waiting for the tailor to recognize his name.

			To Papa’s satisfaction, the man’s grin widened. “Ah, Herr Mozart of Salzburg!” he exclaimed, taking my father’s hand with both of his. “I’ve heard a great deal about your arrival to our city, friend. Your children are to perform at the palace soon, yes?”

			When Papa nodded, the tailor’s eyes turned round. I watched him carefully. More and more, he reminded me of Hyacinth—a hint of blue in his skin whenever he turned; a slight slant of his eyes, a trick of the light; a flash of his bright teeth. I wondered if he had leapt into the body of a man in order to prepare us for our debut. His eyes darted between Woferl and me. “Rest assured, children, that you will leave here looking like royalty.” The man’s smile had grown so large by now that I thought it might fall from his face.

			“Thank you, sir,” Papa replied. “Spare no expense. I want them at their best.”

			I glanced quickly at our father. Mama would scold him for this later, if he ever revealed how much he was willing to spend on our clothes. Already, I could imagine her arms crossed and her lips tight.

			The man bowed. “Let me fetch several others. We will begin straightaway.” With that, he hurried off. Woferl made a move to dart after him, but I grabbed my brother’s arm and spoke sharply. I did not want Papa to think I could not mind him.

			The man soon returned with his help. Two dressmakers, one clothier, and one assistant. They approached me with a new garment and I held my arms up so that they could pull the stay tightly around my waist, the inner boning pressing against my ribs. The gown itself was made from deep blue satin, smooth and soft and cold to the touch, open in front to reveal the creamy layers of petticoats buried underneath. The collar was high, concealing the skin of my clavicle and throat. One of my hands stayed pressed against my blue pendant, deep in my petticoat’s pocket.

			I stared at my reflection as the dressmakers and clothier worked, my eyes locked on the mirror standing before us. My cheeks looked flushed from the cold streets.

			Nearby, I could see my brother wriggling throughout his own fitting. At one point, he hopped down from his dais and ran to our father to hold up his shining cuff links, forcing his clothier to hurry after him. I looked on in silence, unable to mind him. The rigid structure of my dress dug into me, holding me back. Even if I wanted, I could not move my arms as freely as Woferl could.

			Would this be how I performed before royalty? Barely able to move?

			When they finished, Papa guided me to the nearby wig shop and parlor. There, the wigmakers pulled my hair back and away from my face, fitting me with a curled wig that piled high on my head and then tumbled down my shoulders in a cascade. They patted the hair with white powder until the fine dust floated in the air around us. I wrinkled my nose at its stale scent. The weight of it made me keep my head and neck at a strict, straight angle. I tried to puzzle out how to lean into my music as I played while wearing such a thing.

			Noon approached, and finally we finished our fittings. As we thanked the clothier and made our way out, I cast one final glance over my shoulder. The tailor smiled back, his tall figure cutting a long shadow on the floor. His teeth were very white, his eyes so blue they seemed to glow.

			“I’ll see you soon, Nannerl,” he said. I looked at my father for his reaction, but he did not seem to notice. Only Woferl tightened his hand in mine. I tried to remind myself that this must be part of Hyacinth’s plan. In order for me to perform, I must first look the part.

			The rest of the day passed in a blur of practice, as did the next.

			I could not sleep the night before our performance. Instead, I stared at the ceiling in silence, drowning in thoughts. My glass pendant lay tucked underneath my pillow, so that I could feel its slight bump against the back of my head. I let myself take comfort in its presence. A reminder of my wish.

			“Nannerl?”

			I turned to look at my brother. His eyes blinked back at me in the darkness. I propped myself up on one elbow and smiled at him. “You should rest,” I whispered.

			“So should you,” he protested, “but you’re not.” He glanced over to where our father slept, afraid that he would stir.

			It had not occurred to me that Woferl might be nervous too. I reached over and took his hand in mine. I was small for my age, but his fingers were tiny even in my palm. “You have nothing to be afraid of,” I said gently. “All of Austria is excited to hear you. The emperor requested you personally. You will not disappoint.”

			Woferl closed his little fingers around one of mine. “I’m not afraid,” he said.

			I smiled again. “Then why are you awake?”

			Woferl scooted closer to me, buried his head in my pillow, and pointed toward the clavier. I followed his hand until my eyes rested on my notebook. It was closed.

			“What is it?” I asked.

			“The notebook is singing,” he whispered. “I can’t sleep.”

			I turned my head quickly back to the clavier. We fell silent. I heard the sound of a late-night coach from the streets below, the whisper of wind, Papa’s gentle snore, a trickle of water from some mysterious place. I did not hear the music.

			“Are you sure?” I whispered to Woferl. “What do you mean?”

			He wrinkled his nose at me. “Nannerl!” he exclaimed in a quiet hiss. “It is singing right now—you can’t hear it? It is very loud.”

			It must be Hyacinth. He has done something to my notebook. He is here.

			I waited for a minute, forcing my breathing to stay even, until Woferl began to squirm. Then I swung my legs over the side of the bed, rested my feet on the floor, and slowly made my way to the clavier. Still I heard nothing. The floor numbed my feet. I took care not to tremble.

			I should be in bed, I thought. Our performance.

			When I had moved close enough, I picked my notebook off the clavier’s stand and clutched it to my chest. Gingerly, I made my way back to bed.

			Woferl sat up straighter, eager to see. “It keeps repeating the same lines,” he insisted. “Over and over and over.”

			My skin tingled. We both froze for an instant as Papa stirred. I kept my eyes on him until he turned away from us, and then I relaxed my shoulders. I opened the notebook quietly. “What does it sound like?” I whispered.

			Woferl hesitated for a moment. “Like this.” He hummed a few notes as softly as he could.

			I swallowed hard. My initial excitement, my sudden thoughts of the princeling, all vanished. Woferl must have discovered my secret composition, I thought, the little wisp of music I’d written down several days ago. I felt an abrupt rush of anger. “You’re making it up,” I whispered harshly. “The notebook is not singing at all. You are.”

			Woferl burst into a fit of giggles. He threw himself facedown into his pillow. I closed my notebook in disappointment and hid it inside our blankets. His quiet laughter stung. “This is my notebook, Woferl. You shouldn’t take what’s not yours. You aren’t going to tell Papa, are you?”

			His giggles died down. He looked at me solemnly. “Well, why are you hiding it? It’s beautiful.”

			His words were so serious, said so truthfully, that any anger I might have had flitted away. “Young ladies do not compose,” I told him.

			He shook his head. “Why?”

			I took his hands in mine and squeezed them once. How much and how little he understood of my life. “Please, Woferl, let it be our secret. Promise me you won’t tell anyone else.”

			It was Woferl’s turn to look upset. “But who will hear it, then?” he whispered, horrified. “You’re not going to let it stay there forever, are you?”

			“Yes, I am.” I gave him a firm look. “If you love me, then promise me.”

			Woferl stared at me for a long time. When he knew that he could not sway me with his defiance, he flopped back down in bed. “I do love you,” he declared grudgingly. “So I promise I will never tell.”

			I settled down into bed. We drifted into silence, but Woferl’s teasing brought back the undercurrent of fear, my muted excitement from when I wrote the music down. What was Hyacinth up to, coaxing me into this? God will punish me for hiding such a thing from Papa. It would mean that I was the kind of girl who disobeyed her father, who would go on to disobey other men—her husband—in her life. So many stories already circulated about us. What would this story become, if it began to spread?

			They would say that she was the kind of girl who did not listen. She was the kind of girl who had her own ideas.

			I pulled my blankets higher until they reached my chin, and then imagined the princeling turning his head this way and that, his bright eyes watching me from the other side of the room. I hoped he was.

			I clutched my notebook closer to my chest and stared, searching the darkness, until I drifted off to sleep with the image still branded in my thoughts.
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			THE PRINCELING IN THE PALACE

			The next morning dawned with a flurry of activity.

			I forced myself to nibble on some bread while Woferl played with the cut meats on his plate. After our quick breakfast, we hurried to the tailor shop to collect our new clothes. I sucked in my breath as my mother helped me pull the boned corset of my new gown tight until I could barely breathe. When she finished, my waist tapered thin and straight in the mirror.

			Beside me, Woferl shrugged on his new coat and shoes. We looked less like the brother and sister who arrived to the shop huddled and whispering together, and more like the rumor of us that had been circulating the city. We looked like the Mozart children, musical prodigies. Fit to play for a king.

			By the time we arrived at the Schönbrunn Palace, I was trembling slightly from my nerves, and a cold sweat had dampened my hands. The palace stretched for what looked like miles in each direction, white and gold, with countless rows of framed windows and stone pillars. A guard greeted us at the front of the courtyard. I walked carefully, so as not to ruin my new gown, but Woferl flitted in front of us like a restless bird, chatting with the guard, asking him his name and how long he’d worked at the palace, until Papa finally gave me a stern look and I hurried over to pull Woferl back to my side.

			We walked through halls of towering pillars and carved banisters, walls covered with sheets of gold. The ceilings were painted in every room, and in every room, I felt as if God were looking down at me, laying bare my secret page I’d written. I kept my head down and hurried forward. My leather shoes echoed on the marble, and I felt oddly embarrassed. My steps did not sound graceful. I reached for a moment into the pocket of my petticoat, where I’d stashed my pendant. My fingers found its smooth surface. I tried to let it reassure me.

			Finally, at the last doorway, we paused to let the guard walk ahead of us. He bowed to someone I could not see.

			“Your Majesty,” he said. “I present Herr Leopold Mozart and Frau Anna Maria Mozart, and their children, Herr Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and Fräulein Maria Anna Mozart.”

			The first thing I saw when I entered the chamber was the clavier.

			Larger than ours in Salzburg and certainly larger than the one from the inn, it had white keys instead of dark and was covered in baroque art. It looked like the clavier I’d seen in the trinket shop, surrounded by a cavern of moss. The sight struck me so dumb that I nearly jumped when they announced my name.

			My eyes swept the room. The marble floor was decorated with thick rugs, and the half a dozen men who comprised the emperor’s council sat facing the clavier, with the emperor and empress themselves centered between them.

			The emperor sprang to his feet at the sight of us. “Ah! Herr Mozart! Frau Mozart!” he called out. Beside him, Empress Maria Theresa gave us a warm smile.

			“Your Majesties,” Papa said, bowing low to the ground. Of course he would do so, but the sight startled me—I had always seen my father with his head held high, the master of our household. It never occurred to me that he would behave differently in front of those with greater power.

			Mama joined in with her curtsies, and Woferl and I followed their lead as we were each introduced to the emperor and the empress, then to their children.

			It was only at the very bottom of my curtsy that I noticed the hooved shape of the emperor’s shoes. I blinked. When I looked again, they looked normal. My eyes darted to the rest of the audience. For an instant, I thought that one of the seated men appeared thin and willowy and blue.

			I tried to get a better look, but then the emperor knelt to look at my brother. My attention shifted back to them. “And this! Ah!” the emperor said. “This boy must be the one we’ve heard so much about! How old are you, Herr Mozart?”

			“Five years old, Your Majesty,” he said loudly. Though his skill was impressive enough, Papa had still instructed him to take two years off his age.

			“Five!” the emperor said, rubbing his chin in mock wisdom. “I suppose you must be too small a boy to play the clavier, ja?”

			At that, Woferl puffed up in defiance. “I am not, Your Majesty,” he declared. “I can reach all the keys, and if I stand I can reach the pedal, and I can play the violin as well.”

			Behind him, the others in the audience chuckled. I caught the eye of the emperor’s smallest daughter, Princess Maria Antonia, who smiled at me. When her eyes darted to Woferl, she blushed and looked away.

			The emperor let out a hearty laugh. “You all heard the boy. He can play the clavier! And the violin, as well!” Then he turned to me. “You must be Fräulein Mozart,” he said.

			“Your Majesty,” I replied, sweeping into another deep curtsy.

			“Lift your head, Fräulein, so that we may have a better look at you.”

			I did so—and found myself staring straight into Hyacinth’s eyes.

			I did not know what kept me from leaping away in shock, but there I stood, transfixed by the boy’s beautiful face. Did the others not see him? Here, he was no longer dressed in his assortment of leaves and shining twigs. Instead, his hair was pulled back into a low tail at the nape of his neck, tied with a neat length of white ribbon, and layers of trimmed lace adorned the breast of his shirt. The white-and-gold royal coat he wore made the tint of his skin  appear even paler.

			“Hello, Fräulein,” Hyacinth said, and the music of his voice was unmistakable. I turned my eyes down, terrified and elated to be the only one who might be seeing him. Above me came his chuckle.

			“Herr Mozart,” he said to my father. “Are you sure your daughter is not an angel stolen from Heaven?”

			Papa and Mama bowed their thanks. All they saw was the emperor. I said nothing as I curtsied again. My eyes flitted to my brother, but he had his back turned to me, his eyes already settled eagerly on the clavier. If he could see Hyacinth, he did not appear to notice him.

			“We will hear young Herr Mozart first,” Hyacinth declared, then rose to his feet. I found myself turning to join my parents in the first row of audience seats, where my mother now sat beside the empress herself. I took my seat with them. My father remained standing, perhaps too anxious to sit, his eyes locked on Woferl as if there were no one else in the chamber. I pressed my hands into my lap.

			Hyacinth had told me that the notebook would connect my world to his, and so I had written my music into it, on my secret page.  I must have summoned him here.

			Woferl struggled a bit to climb up onto the clavier bench, but once he was there, he needed nothing else. What did he see? I wondered. I kept my eyes on his bright red sleeves as he played. He added flourishes into his performance, and his fingers danced across the keys without effort, nimble and quick. In the corners of the chamber, a light mist had begun to build, gathering along the floor until it seemed as if we were shrouded in a dream.

			My hands fidgeted endlessly in my lap, yearning to reach into my pocket for my pendant. I tried to predict how my own performance would go, whether I could bring the same wonder to my music as Woferl did to his. Would anyone want to hear me when my brother finished? Or would it be like my first song for Herr Schachtner, who had barely heard me at all? Would it please Hyacinth, to watch me perform? Had he come here to witness what I could do, so that he could begin his work on my wish? Was this a test of my talent for him to see if I was truly worthy?

			Woferl played one piece, then another. Papa stepped up and covered the keys with a cloth, and Woferl continued to play as easily as before. Our audience gasped in delight.

			Then, too soon, Woferl was finished, and suddenly all I heard around me were exclamations and applause, the clack of shoes as their owners rose to their feet. I joined in the clapping. Woferl hopped down from the bench and bowed low to his audience, then looked at me with a toothy grin. He hurried back to his chair. His eyes never went to the emperor—to Hyacinth—and I began to wonder if this time the princeling did not mean for my brother to see him. Perhaps he was only here for me.

			My heart began to beat rapidly as the room’s attention shifted to me. The emperor nodded for me to step forward. “Fräulein Mozart,” he said.

			I rose from my chair in a daze and walked to the clavier. There, I took my position on the bench and rested my hands against the keys. I’d memorized my music in those long morning practices and late-night lessons. It was easier this way to see the notes how I wanted to see them, without the papers in front of me. But here, with the phantom mist curling against my feet, I became unsure that I could see anything. The fog seemed to touch the edges of my mind, softening my nerves until I felt like I was not a part of my body at all. Until the world around me looked like a dream.

			In the corner of the room, the princeling sat in the emperor’s chair and watched me with a curious tilt to his head.

			My breath seemed to hang in the air. I reached for the still-ness in my mind. My fingers curled against the keys and I began to play.

			The notes that emerged from the clavier did not seem like music of the real world, what my menuetts were when I practiced them at home. Instead, they sounded like what I’d heard in the hidden grotto, like the voice of Hyacinth on the wind, suspended on the breeze. They sounded like they did in my head, perfect and fully formed, the same way they seemed right before they usually emerged into the world flawed and distorted. I floated above myself as I played, immersed in the dream of it, intoxicated, unwilling to leave.

			I was not playing for an audience. I was playing for myself. And slowly, gradually, the chamber around me began to change.

			The marble pillars turned wooden. Leaves budded from the stems of the chandeliers and candle sconces. Ivy crawled along the spectators’ chairs, their tendrils spiraling in long, tight patterns around the legs, winding their way across the floor until they reached my clavier. The light filtering through the windows dimmed, turned cool and blue. The mist thickened, mixing with the sound of notes in the air. My hands numbed, moving seemingly of their own accord. My body leaned into the music, swayed by the sound.

			Hyacinth left his seat and began to walk toward me. The others did not seem to react to this, and when I chanced a look at my father and Woferl, I realized that they sat motionless in their chairs, as if time had chosen to suspend them entirely.

			I finished the menuett and promptly began another. From deep within the notes emerged the rise and fall of a breeze, ripples of rain in a pond, the high trill of a bird’s call. Sparrows flitted overhead, settling into the branches of a thick forest’s canopy that had grown over the ceiling’s paintings and chandeliers. The wind curled around me, stirring the edges of my wig. I felt the cooling mist of rain against my cheeks.

			Hyacinth finally reached me. He sat down on the clavier bench beside me and studied my dancing hands. The glow of his eyes cast blue light against his face. “Very good, Nannerl,” he said, his voice bright with approval. “Play another.”

			I did. Why are you here? I asked Hyacinth. I must have spoken the words in my mind, for they sounded muted, and my lips stayed closed.

			He heard me all the same. Hyacinth smiled and stayed beside me, inching closer as I played. His boyish face glowed with joy. Then he stood and wrapped his arms around me, his slender young hands covering my own. He moved his fingers with mine and the music changed to something new, the notes as crisp and clean as rain against glass.

			“I am here because you wished it,” he replied. “The music you wrote into your notebook called for me. Did it not?”

			And I nodded, because it was true. Our fingers danced along the keys in a perfect scale.

			“I have brought you to this performance. And look at you now, dazzling with your true talent. The court will remember you.” He leaned closer to me. “Now that I have helped you, it is your turn to help me. Are you ready?”

			I nodded again. I was not playing to an empty room with no audience, like I’d seen in my nightmares. Here I was playing before the royal court, their attention rapt as they listened to me, their tongues silent and suspended. The boldness I’d felt as I composed my secret page, as I made my secret wish . . . it filled my head so fully now that I swayed from the rush. What more could come in the future? How much farther could we go, if I helped Hyacinth in return?

			I’m ready, I told him.

			The princeling’s fingers skipped across the keys. “Return to Salzburg. Wait for me there. I will come for you. Bring your brother.” He smiled at me, his teeth perfect and sharp. “The time has come for the next step in our plans, Nannerl.”

			Bring your brother. I instantly wondered what Hyacinth needed with Woferl. But I did not ask him what he meant by it. It made sense, I suppose—for I could not be here at this performance without my brother in attendance. So must it be in the kingdom. I leaned back into the music, grateful for Hyacinth’s presence, afraid of what he might say if I refused.

			And then, finally, I finished.

			Just like that, the world vanished with the end of my performance. The ivy and moss, the birds and blue light, the mist on the ground. Hyacinth. My dreamlike trance. I blinked and they all went away, leaving in their wake the palace chamber, the marble pillars, the paintings adorning the ceiling, the emperor and empress, my father and mother, my brother.

			For a moment, there was utter silence. Then the emperor jumped to his feet with the empress and clapped loudly. The princesses and princes stood and joined in, followed by the royal council. In the midst of the ovation came praise, words like splendid and prodigious and ethereal. I rose in a daze, bent low, and curtsied. Mama clapped in delight, and beside her, Woferl applauded so loudly that he seemed hardly able to contain himself. My father smiled at me in approval, pride and surprise clear on his face. He had never heard me play like this before. A surge of joy seared my chest.

			As I rose from my curtsy, I chanced one more glance in the emperor’s direction. No princeling to be seen. The emperor stood firmly in his place instead, not a young, lithe boy but the merry gentleman who had first greeted us. Hyacinth had disappeared so thoroughly that I couldn’t be sure he was ever here. But the magic he’d left behind still hung thick in the air, in the sound of the applause, in the echoes of the music he had inspired me to play.

			I shivered at the touch of it, the memory of his fingers against mine, dancing across the clavier. He had given this to me, and in return, I had promised to offer something to him. My glass pendant felt very heavy in the pocket of my petticoat.

			“How long will you stay?” the empress asked my father.

			“Another week or two, your Majesty,” Papa replied. “We will play for some of the nobles before we return to Salzburg.”

			She glanced toward Woferl and me. Her eyes were gentle, her lashes very pale. “Herr Mozart,” she said to my brother. “Your hands produce such clean, crisp notes, and with such grace. Thank you, my child, for honoring my court with your presence.” She looked at me. “As with you, Fräulein Mozart. You and your brother show talent far beyond your years. I will send you both a present tomorrow, as a token of my thanks.”

			Woferl, unable to resist her kind words, leapt up from beside me and wrapped his arms around the empress’s neck. He kissed her soundly on her cheek. Before the empress could react to his embrace, he turned to face Princess Maria Antonia, the little girl who had blushed for him earlier, and asked her promptly if she would marry him.

			The others laughed heartily at his display of affection.

			I often think back on this moment. Sometimes I wonder whether this was when the princeling first began to work his magic on Woferl, and whether Hyacinth ended up haunting the little princess too. Years later, Maria Antonia would become the feather to break the backs of an already-broken people—France’s young queen, Marie Antoinette.
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			THE NIGHT FLOWER

			The emperor and empress, pleased with us, showered us with gifts. Empress Maria Theresa gave Woferl a dark lilac outfit once worn by a young archduke, lined in gold braids and buttons and cuffs, a beautiful justaucorps over a matching waistcoat. I received a violet taffeta dress embroidered with ripe flowers and soft silver blossoms, adorned with snow-colored lace. Then came gifts of snuffboxes, four of them, along with three hundred ducats, almost a full year of Papa’s salary in the archbishop’s orchestra.

			It was more than my father expected. I knew this because he hummed as he packed the gifts away in our luggage, the edges of his eyes crinkled with the possibility of what our future prospects might hold. Mama squeezed my shoulders and gave Woferl and me proud smiles. A year’s salary earned in the span of a day. Papa could buy his new coat. Mama could have a new porcelain set. We could keep respectable company, occupy our space at dinner parties with our heads held high.

			When Papa told Woferl and me that we had both done well, Woferl only snorted. “The emperor has no ear for music,” he said. “Papa, he didn’t even hear the string on my violin that was out of tune. He said instead that I play very accurately.”

			Papa threw his head back and laughed. “Well, he certainly knows talent when he hears it,” he said, winking. His eyes settled on me. Everything in me brightened at the approval in them. “Isn’t that right, Nannerl? The emperor said you were truly blessed by God.”

			Even better than our royal gifts were the frequent mentions of our names on the streets, scattered in conversations, all murmuring about Herr Mozart and his remarkable children. We heard it from every corner as we prepared for our trip home. The gossip kept Papa in high spirits all the way back, despite the snow we encountered.

			By the time we arrived home, invitations had poured in. News of our performance in Vienna had already spread throughout Salzburg and beyond. All the nobility of Austria and Germany wanted to keep up with the latest trend, and we were it.

			Papa made the arrangements with a resolute face.

			“You will exhaust the children,” Mama said to him one evening as she looked over the schedule he had laid out for us.

			“The children will not be worth watching forever,” he said. “This is only the beginning, Anna. There is no time to waste. We need to play for the royal courts, for all Europe.” He turned then to look at me and Woferl. “You love the performances, at any rate. Isn’t that true?”

			I nodded, because it was true. Beside me, my brother clapped his hands at the thought of traveling beyond Austria’s borders.

			My father smiled at Woferl’s reaction. “Miracles from God,” he said. “And so long as they can, it is their duty to perform God’s work.”

			Woferl brightened like a star, drinking in Papa’s words hungrily. Miracles from God. I took the words and folded them away carefully, letting the weight of them sit in my chest, savoring the memory of my father’s pleased expression turned in my direction.

			This was my worth. Without it, I was simply a child. With it, I would be what Hyacinth promised.

			Immortal.
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			Several weeks passed. I started to think that perhaps Hyacinth wouldn’t return after all—that there was no task in store to repay him for his help. A part of me was relieved. Another part of me missed him, yearned for the wild song of his voice.

			Finally, my wait ended on a cold night in late April. A flurry of snow blanketed our windowsills. Woferl slept soundly beside me, but the cold kept me awake. I rubbed at my toes to warm them, letting my eyes wander around our room before settling on the slit beneath our door. Every night, I half expected to see the light of fireflies again, like we’d seen that night when Hyacinth had first appeared.

			“I wonder if it feels like winter in the Kingdom of Back too,” Woferl murmured. I looked down at him, surprised to see him awake. He blinked sleep from his eyes and snuggled closer to me.

			“I’m sure it does,” I whispered. “Now, hush.” The late hour and the chilly air had turned me grumpy.

			Woferl didn’t seem to care. He sighed and folded his arms over our blanket, then turned his eyes up to the ceiling. “I bet winter in the Kingdom of Back is different from winter in our world, isn’t it?” he said. “I bet it doesn’t feel as cold, and the snow looks prettier.”

			“Woferl, please.” I frowned at him. “Do you want Papa to scold you tomorrow for practicing poorly? Go back to sleep.”

			“You’re not sleeping.” Woferl grinned. “You always get to make up the stories about the kingdom. This time I’ll make it up, and you can listen.”

			I sighed. There would be no quieting him. “Very well, indulge me. Tell me something we don’t know yet about the Kingdom of Back.”

			Woferl cleared his throat, then furrowed his brow in concentration. I watched him without saying a word. It was the same expression he made when he performed for an audience. I wondered suddenly if he saw the kingdom as I did, as sheets of music in his mind, an entire world laid out in neat measures and round notes on paper. I wondered if he heard what I heard whenever he played, if we had access to the same secret world.

			“In the Kingdom of Back,” he began, “the snow layers the forest in white, like frosting on the cakes at the bakery. And the ocean never freezes over. Its water feels warm even in the winter.”

			“Yes,” I whispered, listening half-heartedly. His childlike voice had started to lure me into sleep. “Naturally.”

			“And the ocean has a guardian too, just like the rest of the kingdom has the princeling.” Woferl paused to think. “A faery queen of the night, trapped in an underwater cave.”

			As he went on, I drifted away. The room around me blurred, I sank without protest into the early fog of sleep, and in my dreams Woferl continued with his faery tale. I thought I could see light at the bottom slit of our door, and hear something that sounded like music from a clavier. My music. “Woferl,” I whispered, shaking my brother.

			He halted in his story. “What is it?” he asked.

			Before I could reply, I saw him sit up and turn his attention toward our door. He heard it too. “It’s coming from the music room,” he whispered. His hand automatically found mine.

			“It’s my music,” I said, suddenly afraid. “From my notebook. You recognize it, don’t you?”

			“Of course I do.” Woferl swung his legs over the bed and tilted his head so as to hear it more clearly.

			We stayed like that for a long moment, silent, as the music continued. I shivered.

			“It’s coming closer,” Woferl whispered.

			My hands went to the candlestick on our dresser. I lit it, then held the light out before us.

			The door squeaked, then opened into a tiny sliver. Both of us froze in our places and my face grew hot with fear. I knew it was not our parents, and not Sebastian.

			It was Hyacinth.

			The princeling came accompanied, as always, by the dim blue glow of faeries flitting about him in tiny pins of light. He peered into our bedroom and looked idly around before settling his gaze on us. On me.

			“Nannerl,” he said. His voice wrapped itself around me in an embrace. “I am so pleased to see you again.” And before I could wonder if he’d made himself visible to Woferl too, he turned to my brother and offered him a smile. “The little one is still awake, waiting for an adventure.”

			Woferl grinned back, delighted. “It’s you!” he exclaimed.

			“Yes, it seems so,” Hyacinth said.

			“Have you come to steal something again?” Woferl asked.

			I swallowed at his words, afraid of angering the princeling, and elbowed him in the ribs.

			Hyacinth only laughed. The sound pierced my ears. I thought that it would certainly wake Sebastian or our parents. When he stopped, he fixed his eyes on Woferl. “I’ve come to ask a favor from both of you,” he said. “But first, you must follow me. Quickly now.” He frowned at the candle in my hands. I noticed the way he shrank from its warmth, as if, even from a distance, it could scald him. “Leave that. You will not need its light in the kingdom.” And without another word, he vanished from the doorframe.

			Woferl leapt up first. “Let’s go,” he whispered eagerly. Before I could refuse, he had risen and hurried to the door.

			“Woferl, wait—” I started to say, but it was too late. He had already rushed out. I slid my feet into my pair of slippers and followed his path, into our living room and out our front entrance, down the flights of stairs that would lead us to the main street.

			My feet crunched on snow. It surprised me so much that I cried out and stopped in my tracks.

			I stood in the middle of the Getreidegasse with a sky full of stars above my head, illuminated by the brilliant light of two moons hovering over opposite ends of the street. The city was deserted, the dim streetlights fading into the darkness around us. The snow did not look like how I remembered it from earlier that evening, dirty with mud and ice, shoved onto the sidewalks in heaps. This snow was clean and white, untouched. I looked up. All the windowsills were covered in this pure snow, so soft that I thought it would feel like a warm blanket to the touch. I reached down and put my hand against its surface. It fell apart against my fingers.

			The snow layers the forest in white, like frosting on the cakes at the bakery.

			Woferl’s voice echoed somewhere ahead of me. When I looked in its direction, I realized that the little crooked path I’d once seen from our window had now reappeared at the end of the Getreidegasse. It led away from the buildings and toward the dark forest of upside-down trees, and at the forest’s entrance stood the same sign that had been there when I’d last seen it. Now, though, I could read the words.

			“To the Kingdom of Back,” I whispered.

			Next to the sign was Woferl. He waved at me. Somewhere in the forest behind him, I glimpsed Hyacinth’s lean figure heading deeper in. I gathered up the bottom of my nightgown, shook snow from my slippers, and hurried to my brother.

			We walked in silence. The path started with cobblestones, but as we continued, the cobblestones began to fade away, growing sparser, until we walked on dirt lined with blankets of snow. Woferl pressed against me as we passed the trees. Their roots reached up toward the stars and cut the sky into slivers. Their leaves curled at the bottom of each tree, and in them were pools of still, black water, with no bottom that I could see.

			I remembered my own warning about the pools and pulled us away from their edges, lest we fell in. Our surroundings had grown so dark that I could barely make out the path ahead. I tried not to look behind us. Shadows crept into every crevice when there was no light to push back their edges, breathing life into things that shouldn’t exist.

			“Are you afraid?” I asked Woferl.

			His small shoulders trembled. “No,” he lied. “Where do you think the path will lead?”

			“Well, I can’t be sure,” I said, trying to keep him calm. “It is your turn to tell me a story, remember? Tell me, where would you want this path to lead?”

			Woferl smiled. “To the shore!” he exclaimed in a hushed voice. “To the white sand and warm ocean.”

			As he spoke, pinpoints of light caught my attention. They flitted from tree to tree, clusters that glowed blue, the same tiny faeries that had appeared in our music room on the first night. With them came the curious sensation that Hyacinth must be near. Sure enough, one of the lights came to rest in my hand. It felt like a feather.

			This way, it cried. This way.

			And with their light and that of the two moons, our path was illuminated just enough for us to see it winding deeper into the woods.

			We walked for a very long time, until the forest grew darker and darker, and the trees grew closer and closer together. I wondered if perhaps we had missed a trail that could have branched away, that Hyacinth may have gone a different direction. The tiny faeries had faded away too, leaving us wandering alone through a colorless world.

			Finally, when I was ready to turn back, the darkness of the forest began to fade and I saw what seemed like a strange blue light appear on the tree trunks. “Do you see that, Woferl?” I said to him. “Maybe we’re almost there.” He didn’t answer. It was just as well—I did not want him to ask me again whether or not I knew where this path could lead.

			The end to the forest was so abrupt that I stumbled on my slippers. The last of the upside-down trees now stood beside us, and in front of us stretched a shore of white sand that hugged the edge of a deep sapphire ocean, its color interrupted by two perfect silver reflections of the moons.

			I caught my breath at the sight of it. This was the ocean from my very first dream.

			Dozens of blue seashells lay winking against the white sand. Woferl noticed me admiring their color and, on impulse, picked one up and shoved it into his pocket.

			Hyacinth was waiting at the edge of the water. Tonight, he looked more like a boy than ever, his tall, slender frame covered with skeleton leaves, his hair rumpled. His eyes reflected the ocean. “Are you cold?” he asked me.

			I shook my head. The winter chill that had clung to us on the Getreidegasse and the dark forest path did not exist here, and the ocean’s water lay as still and flat as a mirror’s surface.

			“Good.” The princeling nodded at us. “I have a task for you both.”

			“What is it?” I asked.

			Hyacinth gave me a sidelong smile and gestured toward the water. “I need a night flower,” he replied. “You can find them at the bottom of this ocean, inside a hidden cave. I’m unable to get there myself. You see, I cannot swim well.”

			“These flowers grow inside an underwater cave?” I said.

			“Yes,” he replied. “This cave is a lovely grotto, and inside lives an old witch, with wrinkled hands and long white hair. I sealed her in the cave long ago with the rising waters, and she has remained there ever since. She has stayed there for so long, in fact, that her feet have become part of the cavern floor. She cannot move from her spot, and her powers, although terrible, weaken when the twin moons are not aligned. Still, you must be careful. She can call great golden fire with her hands and engulf you with its flames. She feeds on the night flowers that grow along the cave walls, and anything else she manages to reach.”

			Woferl’s vision of a guardian for the ocean, I thought. A sudden sadness filled my heart. “She must be very lonely,” I said.

			Hyacinth turned his eyes to me. “Do not take pity on her. She will try to lure you to her with a sweet song, the most beautiful music you’ve ever heard in your life, so potent that sometimes sailors can hear it across many oceans. They call her the Queen of the Night.” He stepped closer to us. “Do not approach her. Do not look into her eyes. Do not talk to her. She is not what she seems.”

			I swallowed, distracted by his nearness, and promised that we would not.

			He turned away from us and pointed out toward the still waters. Not far from the shore lay a series of rock formations, carved from limestone, and when I looked from a different angle, the moonlight washed them into silver.

			“The grotto lies under the water, in those rocks,” he said. “The waters are low right now, so you and your brother will have a bit of time to get the flower. Do not be fooled by this peaceful ocean. It will rise so steadily that you will not realize it until it’s too late.”

			Woferl listened with a determined look on his face. “We are very brave,” he said, looking up at me. “I’m not afraid.”

			The princeling smiled at him. “You are indeed very brave,” he replied, and looked back toward the rocks. “It’s why I’ve chosen you both for this task. Now, you must hurry.”

			I did not feel brave, but Hyacinth looked so calm, and Woferl so eager, that I nodded and started toward the water. The echo of applause from my performance in Vienna, the look of pride on my father’s face . . . they came back to me now, filling me with the memory of joy. I had told Hyacinth I was ready, and so I was. My mind lingered on the night flower that we needed to retrieve.

			I removed my slippers. Then I waded carefully in, holding my breath in anticipation of cold ocean water. But the instant we dipped our feet into it, I realized that it was as warm as a bath, just as Woferl had said. I smiled in surprise. Woferl let out a giggle at the warmth and splashed right into it, getting water all over my nightgown. I looked back to the shore once we’d gone in waist-deep. Hyacinth watched us from where he had sat down in the sand, his stiltlike legs crossed over each other.

			We swam until the rocks in the distance became very close, so that I could make out their jagged edges and the carpets of moss that grew in clumps on their backs. When we were near enough to touch the walls of the rocks, I wiped water away from my face and looked down into the ocean. The water looked lit from below, a brilliant blue. I took a deep breath and submerged myself to get a better view.

			Not far from the surface appeared a crevice in the rock.

			I came back up. “Woferl,” I said breathlessly. “I’ve found the entrance to the grotto.”

			Hyacinth was right. The ocean had not risen yet, and the waters were low. We did not have to dive far to reach the grotto’s entrance. The crevice looked dark when we approached it, but as we swam farther inside it began to grow lighter, the same strange blue light that we had seen when we first saw the beach of white sand. I took a giant gulp of air as we surfaced inside the cave. The water tasted sweet, like diluted honey.

			I could hear nothing in the grotto except the sounds we made—the splash of water, our breathing. The light came from hundreds of flowers that grew along the sides of the limestone walls, black and violet in color, each with a glowing spot of brilliant blue light in its center. The limestone itself looked wet and crystal-like, almost clear. I saw Woferl stare in wonder at the scene. Garlands of heavily scented flowers hung so low from the grotto’s ceiling that I could touch them.

			Then we saw her. She stood in one corner of the grotto where the lights from the flowers shone the brightest, leaning her head against a silver harp, and there she wept silently. A long, tattered gown of white and gold draped against her slender figure. Her hair was snow-pale, like Hyacinth said, and dotted with tiny black flowers. Her skin seemed delicate, the knot of her eyebrows thin and dark. I had been afraid to see her, picturing her as a withered, bony, witchlike faery, but now I felt drawn to this poor creature. Wrinkles on her skin, soft in the blue light, gave her a fragile appearance. Her feet melted into the cavern floor, so that I could not be sure where her legs ended and the rock began.

			Woferl pointed quietly at her shoulders. There, I saw that her wings were faded and torn, hanging limply against her back. She must have fought hard to escape this grotto.

			Woferl guessed what was going through my mind. “She is not what she seems,” he whispered, repeating Hyacinth’s warning.

			Do not look at her. Do not talk to her.

			I turned my face away, my heart pounding. As I did, I noticed the black ivy trailing along the cavern wall behind her. The night flowers that blossomed there were much larger than the rest, their vines coated with angry thorns. These were the flowers Hyacinth had sent us for.

			The witch heard Woferl’s whisper too. She lifted her head and looked around, bewildered, before settling her gaze on us.

			I froze. She must have been very beautiful when she was young, and even now her eyes were large and liquid like a doe’s, framed by long dark lashes and mournful shadows. She stopped crying.

			“Hello,” she said. Her voice sounded very weak.

			Do not speak to her.

			Hyacinth’s warning seemed to echo in the cavern. But the witch’s eyes were so mournful, so intent on me, that I heard myself reply. “Hello,” I echoed. Beside me, Woferl gasped at my disobedience. We hoisted ourselves out of the water and onto the rocky floor. “I am sorry to disturb you.”

			The witch smiled at us. “Not at all, dear child,” she said. “Come closer, please. My children were stolen from my side and I was sealed in this cave. I have been so lonely here, trapped for centuries without a soul to keep me company. Oh! Tell me, little one. What do the twin moons look like outside?”

			I swallowed hard. The words fell from my lips as if compelled by some enchanted force. “They are bright as coins,” I said, “and sit at the opposite ends of the sky.”

			She shook her head back and forth. “Ah, it’s no wonder I am so weak. When they align, my magic shall come back to me, and I will find a way to return home. Have you come to free me?”

			Her voice sounded so hopeful that I immediately felt ashamed. “I’m sorry,” I said. Woferl squeezed my hand tightly. “We haven’t come to free you.”

			The witch’s smile grew wider. “No matter. I have missed the sound of another voice. Come here, children.” She held out her arms to us. “Come here, so that I may see you better.”

			Woferl looked at me with a frightened face. “She is a witch,” he whispered. “Remember what the princeling said?”

			I shot him a warning glare. The faery blinked at us, then giggled. Her voice was strangely lovely, as if she was younger than she appeared. “Don’t be afraid, little boy,” she said to my brother. “I will not hurt you. I know you will not stay long, but I only want to see your faces closely, to touch another’s hand before I return to my prison.”

			My thoughts fluttered, frenzied, through my mind. I did not know how we could pick one of the flowers from behind the witch. One of us would need to distract her, and the other would have to take it. I felt a pang in my chest at the idea of stealing from this lonely creature. Hyacinth’s warnings still lingered in my mind, but they were starting to turn numb.

			Woferl and I exchanged a pointed stare. Then I released his hand and started to walk closer to the witch. She smiled.

			“What is your name, child?” she asked me. Her words had begun to sound like musical notes, as if she sang each sentence she spoke.

			“Maria Anna Mozart,” I said. “I’m called Nannerl.”

			“Nannerl,” the witch repeated. “What a beautiful little girl you are. You remind me so much of my daughter.”

			From the corner of my eye, I could see Woferl walking alongside me, each time a tiny step farther away. He was going to steal the night flower. I kept my gaze locked on the witch. “Thank you.” I wanted her to stay focused on me. “What is your name?”

			“I no longer have one,” she said. Her voice caressed me in its folds, full of sweet melodies and muted violins. “I’m afraid I have been here so long that I cannot remember anymore.” The notes in her voice turned tragic, so that they tore at my heart with their sadness. I steadied myself.

			“You look young and strong, child,” she went on. She did not notice Woferl’s widening distance from me—she was too interested in keeping my attention. “You could help me escape.”

			“How would I do that?” I asked. “You are bound to this grotto’s floor.”

			“All you would need to do is take some of the water from the pool,” she said, gesturing toward where we had come in, “and pour it on my feet. It will loosen them from the stone.” Her eyes flickered toward Woferl. He stopped in his tracks, feigning innocence. The witch smiled at him, and I let out a breath.

			It would be difficult for us to sneak around her.

			“We have nothing with which to hold the water,” Woferl said. “I am only wearing my nightclothes. We have no shoes, or thick aprons to use as a vessel.”

			The witch frowned for a moment at this problem.

			“Perhaps we can use one of the night flowers behind you,” I suggested. I pointed toward them. “They are very large. They may be able to hold enough water.”

			Her eyes lit up. “Yes,” she said. “You’re right, clever girl.” She twisted herself around in place, bent toward the wall behind her, and picked one of the night flowers from the wall. It glowed more brightly in her hand, perhaps in fear, and I saw its thorny stem move slowly in her grasp. Woferl watched it with wide eyes.

			I started to move toward her. I could see her wrinkles more plainly now, the circles under her eyes, the creases and folds, the frailness of her skin. She continued to smile at me.

			“Nannerl,” she whispered as I drew closer. The night flower glittered in her hand. “Help me escape from this grotto, and I shall repay you in ways you cannot imagine. I can answer your wish. I can keep you from being forgotten, like I have been.”

			I swallowed hard. “How do you know about my wish?” I said. My eyes darted toward Woferl.

			“Your brother can’t hear me, Nannerl,” the witch said. “Only you can. I know who you are, and I know what you want. If you free me, I can help you.”

			I was so close now that the cold blue light of the night flower reflected against my skin. The witch’s eyes bore into mine. “Did Hyacinth tell you?” I asked her. “He must have mentioned it.”

			Her lips turned down in a menacing frown. “You sound like you’re very fond of him.”

			I hesitated, unsure whether I should answer her.

			“And what is it that makes you so fond?” she said. The sweet violins in her voice now turned bitter, the nostalgia shifting into a dark memory.

			“Should I not be?” I asked her. A seedling of doubt against Hyacinth was planted in my mind. Careful what she says to you, I reminded myself, alarmed.

			“That isn’t something I can tell you. Do you trust him?”

			“I don’t know.”

			She held out the flower to me. “You would do well to trust me instead, Nannerl.”

			I took a deep breath. Behind me, Woferl stood unmoving beside the cavern pool. I turned back to the faery, reached out, and took the night flower from her hand.

			Her touch, colder than the wind of a winter night, froze me in place. I wanted to cry out. Instead I found myself staring at her, overwhelmed by the sound of music that came from deep in her throat. The melody flowed through her body and into my hand, wrapping itself around my skin, refusing to let go. I closed my eyes, unable to tear myself away from her.

			I wanted to be a part of the music so badly, ached for it to swallow me. It sounded like it came from everywhere—from her throat, from the air, from deep inside me. But the ice of her touch turned to fire. It threatened to scorch me from the inside out, until I turned to ash against the walls.

			Woferl’s voice came from somewhere far away, another time and place. “Nannerl!” I thought he said. I could not move. The music roared in my ears.

			The white of the witch’s eyes had completely filled with blackness. She did not smile any longer. The music that flowed in me turned deafening, shaking my limbs. Pain shot through my chest. It was too much.

			Then I felt a warm hand grab mine and pull me away. I gasped for air. My other hand stayed locked around the night flower. I glanced around in a daze and realized that Woferl had broken her hold on me and was running with me toward the pool.

			Behind us, the witch shrieked.

			“Help me!” she screamed. “Fill the night flower with water, and pour it on my feet. Free me!”

			Such anguish pierced her voice that a part of me yearned to go back to the music that flowed in her. My heart tugged against her magic. No. I struggled against it, then forced myself away with all my strength. The witch tried to lunge toward us, but we were too far now, and diving back into the water where she could not reach, where her grounded feet prevented her from following. The warmth of the water washed away the last of her icy magic’s pull.

			The instant we plunged into the pool, I lost my grip on the night flower. Woferl saw it happen and grabbed it. We swam away from the grotto and out through the crevice, where we could no longer hear the witch’s cries. We swam away from the rocks, back toward where the deep blue ocean became shallow and hugged the edges of the beach’s white sands, away from the cave of night flowers.

			Hyacinth was standing exactly where we had last seen him. I trembled as he approached us. Water dripped from my eyes and down my face. Woferl shivered beside me, clutching the flower to his chest. When the princeling saw the night flower in my brother’s hands, his eyes lit up and he let out a laugh of joy.

			“Splendid!” he exclaimed. He gingerly took the night flower from Woferl’s hands, then patted my brother’s cheeks twice in affection. “You’ve done very well.”

			Woferl beamed, pleased at his praise, and wrapped his arms around himself with pride.

			“Why do you need the flower?” I asked Hyacinth.

			He glanced at me, then leaned down very close and kissed my cheek. His smile was sweet and grateful. “It is part of what I need to reclaim my throne in this kingdom,” he replied. “Soon you will see.”

			I frowned. “I don’t understand.”

			But Hyacinth had already turned away and motioned for us to follow him back into the woods. I looked down at Woferl again. He seemed tired, and his long lashes dripped water. A bright spot of blood pooled on his thumb. He had pricked his finger on the flower’s thorns.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
			I woke with a start. Gone were the ocean and the faery queen and the night flower. Gone was the princeling. I was lying in my own bed with Woferl breathing gently next to me, his eyes quivering ever so slightly underneath his lids. He had one of his thumbs in his mouth, a habit that returned whenever he dreamed. I stared at the ceiling.

			A dream. The words echoed in my mind. But it had all felt so vibrant. The shore had been so white, the shells so blue, the water so warm. The witch’s eyes so dark. Still, it must have been a dream. Had to have been. What had Hyacinth said he needed the flower for? I couldn’t remember. Nor could I think of what we had done after we surfaced again. Hyacinth had praised us, hadn’t he?

			I looked at Woferl again, then gently pulled his thumb out of his mouth. There, along the top of the tender flesh, was a small cut and a drop of blood. He must have bitten his thumb a little too hard during the night, I thought.

			But the vision of the night flower’s thorns and Hyacinth’s smile had not yet faded away. I continued to stare at my brother  until the room began to blur again, until this time I sank into a dreamless sleep.
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			THE CASTLE ON THE HILL

			Woferl seemed quieter than usual the next morning. He lay in bed beside me, round cheeks flushed, sleep still glazing his eyes, and listened without a word as I told him about my dream.

			“We went together to the white sand beach,” I said. “We saw the Queen of the Night, a witch trapped in an underwater grotto there. She was very frightening.”

			Woferl murmured his astonishment as I told him about how we escaped from the grotto and ended up giving the night flower to Hyacinth. But his wonder felt muted, his attention scattered. The glaze in his eyes gave them a feverish shine.

			“Are you all right, Woferl?” I asked when I finished my story.

			He shrugged and curled up tighter in bed. I glimpsed a tiny scar on his thumb from where he’d bitten it in his sleep. “My throat is just a little dry,” he said, and dozed off again.

			Papa always left early and did not come back until later in the day, when Woferl switched from practicing on his violin to the clavier. So the morning hours were mine, a time when I could play without being disturbed, when no one came in to check on my progress or how many times I had run flawlessly through a menuett.

			Mama was out, so the only person with me this morning was Woferl. Now that he knew about my composition, and had managed to keep it from Papa, I felt safer with him nearby, someone with whom I could share the burden of a secret. He sat with me on the clavier’s bench, his elbows propped up on the keys, watching intently as I played my scale.

			After I paused to turn to a different piece in my notebook, he said to me, quite abruptly, “I wish you would write more music.”

			I stopped to look at him.

			Woferl flipped to the second to last page of my notebook, and pointed out the few measures I’d written. “You never finished this one,” he said.

			All I could hear was my father’s voice in my head, and the words he’d spoken to Mama over dinner yesterday. Nannerl makes an excellent companion for Woferl. Together their fame is twice what it could be. Can you imagine the spectacle we could create if one day Nannerl performed one of Woferl’s compositions?

			Mama had listened and nodded. Of course, it would be preposterous to suggest that I could compose my own pieces.

			In truth, I was an excellent companion. But I would be nothing more than a performer for my brother’s compositions. If I wanted immortality, it would not come from my writing. The words hung weighted around my neck. Composition was for men. It was an obvious rule. What would others think of my father if they knew I composed behind his back? That he could not even control his own daughter? What kind of girl shamed her father by secretly doing a man’s work?

			The image of my compositions burning in the fire flashed before me, the thought of my father’s stern eyes . . . I had seen Papa toss letters in a rage into the stove, remembered watching the embers light the edges of those papers. The memory made me wince. Even seeing my little tune exposed here on the page was making my heart quicken. I glanced nervously toward the door, half expecting Papa to step in at this very moment, and then turned to a different menuett.

			“I can’t,” I replied to Woferl.

			He frowned. “Why not?” he asked.

			“I’m afraid to.”

			“But don’t you want to?”

			“Of course, but it is different with me.”

			“Music is music. The source of it does not matter so much.”

			I sighed. “Woferl,” I chided him, and he had the grace to give me a guilty look. “I cannot do what you do. It is something you will never ever understand.”

			He pouted at me in frustration. His tongue had sharpened when it came to composition. Everyone fancies himself a musician, he’d complained to me. No one respects the soul of it. I’d seen him turn Papa’s face red with embarrassment when he once scoffed at the skills of a local noble who had given composition, in his words, a whirl.

			Charlatan, Woferl had called him to his face. I would have been reprimanded harshly for saying such a thing to a nobleman, but Papa just chuckled about it later.

			My brother did not reply again. Instead, he hurried off, and I returned to my lessons.

			Minutes later, he returned with a quill and inkwell.

			“Woferl!” I exclaimed, pausing in my playing. But he did not apologize. Instead, he adjusted the writing instruments and pointed the quill’s feather in my direction.

			I began to tremble at the sight of it. This was not Woferl at work. This was God taunting me, tempting me to write again. Or, perhaps, it was Hyacinth, his will bubbling up from my brother’s sweet eyes. Was I hearing the words of the princeling on Woferl’s lips?

			“Will you do it?” he whispered eagerly to me.

			“Woferl, this is Papa’s,” I said. “How will we explain that it is not in its place?”

			Woferl simply closed the notebook and gestured to a loose sheet propped against the clavier stand. “I have started to write,” he said. “Papa will know the ink is here because I use it daily. How would he know about you?”

			I felt my cheeks grow warm at the thought. “But, Woferl,” I protested. “Where will I write mine? I cannot continue to compose in my notebook. Sooner or later Papa will see, and that will be the end of it.”

			“Write on loose sheets,” he said. “Then you can fold them up and hide them in our bedroom.”

			My music, my measures, each one painstakingly written, curling into ash in the fire. The fear lingered, holding me back. But my brother’s eyes were still on me, and with them, I felt the ache again to write, his encouragement pushing me forward.

			If Papa discovered I was composing, he might burn my work as he burned the letters that upset him.

			But he couldn’t do that if he never found it.

			Woferl finally shrugged, impatient with my long hesitation, and wandered off to continue his own compositions. I stayed at the bench and stared at the quill in silence, thinking. Ink dripping down the side of the well had touched the clavier stand, staining the fibers of the blank parchment.
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			In the mornings I would find the quill and inkwell on the stand, along with the smudged pages of music that Woferl had composed the afternoon before. Papa saw them in the evenings and would show them to me in a merry temper, as if I did not know what they sounded like.

			Woferl was right. Our father had no reason to think that I would also compose. Every morning, when he was not at home and Mama had left for errands, when only Woferl and I were in the music room, I would take the folded sheet of music from the bottom of my bedroom drawers and add measures to it.

			My pages were not as clean as Woferl’s. Under Papa’s watchful guidance, Woferl wrote more than I did. He composed so quickly, in fact, that he produced stacks of paper at the end of every day. Mama was constantly sending Sebastian out to buy more sheets. When I looked at my brother’s pages, I would marvel at how sparse his changes were, how much of it already seemed fully formed in his head.

			My thoughts shifted more. I would write entire lines and then cross them out. I would take a measure of music and then flip the harmony to see how it worked. I would go over and over a page before I finally produced a finished copy of it. At the end of the day, my work would bleed with ink, a mess of moving thoughts that, to me, told a story of how the music came to be. I would run a hand over the dried notes and hear the early drafts in my head. My heart would keep time with the rise and fall of the melody. In those moments, the room around me faded away. My surroundings changed into a secret world of sound and peace. I would stir out of that dream of creation with tears in my eyes.

			Woferl often watched me write. Sometimes he asked me questions, but mostly he sat beside me in silence, his chin propped in his hands as I worked. When he wrote his pieces, I could hear traces of my own style filtering into his, like milk curling into tea.

			Woferl’s handwriting, childish though it was, looked very much like our father’s with its coiled tails. Mine, untrained and unrefined, did not. From what my brother shared with me about his lessons with Papa, I learned the proper format for recording my work. Eventually, my writing began to look as polished as my brother’s, nearly identical to his hand.

			In case Papa discovered the sheets of music in my drawer, he could assume that they belonged to Woferl. And I would be spared.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Then, several weeks after my dream of the night flower, Woferl fell ill.

			At first, he coughed a little at night, nothing much, only enough to wake me for a moment. Shortly after, his skin began to look paler than it usually did. One morning I went to the clavier and found Woferl sound asleep by the windowsill, his breath forming a circle of fog against the glass. The tiny wound on his thumb still had not disappeared, and the skin around it was flushed and pink, hot to the touch. He did not even wake when I shook him. It was only when I began to play that he finally sat up and looked around, dazed.

			“Oh, Nannerl, it’s you,” he said when he saw me. Then he turned, his eyes far away, and touched the window’s glass with his small fingers. “Hyacinth was outside.”

			I looked down at the street, half expecting to see the princeling’s familiar smile. But nothing was there. The hairs on my arms rose. Perhaps Hyacinth was appearing to Woferl alone, as he sometimes did to me. What did he want with him?

			At first, my parents did not dwell on Woferl’s bout of sickness. Children tended to catch illnesses, especially in these cooler months, and Woferl had always been a frail child.

			But the illness lingered. It worsened. His dark eyes turned bright with fever, and his delicate skin gleamed with sweat and angry, red bumps.

			Papa did not sleep on the first few nights that Woferl’s rash broke out. He sat in our bedchamber and looked on with a grim face as Mama patted my brother’s forehead with a damp cloth. As the illness hung on, he began to pace.

			“I have had to cancel a performance already,” he said in a low voice to my mother. “Soon we will cancel a second, and for the Postmaster-General Count Wenzel Paar, no less.”

			“The count can wait.” There was an edge to Mama’s voice tonight. “Woferl will recover before you know it, and you can resume your schedule.”

			Papa frowned. “The archbishop has already cut my salary. Four hundred gulden! How is a family to live on four hundred gulden a year? We can’t afford to cancel a third.”

			“Well, you will just have to wait, won’t you?” Mama answered.

			Papa turned away from her in a huff. As he passed me, he paused. “If Woferl is not well by next week,” he said, “you will have to perform alone.”

			“Yes, Papa,” I replied. If he was upset enough to raise his voice at my mother, then I did not dare add to it. Alone. It was a frightening thought, performing without my brother. But somewhere deep inside me, a voice also stirred to life.

			The attention will be yours alone.

			I joined Mama in Woferl’s bedchamber, for I could not sleep either, and watched my brother toss and turn with fever. When she would at last fall asleep in exhaustion and Woferl would wake up, I would hold his hand and tell him more stories to keep him from crying.

			Finally, one night, my mother and father left to seek out a doctor for help. I alone remained beside Woferl, turning my pendant in my hand as if to give my brother good fortune.

			When he woke to see me at his side, he squinted and began to cry. “My skin burns, Nannerl,” he murmured. His hands reached up to scratch, but I forced them back down. He protested weakly. “My knees and elbows hurt.”

			His joints were swollen. I could see the rounded look of them. It was such a pitiful sight that I squeezed his hand and tried to give him a smile. “It will all pass soon,” I reassured him as I wiped his tears away. “And you’ll be back in front of your clavier. I promise.”

			He looked away and toward the window. “Do you think Hyacinth is watching us right now?” Woferl asked.

			Hyacinth again. I felt a chill. Why was he in Woferl’s thoughts so much these days? I tried to think back to the dream I’d once had. The night flower. The witch. Hadn’t Hyacinth given Woferl something? The scar on his thumb had finally faded, but I found myself touching the spot where it had been, trying to remember. The back of my neck prickled, as if someone else might be in the room with us.

			Did Hyacinth know that Woferl would fall ill? The thought so unsettled me that I immediately dismissed it.

			It was possible, I suppose. But perhaps, more likely, Woferl’s fever had been brought on by wind and rain.

			“I don’t know,” I finally said to my brother. He turned toward me, eager to be distracted, and I obliged. “Maybe he is sitting somewhere in the kingdom’s forests right now, perched high on the roots of a tree, watching us through a round mirror.”

			“Do you think he is sad, like me?” Woferl said.

			“Very sad,” I replied, and reached out to stroke his damp hair. “When Hyacinth weeps, his tears form puddles at the bottom of the trees. This is how the drowning pools form.”

			“Maybe he isn’t in the forest anymore,” Woferl said, “but going somewhere else that we haven’t seen. A castle in the hills.” He burst into a fit of coughs that brought tears to his eyes.

			“Yes, a castle in the hills,” I said. “Perhaps this was his old home, the palace where the princeling once lived.”

			Woferl nodded, grumpy. “What happened to him? It must have been very tragic.”

			Tragic. Woferl’s words reminded me of the look I’d seen on Hyacinth’s face in the trinket shop’s grotto, a moment of sadness that was there and then gone. What had happened to the princeling in his past?

			“There is a river that surrounds all sides of the hill,” I went on as I pondered, “and the grass at the very bottom near the water is lush and green, but the grass higher up is dry and dying, for it hasn’t rained in months. Hyacinth has to swim across the river to reach the castle, but because he cannot swim, he can only sit on the banks and yearn for his lost home.”

			“Why do you think he left?” Woferl whispered.

			I thought of little Hansel and Gretel abandoned in the woods, stumbling across the witch’s house of gingerbread. I thought of the smith of Oberarl, offering his daughter to the devil in exchange for the healing waters of the Gastein Valley. The faery tales swirled in my mind as I tried to think of what Hyacinth’s history might be.

			Finally, something came to me. I looked at Woferl. My story came out hushed, dark as the shadows flickering in the corners of the room.

			“The castle is crumbling now, for no one has been there in a long time. Years ago, a young king named Giovanni ruled the land with his beautiful queen, whom he loved dearly. In fact, everyone loved the queen, even the great Sun, who bestowed his golden magic of fire unto her so that the land flourished under her warmth. The light and the heat restricted the land’s faery creatures to the woods, where their dangerous magic could not harm the kingdom. All was well for many years. When the queen finally announced that she would have her first child, the people rejoiced and counted themselves very lucky indeed. Everyone waited eagerly for the birth.”

			As I spoke, Woferl grew quiet, his aches momentarily forgotten, so that the only sound in the room became that of my voice.

			“But the queen fell ill when the first snows arrived that winter. Her rosy cheeks drained of color, and her shining hair became dark and limp and damp from her lingering fever. The king’s doctors would boil their medicines and feed her teas made from strange, exotic roots. The queen began having terrible nightmares. During the day, she saw visions of death and suffering, and at night, she witnessed strange dark figures glide past her windows and her bed. She grew paler, even as her unborn child swelled in her belly.”

			The story unfolded and my voice began to change. It became wilder and deeper, as if it belonged to another. The words did not quite match with the movements I made with my lips. A strange fog in my head left me feeling distant. The candle burned lower. From the corner of my eye, I could see a shadow at the edge of the room growing, until it looked as slender and graceful as the dancing shape of a princeling.

			“The queen gave birth to twins, a boy and a girl, in the spring of that year. Although ravaged by illness, she did not die, but sank deep into a permanent madness. Frightened for her, the king assigned his champion to her side in an attempt to keep her safe. But it did no good. She rose one morning, took her baby boy in her arms, and walked out into the forest, murmuring about the faeries calling for her in the woods.”

			“What happened to them?” Woferl whispered.

			“I don’t know,” I replied, but through the fog in my mind, I could hear someone else continue the story, as if the answer had existed all along. “The faeries are always looking for something to devour. They find the sadness in souls particularly enticing, and when they happen upon them, they will do whatever they can to get it.”

			Woferl looked grave. “Then they must certainly have taken her,” he said.

			I shivered at the finality in his words as I went on. “When the queen and her son did not return, the entire kingdom went to search for the pair. No one ever found them. The grieving king lost all will to live, leaving his castle unguarded and untended, so that it began to crumble from disrepair. He ordered his daughter locked away in the tallest tower of the castle, so that the faeries could not steal her away too. He lost his memory over time. He forgot his wife and his two children. The Sun, devastated by the young queen’s disappearance, abandoned the kingdom and plunged the land into eternal night. The crops withered. When the king finally died, the people fled the land until the castle stood empty and alone.”

			“What about the princess?”

			“No one knows, although some say that she is still locked away in the castle’s highest tower, waiting for someone to remember her.” My words seemed so true in this moment that I found myself thinking of the faery witch trapped in the cove. She had told me how lonely she was too.

			Woferl sighed deeply and sank his head into the bed’s pillows. “Hyacinth is the son who disappeared,” he added. “He comes back to the edge of the river every morning and every evening to stare at the castle. But he can never reach it. He cannot swim.”

			He cannot swim. Suddenly, I remembered Hyacinth telling me this in my dream of the night flower. Woferl, instinctively, knew this too.

			I hesitated for a moment, surprised at where the story ended. In the corners of the room, the shadow that had been a princeling now faded to a flicker. I could still taste the wind of his voice on my tongue, as if he had told his story through me. For the first time, I thought I understood why Hyacinth had chosen to become my guardian.

			He had been abandoned too, left behind like I feared I might someday be, forever yearning for a world to which he cannot return.

			“That is what happens to children who are forgotten, Woferl,” I ended, leaning over to kiss his forehead. I was exhausted now, and the castle had suddenly become too real in my mind. When I looked down at my brother, I saw that he had fallen mercifully back to sleep. “They stay forever trapped,” I murmured to myself, “nothing but a lost memory.”
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			Woferl’s doctor, a man named Herr Anton von Bernhard, came late that night in a quiet flurry to stir a cup of medicine for my brother.

			He looked at Woferl’s eyes, listened to his heart and his lungs, and studied the angry rash on his skin. In the candlelight, I could see Mama’s face. She wanted to say something, perhaps ask Herr von Bernhard a few questions, but each time she looked at Woferl she closed her mouth, as if she’d forgotten what she had to say.

			“Scarlet fever, I imagine,” Herr von Bernhard told my father afterward. “See the bright red color of his tongue. Keep him in bed, and in a room with fewer windows.” He rubbed his temples as if it were a nervous habit. “I will come again tomorrow and give him a dose of angelica. He should drink warm water, boiled thoroughly.”

			We moved Woferl into a smaller chamber the very next morning, one with only a single window and dim light. Each evening Herr von Bernhard came to give him medicine, and each morning Sebastian would open the window briefly to let the sick air out. Sometimes Mama would sit with Woferl while I retreated to play the clavier, Papa at my side, absently correcting my mistakes.

			The halt to our performances stretched on. Papa’s bright mood from our successful Vienna trip darkened. I performed alone before the Elector of Bavaria. Without my brother, the court’s attention stayed only on me, and when they burst into applause at the end of my performance, I felt so stunned that for a moment I forgot to curtsy in return. The tips of my fingers still tingled from the thrill of my music.

			My eyes went automatically to the space beside Papa, where Woferl would be. But only a court official stood in his place. Behind him, I thought I saw a pale, lithe figure stride through the crowd, his blue eyes fixed on me in approval. I turned my gaze back down to the floor. The thought of my brother lying stricken in bed clashed with the sound of thunderous applause.

			“Nannerl, listen to what the newspaper says,” my father said several nights later, as we sat for supper. “The girl played the most difficult sonatas and concertos quite accurately, and in the best of taste.” He smiled at me. This was such a rare sight that I did not react quickly enough to smile back. My heart soared. “They do not say this lightly, Nannerl. Well done.”

			A newspaper article! Papa had praised me for it! I reread it in bed that night, going over the words until I fell asleep with it still clutched in my hands. In my dreams, I curtsied before an applauding opera house covered in night flowers. My mother and father sat in the front row. My brother was nowhere to be seen. Up in the balconies, Hyacinth leaned against the banisters and watched me with a look of pride.

			I shook awake, my eyes still turned up in his direction.

			But Woferl stayed ill. My enthusiasm dampened every time I passed his room and saw him delirious with fever in his bed. Papa muttered frequently under his breath. Sometimes I heard him speak harshly to my mother in the next room, then lower his voice in apology.

			“Your father is simply frightened, Nannerl,” Mama would say when I asked her about it. “He loves Woferl dearly, and he worries for us.”

			“You worry for us,” I replied, “and you never speak harshly.”

			Mama smiled a little. “I am your mother, darling. What good would that do?”

			One night, when both of my parents sat by Woferl’s bed with me, I saw something stir in the corners of the room. The shadow flickered, turning sharper and sharper, until finally it materialized into the shape of Hyacinth.

			He had grown taller and more slender since I last saw him, matching me in height and paleness, as if he too were edging out of his youth, growing from boyhood and into the body of a young man. As I watched him, he came to kneel beside me. His eyes, serious and silent, lingered on my brother.

			“I know what you are thinking, Fräulein,” he said to me. “You think that perhaps I did this to him when he pricked his finger on the night flower.”

			“Did you?” I finally asked.

			“Your brother pricked his finger only so that a drop of his blood could spill inside the kingdom,” he replied. “I wanted to be sure that I had a link to his lifeblood and his talent, just as I have a link to yours through your notebook.”

			The thought of Woferl’s blood being his link to the kingdom sent a shiver tingling through me. “What will happen the next time we step into the kingdom?” I said. “What other dangers will we have to face? Will the kingdom require more of our blood?”

			Hyacinth shook his head. “The next time you come, you will come alone. I only need you for your next task.”

			“Why is that?” I asked.

			“Because, Fräulein.” Hyacinth looked at me, his eyes pulsing in the dark. “The fulfillment of your wish has always been about you.”

			Me. I remembered my name printed alone in the newspaper article, my father’s praise only for me. It had all happened after fetching the night flower for Hyacinth.

			When I didn’t answer, Hyacinth turned his attention back to Woferl and heaved a wistful sigh. “Poor little boy,” he said. “Look at the color of his face, as if he is hovering between two worlds.”

			Two worlds, the kingdom and ours. In his musical voice was such a sound of pining that I felt truly sorry for him. I thought of his past that I’d told Woferl, the way the kingdom’s forests had claimed him along with the queen, and wondered if he missed the home that he had been stolen from. Perhaps this was why he’d chosen to help me. One forgotten child to another.

			“What will my next task be, then?” I asked, looking again at him—

			—but Hyacinth had disappeared as quickly as he’d come, leaving nothing but emptiness beside me.

			I blinked, disoriented to be alone all of a sudden. Beside me, Papa and Mama looked undisturbed, their heads still bowed in prayer.

			I waited, half expecting Hyacinth to appear again. Had he ever been in here? The air seemed chillier now, and when I glanced outside the window, I noticed a ghostlike figure shrouded in dark colors drift by.

			Hadn’t the queen from the Kingdom of Back seen those figures too, floating shadows in the mist, the pieces of her dreams? Hadn’t they surrounded the castle on the hill and reached for her as she lay ill?

			I trembled as another glided by, then another. Now their shapes condensed, turned solid, so that I could make out their red eyes and black hoods, their twisted fingers on long, spindled hands. They grew as the candle burned low by Woferl’s bedstand.

			The queen had not recovered from her nightmares, and instead had fallen into madness. I pictured her in my mind again, afraid and alone, lost in a world that those around her could not see. Perhaps they had frightened Hyacinth away too.

			I rose from my place and left the room, returning with two more candles. I replaced the dying one, then set another right beside it. Mama watched me silently.

			“It is too dark in here,” I said to her. “Now it is better.”

			The figures outside the window slowly faded away in the brighter light, until they looked like nothing more than the flag that flapped against the glass.
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			A FAMILY OF DIGNIFIED REPUTATION

			My brother remained weak with fever  for several more weeks, catching a second illness   before he finally began to recover.

			He had now been absent from the clavier for nearly two months. I had not written any music during this time, either, as I would not have been able to explain the quill and ink sitting beside the clavier stand. Instead, I spent the months practicing, while the unwritten notes ached in my mind, hungering for paper to rest on.

			Momentum, once slowed, was difficult to pick up again. Our invitations dwindled. I still played alone before my smaller audiences. I still relished knowing that the applause was for me. But newspaper headlines were not the same as gifts of coin. My performances did not draw the kind of patrons we needed, their pockets lined with gold.

			Papa began to speak more and more about money, sometimes about nothing else. Even I had already learned that three hundred and fifty gulden a year as the vice-kapellmeister of Salzburg’s court was no large sum. We could earn more with one night’s worth of performances.

			“A pittance,” Papa complained, “for such a position. There is no respect for the creation of music anymore, and certainly not by the archbishop.”

			“We could dismiss Sebastian for a time,” my mother suggested in a quiet voice, so that Sebastian would not hear it from where he was tidying their bedchamber.

			Papa made an irritated sound. “The Mozarts and their famed children, unable to keep a manservant? Imagine inviting a member of the court to our home, only to have my own wife serving him tea and cake. Who will send us invitations, then?” He waved a hand in the air. “No, no, I will arrange for their portraits to be done.”

			“A portrait each?” My mother’s eyes flickered, and I could see her doing the calculation of the cost in her mind. “Leopold—”

			“What’s the matter? Are we not a family of dignified reputation? Do our children not deserve the best? Let our guests see how fine and young they both are, how well we are doing. Do you want to be the laughingstock of Salzburg, Anna?”

			My mother pressed her hands tidily into her lap, in the way she always did when she knew she could not bend my father’s ear. I thought of her asking me what good it would do for her to speak harshly. “Of course not,” she said in an even tone.

			My father went on, talking of taking us to France, to Paris. He had already begun soliciting, asking for the names of the kapellmeisters in each French town we could pass, and whether or not the townspeople cared for musical performances.

			“They will not stay young forever,” Papa finished. “The older they are, the less magnificent their skills will seem.” Then he turned away, mumbling, in the direction of Woferl’s closed bedchamber door. He stepped inside, then shut the door behind him.

			In the silence, my mother looked at me and noticed my expression. She sighed. “You must forgive him his anxiety in times like this,” she told me. “He is only looking out for our well-being. He says such things because he is desperately proud of you and your brother, and wants to ensure you are spoken of in high regard.”

			“Are these times really so bad?” I said. “Why is Papa so worried?”

			Mama gave me a stern look. “These are not questions a young lady should ask. Concentrate on what your father expects of you, and nothing more.”

			I followed my mother’s example and did not speak again. No question was ever one a young lady should ask. It was useless to bring up my performances, that I had been tiding us over all this time. Papa was still waiting to hear my brother again. And I could feel it, my father’s mind pulling away from the memory of my talent. I was retreating into the dark spaces of his attention.

			I thought of Hyacinth. My fingers ached, longing for the chance to write again. He had been gone so long. I needed him to return, before he forgot me too.
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			Slowly, to my relief, Woferl began to emerge from his bed. He started to chatter once more. I would find him in the music room in the mornings, seated on the clavier. A pink flush came back to his white cheeks. I took comfort in seeing him return to us, in all the familiar scenes that had been absent for the past month. Perhaps my worries about Hyacinth’s involvement were just nonsense, after all.

			And then, one morning, the quill and ink were out again, and he was scribbling away.

			My heart leapt. It meant that I could start writing again too.

			Papa spent longer hours at the clavier with Woferl and with me, as if to make up for the time we’d lost. He made Woferl play so late into the night that my brother could not concentrate anymore, then slapped Woferl’s hands when he saw my brother’s eyes drooping at the clavier.

			I’d seen Papa’s temper strain many times before. But Woferl had suffered so long during his latest illness, and I’d been so truly unsettled that Hyacinth had done something to him, that now I felt the urge to defend him rise in me.

			“Maybe he should rest now, Papa,” I said as Woferl wiped tears away, the dark circles prominent under his eyes. His small shoulders hung low like a wilted plant. “I’m sure he will play better in the morning.”

			Papa did not look at me. He watched as Woferl started once again to play through the beginning of a sonata. The music did not have its usual joy, and Woferl’s hands could not play with their usual crispness. After several measures, Papa stopped him.

			“To bed, both of you,” he said wearily. Shadows hid his eyes from me, so I could not guess what they looked like. “I’ve heard enough for today.”

			That night, Woferl curled up tight beside me and fell into a deep, exhausted sleep. He had recovered, but his strength had not fully returned to him. It was strange, his quietness. I draped my arm around him, touched my lips to his forehead, and let him rest.

			I continued to write my music in secret. By now I had accumulated a small stack of papers at the bottom of our bedroom’s drawers, little sonatas and whimsical orchestra pieces, and had started to scatter them around in different spots so that they did not all sit together. I would write when Woferl and I had a rare moment alone.

			One day Woferl, who sat near the clavier and watched me work, spoke up again, a welcome respite from his silence.

			“You should show Papa your music,” he whispered. He rose from the windowsill and came to sit beside me on the clavier’s bench, pressing his small, warm body to me. When I looked down, I saw that his feet still dangled some distance from the floor.

			“Papa will not like it,” I said. “I’ve told you this before.”

			“You don’t know that,” he replied. He turned his eyes to the sheet of music before him, his face full of wonder. “How can someone not like this?”

			I sighed. “Woferl, it’s very kind of you to like my music, but you are not Papa. What can he possibly use it for? He certainly would not let me publish them, or perform them for an audience. He may tell me to stop writing altogether then. He will think it is a waste of my time, when I should instead be practicing for our performances.”

			“Why?”

			I always disliked this question from him. “I am a lady. It is simply not proper for me,” I decided to say. “I would need to have your fame, and your ability to draw a crowd, to even risk such a thing.”

			Woferl frowned. I had never spoken of our performances like this before, as if we did not play together, as if we were separate. “But you have my fame,” he said. “You draw your own crowds.”

			I looked down at him. He meant it in earnest, I could see that, but I knew it was not true. Still, I put my arm around him and squeezed his shoulder once, my silent thanks, before I turned back to the half-filled sheet before me. “Let me finish,” I said. “It is almost your turn at the clavier.”

			I saw Papa alone that evening. It was very late at night, and Mama had already retired to bed, and I had carried a sleeping Woferl from the music room to our own bedroom. I had returned to the music room to fetch a candle. On my way back, I caught a glimpse of Papa sitting by himself at the dinner table and paused.

			Both of his elbows were propped up on the table, and his head sat in his hands. I watched him for a moment, my face partially hidden behind the edge of the wall. Papa had rolled his sleeves up to the middle of his arms, messily, and gotten a stain on one of them. Mama would have to wash his shirt in the morning. His powdered wig lay forgotten on a nearby chair. I saw his dark hair in mild disarray, combed through with his fingers, loose strands everywhere. He seemed not like the stern figure often standing beside the clavier, but a tired soul, vulnerable and small.

			In this light, I could see what he might have looked like as a young man, wide-eyed and smooth-faced, how my mother must have seen him before the weight of family and fortune carved lines into his skin. Perhaps he had been carefree in his youth too. A teenage Woferl.

			I could not picture my father playing childish pranks on his peers, though, or clapping his hands with laughter at a story. He must have always been serious, even when he was handsome and charming enough to have coaxed my mother into his arms. And something about the intensity of his presence, the gravity of him, made me feel bold.

			What if I did as Woferl suggested and told him about my compositions? Would it cheer him? Surely, he could feel some sense of pride, however fleeting, in knowing that his daughter could write music as competently as his son? I remembered Woferl’s words, and then my own. Perhaps he would let me perform them, just now and then, a small refrain in the middle of a private concert, some opportunities before my performing years ended.

			An urge rose in me then, to tell my father about my secret. To hear the approval in his voice. My pendant felt suddenly heavy in my pocket. I thought about what Hyacinth would say. Did he want me to do this? I took a deep breath, wondering how I could word it to Papa.

			I am composing my own music. It is mine, from my hand alone. I wrote it for myself and I wanted to share it with you. Do you see me?

			Papa must have heard me take my breath. He lifted his head from his hands and looked around as if in a momentary daze, then settled on me. For a moment, his eyes softened, as if in guilt or sorrow. He looked like he wanted to say something to me. I waited, my heart pounding, my entire body tilted in anticipation toward him.

			Then my father’s gaze retreated behind a wall. My courage wavered. I held back the words from the tip of my tongue.

			“Have you stood there long?” he said.

			I shook my head quietly.

			He looked away from me and rubbed a hand across his face. “For heaven’s sake, child, go to bed. It is not polite to stand in doorways, spying on others.”

			The moment passed as quickly as it came upon me. I could no longer remember what I wanted to say. What was I thinking? Seconds earlier I had nearly spilled open my secrets to him—now, it seemed absurd to mention such an idea to my father. He would have torn my music in half, tossed the ruined sheets into the fire. The thought made me pale.

			I murmured an apology, stepped away from him, then turned toward the bedroom. Silver light sliced the floor into lines. When I moved past the windows, I thought I could glimpse the twin moons of the Kingdom of Back hovering in the sky, moving slowly and steadily closer to each other. Exhaustion suddenly weighed against my chest, and I wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep. In the morning, I would forget this moment. So would he.

			Someone was waiting for me right behind my bedroom door. He was so quiet that I startled in the dark.

			It was Hyacinth.

			He had grown a little taller since the last time I saw him, and his face was more beautiful than ever. He had heard me calling for him through my music, however unconsciously I had done it. I stared at him, caught between fright and joy.

			Whatever expression he saw on my face, it made him shake his head in sympathy. “You’ve performed well on your own,” he said. His fingers brushed against my cheek. “Why are you sad, my Fräulein?”

			His words were so quiet and gentle, his look so attentive, that I felt an urge to cry. I swallowed, waiting until my eyes dried, and then whispered, “My father is unhappy.” I looked to where my brother lay curled in bed, withered from exhaustion and already asleep. “Woferl has been very ill lately. It has made him withdrawn and quiet.”

			Hyacinth’s glowing eyes roamed around the room before they finally settled on the window that overlooked the Getreidegasse, and the lands beyond.

			“Perhaps I can do something to help your family,” he said to me, taking my hand in his. “It is time for your next task. Are you ready?”

			I thought of my father with his head bowed in his hands, the dark circles under my brother’s eyes. I thought of my mother, wringing her hands. I looked down at his smooth, elegant fingers wrapped around mine, his presence here with me when others were not.

			“Yes,” I replied.
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			THE OGRE AND THE SWORD

			The air was cool and alive tonight in the Kingdom of Back, as if all this land had taken in a deep breath, stirring, at the return of their princeling. The west wind caressed us, delighted by Hyacinth’s presence, and Hyacinth smiled at its touch, tilting his face up so that the wind could kiss his lips. As I followed him through the trees, I wrapped my arms tighter around myself, shivering beneath my lace and velvet. My dress dragged along the ground, picking up bits of dirt and grass.

			Hyacinth! Hyacinth! the faeries called as we went, dancing excited circles of blue light around their princeling. He’s here! They drew close to him, kissing his cheeks and skin affectionately, but he waved them off, his breath fogging in the midnight air.

			“Away tonight, loves,” he cried, gripping my hand. “I have my Fräulein with me.” I couldn’t help but smile, secretly pleased by his singular attention.

			The faeries hissed their disapproval at me, scattering as Hyacinth waved his hand at them and then coming back together to tug sharply at my hair. I scowled, batting them away. “You must be firm with them,” he said to me, the glow of his eyes reflecting against his shoulder. “It is hard for faeries to understand subtlety.”

			We paused in the middle of a clearing in the forest. Here, I gasped aloud.

			The twin moons of the land hovered at either end of the clearing’s sky, where the trees’ roots reached up against the night. The moonlight illuminated the stalks of edelweiss that filled the field, painting them all in a silver-white glow. I’d never seen so many flowers in my life. They carpeted the entire clearing, transforming it into a scene of snow. Overhead, the sheet of stars was so brilliant that they seemed to be raining stardust down upon us.

			Hyacinth smiled at my awe. “Look closer. Aren’t they lovely?”

			When I peered more closely at the flowers, I realized that their glow did indeed come from a thin layer of glittering white dust that coated them. When the moonbeams cut through the forest around us at just the right slants, I could see it—the shine of dust in the air, floating gently down by the millions, and when I looked down at myself, my arms and dress were sprinkled with starlight.

			I smiled and, on impulse, leaned down to touch the shimmering edelweiss growing around me. Each time my fingers brushed their petals, a note sang out, so that running my hand through them sounded like a soft chime of bells. I closed my eyes for a moment to savor the sound.

			Hyacinth turned his face up toward the stars. They seemed to lean down toward him in response. The princeling, came the whisper, echoing around us.

			“Why are we here?” I breathed, mesmerized.

			He took my hand, then pulled me toward him, pressing his palm against the small of my back. I blushed at the warmth of his skin against mine. “Because I’m taking you up to see the stars,” he replied.

			A peal of bell-like laughter answered from above, and a moment later, a dozen threads dropped from the sky. Upon their ends were silver hooks that winked in the night, each one’s curve large enough for a person to sit upon.

			Hyacinth grabbed the one nearest to us, tugging twice on it, and up in the sky, a star winked back. He lifted one foot to press down against the hook, as if to test it. Then he pulled me up with him so that we stood together on it.

			I started to open my mouth, but my words scattered to the winds as the hook suddenly yanked up, slicing us through the cool air in a shining line. The forest shrank into a mass of tiny limbs below us. I squeezed my eyes shut. Hyacinth laughed at me as my arms tightened in panic around his waist.

			When we finally stopped moving, and the pit of my stomach had settled, I hesitantly opened my eyes.

			The forest was gone. The meadow had long ago vanished somewhere far below us. We now stood on a hook suspended in a world of clouds, white wisps drifting around us in a mist. Overhead, the stars that I’d always seen as dots were now bright balls of light, blue and gold and scarlet, a sheet stretching to infinity in every direction. They looked so close I thought I could reach out and pluck them from the sky.

			The bell-like laughter echoed from somewhere overhead, and I looked up to see the line of our hook disappearing around the top of a glowing star hovering right above us.

			“Starfishers,” Hyacinth said. “They like to tempt the gullible, who always take their bait. Then they pull them up into the sky and dangle them there for weeks on end, taunting them until they let them back down again.”

			He smiled when I shied away from the sharp hooks. “But they will not harm their princeling, or you,” he added. Still, I noticed him ducking instinctively away from the burning balls of light overhead, as if afraid that the stars might scorch him. “Come.” He stepped off the hook and leapt onto the soft blanket of clouds below us, then held his hand up to me. I took it, stepping down too. The clouds felt like moss made of air between my toes. “I brought you up here so that you can see what I need,” he said.

			We walked over to the edge of the clouds. Here, Hyacinth lowered into his usual crouch, while I lay down on my stomach to peer over the side. He swept a hand out toward the world under us.

			My gaze followed his gesture to the landscape below, where the expanse of forest spread out beneath us like a darkly woven rug, its edge cut by a ribbon of white sand and the still, silver ocean beyond. I recognized the shore where the witch’s grotto of night flowers had been. Edelweiss covered every field and clearing in sight, their snow-white patches billowing like magic under the moonlight. It was an untouched land, strange in every way—but recognizable too. Here and there, I saw a coastline peeking through the clouds that reminded me of the boundaries of Europe I’d seen on maps. The sight so surprised me that I tugged on Hyacinth’s hand.

			“There!” I gasped.

			“Everything here is backward.” He smiled. “The kingdom is a mirror of your world.”

			A mirror of our world. My eyes roamed across the rolling land. In the northern regions, I could see fires lighting hearths in a village buried in the snow, golden menorahs in their windows. In the east, a massive field of soldiers in blue and white charged across a plain, their movement like the ripple of a flag. I looked on elsewhere as a line of young women, their limbs bound, stood on the gallows as guards held torches to their feet. And far out, where the land shifted to an endless expanse of black ocean, ships as small as dots sailed from the shores in pursuit of the New World.

			“How is it a mirror?” I asked him.

			“When you hold an image up to a mirror, you see every detail of that image exaggerated, things happening all around you that you might have missed in your everyday life.” He nodded down toward the ships crossing the Atlantic Ocean. “Look hard enough, Fräulein, and the kingdom will show you every truth that your world doesn’t.”

			A new wind blew past, numbing my fingers and toes. I turned my gaze back down to the mirrored world. Dots of dark-red blood stained the ships’ decks and the snow piled against the village houses’ charred windowsills. Fire consumed the gallows, and cries came from the battlefield.

			Every truth. I swallowed hard, but my eyes stayed on the scene, determined to remember it.

			Hyacinth’s hand stopped. There, the forest ended abruptly at the banks of a river that encircled the entirety of a castle and its surrounding cluster of villages.

			“The castle on the hill,” I whispered.

			A massive jungle of black thorns grew on either side of the river, unbreakable and unrelenting, a wall separating man from forest. No lights flickered in the villages. They were abandoned and empty. On the hilltop, the castle loomed, its dark stones decaying, and just as in the story I’d told Woferl on his sickbed, dark phantom figures floated around the castle’s tallest tower, their wispy trails visible even from here.

			“I wanted you to see the full expanse of our world,” Hyacinth said when I looked expectantly at him. “It was not always so. The kingdom was once prosperous, in harmony with the land around it. After the queen’s death, though, the king ordered the thorns grown around the river and cut it off from the kingdom within.”

			I looked down to see the guard towers dotting the length of the river. They looked long abandoned, just as the villages had been, their turrets overgrown with thorns and black ivy. In the river itself swam something enormous and sinister, its fins billowing out of the dark water.

			“You are the lost prince,” I said, turning to him.

			His eyes had a faraway look now as he stared at the castle. “Over time, I have grown up with the faeries, and each year I spend with them, I become more like them.”

			“Do the thorns keep you away from the castle?”

			“The thorns and the river,” he replied sadly. “That is what I need your help with. There is an old sword so sharp that it can cut away the thorns around the castle. This sword can only be found in an estate”—here he paused to point out a house in a crescent-shaped clearing in the woods—“where a great ogre lives. He wears nothing but black, so he blends into the shadows, and if he finds you stealing his sword, he will slay you where you stand.”

			I looked at him in horror. “An ogre?” I asked. “You expect me to get past such a creature?”

			“You survived the Queen of the Night, didn’t you?” Hyacinth looked at me with his glowing eyes. “I have tried to reach the sword before, but the ogre has a particular nose for those of us from within the Kingdom of Back. He can smell the wind and night on me. You, though, are from another world, and he cannot recognize the scent of that world on you.”

			I turned my attention back to the house in the clearing. Ivy draped its walls, while a puff of smoke floated lazily up from the home’s chimney. Not a single light glowed from the windows. I tried to imagine what the ogre would look like when he turned his eyes down toward me.

			“We have a bargain,” Hyacinth said to me as he tilted his head. “Can I trust you?”

			I nodded. “I will do it.”

			He smiled at me warmly. As he did, a breeze picked up, combing its delicate fingers through my hair before it turned to blow in the direction of the ogre’s home.

			“The west wind will carry you there,” he said to me. “The ogre sleeps very soundly, and if you keep your wits about you, you will find the sword without waking him and return on the wind’s back before he is any wiser.”

			I tucked my nightgown tightly under my legs as the wind blew harder, the breeze turning into a gust until it finally lifted me from the clouds. I wanted to cry out, but all I could do was look back once at Hyacinth before the wind bore me away from the sky and swept me downward across the nightscape.

			The ogre’s house was so quiet that the wind dropping me in the silver clearing sounded deafening to my ears. I crept toward the entrance, my heart pounding. The door itself was slightly ajar, as if the ogre knew that there was no one in the kingdom who would dare steal from him. Still, I stood there, unable for a moment to will myself to do it. What if I went in and never returned? Why would Hyacinth trust me with such a task?

			But then I remembered the warmth of his smile, the promise between us. If I completed this task, I would have only one more to finish my end of the bargain. It would bring me that much closer to Hyacinth fulfilling my wish.

			The world around me seemed to surge in response to my battling thoughts. I turned sideways, barely slipping through the open door, and disappeared into the shadows inside the house.

			The home was a wreck. Broken things littered the lower floor: the seat of a large stool; the shattered porcelain from a former cup; an enormous table missing half of one leg, as if it had been chopped clean off. Cobwebs draped the inside of the fireplace, the wood in it layered with dust. A half-eaten loaf of hard bread sat on the kitchen counter. Even a rat had decided the bread was not worth taking, a few half-hearted nibbles visible on the edge of the crust.

			There was no sword to be seen anywhere.

			A gentle snore from the upper floor sent a tremor through me. I hurried into the shadows by the stairs before looking up. The steps were each twice as tall as the ones I knew in our home along the Getreidegasse, their middles sagging as if used to bearing a great weight. I waited until the snores were even. Then I climbed up the steps, one at a time.

			They led into a bedchamber strewn with old clothes, open drawers, and discarded armor.

			I could hardly see anything in the darkness, except for a shapeless mass lying in the enormous canopy bed, obscured behind translucent black drapes. From inside it came the snores, each so loud that it seemed to rattle the floorboards.

			The sword. I looked at each discarded piece of armor on the ground. A breastplate, covered in old grime. A dented armguard, a shield emblazoned with a magnificent burning sun on its rusted surface. A forgotten belt, the scabbard at its side empty.

			What if Hyacinth was wrong, and there was no sword here at all?

			A particularly loud snore made me jump and whirl to face the bed. The figure behind its drapes stirred, rolling onto its side with a sigh that sounded half-labored, half-mournful, a sound full of tears. The creature was enormous, a fearsome shadow in the night that blocked out the moon.

			As it moved, something metal glinted in the dim light. It was the sword, its hilt in the ogre’s massive clutches, steel still sharp enough to cut a line in the bed’s sheets.

			The ogre suddenly gasped, and I ducked to the floor, certain he’d awakened and seen me crouching here. He asked a question I couldn’t understand, then continued muttering to himself without waiting for an answer.

			A dream. As he shifted again, he let out another strangled gasp and sighed.

			“I’ve searched for years,” he muttered this time, and in his voice was a song of mourning, the ache for summer when winter has already settled in. “Where are you?”

			Hyacinth had been afraid of this ogre, and so was I, but even monsters must dream of fears and wants, and the sadness in his voice drew me closer. Now I could see the faint outline of his face in the night. What I’d imagined as the jutting jaw and ivory fangs of a beast, I now saw was a thick beard, aged and unkempt.

			“Where are you?” he repeated.

			Something told me I should answer, so I did. “Here,” I whispered.

			He stilled, then turned his closed eyes toward the window, in my direction. I froze. “I heard you,” he said, wonder seeping into his voice. His lips, hidden beneath that hard beard, tilted into a hopeful smile. “There you are! Are you near the trees?”

			I crept silently around his bed until I was on his other side. “Yes, near the tree line,” I answered.

			“Ah!” he exclaimed, and turned to face me again, still asleep, his hands shifting against the sword’s hilt. His fingers twitched. “Are you safe?”

			Who was he searching for, I wonder? I cleared my throat, then dared to step closer. “I am safe,” I replied, “although there is a great beast here, right across the river! Lend me your sword, so that I may fend him off.”

			The smile wavered, and the ogre’s brows knotted. He hesitated, his grip still tight on the sword’s hilt. “It is very heavy. Will you be able to wield it?”

			“I can,” I said, creeping closer. I stood right at the edge of the black drapes now, my hands poised near his. From here, I could see all the sword’s details, its red pommel stone and the fine curls of writing etched into its blade. “You will just need to throw it a bit farther.”

			He murmured again, his voice too low for me to catch. Then, suddenly, his fingers loosened against the hilt.

			Now. With a surge of strength borne of panic, I reached past the drapes and toward the hilt, my hands grasping it right as his hands started to close around it again.

			“What is this?” he grumbled, his brows knotting deeper above his eyes.

			I yanked the sword out of his loose grip before he could move again. The weight of it surprised me, and instead of pulling it to me, I stumbled and dropped the blade with a loud clatter on the floor.

			The ogre startled, stiffened, and grew quiet. His eyes fluttered open.

			I did not hesitate. I scrambled forward and hoisted the blade with both hands, then half ran, half stumbled toward the stairs. Behind me, I heard the bed groan as the ogre shot up and let out an angry snarl.

			“What are you doing in my house?” he growled.

			I didn’t look back. I rushed down the stairs, the blade bouncing heavily at my side, my arms already aching from carrying it. Heavy footsteps landed one after the other behind me. The door was wide-open now, blown askew by the wind, and I struggled to move faster.

			A hand landed on my shoulder, yanking me backward. I cried out in terror.

			“There you are, thief,” he said.

			I shut my eyes tight and tried desperately to pull away.

			A great wind surged underneath me then, and when I opened my eyes, I saw every window in the house blow open, the ogre falling backward as the west wind came to my aid. It carried me up into its embrace again, and then, as I clutched the sword closer to me, it lifted me out through the door and up into the sky.

			A strangled cry of fury came from the ogre as he raced out into the clearing. When I looked over my shoulder, I saw him standing there, his figure growing steadily smaller, his face turned  toward me in shock and rage, the woods and river and land around him turning back into blankets of darkness and silver ribbons. I trembled all over. The sword in my hands glinted in the night, reflecting starlight as the wind carried me up, up, back up to the clouds where Hyacinth waited.

			His eyes brightened in delight when he saw me. “How brave you are, my Fräulein!” he said, taking me into his arms and kissing my hands. He marveled at the sword. “Very well done.”

			I smiled, but the memory of the ogre’s dream lingered like a ghost in my mind, keeping me from feeling pleased. “Do you know anything about the ogre?” I asked Hyacinth as he ran a long finger down the sword’s blade.

			“Oh?” Hyacinth said idly.

			I told him about the ogre’s dream, the way he stirred and startled and called out in fear. “Who was he searching for, that he wanted to find so badly?” I said.

			Hyacinth’s glowing eyes found mine, and for a moment, he straightened, touching my chin once. “The ogre hungers for flesh,” he explained in his wild, gentle voice. “He hunted the kingdom’s villagers, when they still lived here. All feared him. The ogre was surely dreaming of his hunt, and how to devour it.” He shook his head. “It’s a terrible thing to talk about. Let’s keep it between us, Fräulein.”

			I thought about the way the ogre had tossed me his sword when I seemed in distress. It was not the response of a hunter to his prey. Still, I nodded and said nothing. Hyacinth was pleased, and I had fulfilled another part of my side of our bargain. Neither the grief of an ogre nor the crown emblazoned on his shield was something I was here to dwell on.
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			THE BOY IN FRANKFURT

			When I slowly stirred out of my sleep the next morning, Woferl was already awake.

			I turned against my pillow to see my brother’s eyes open, tentatively studying the ceiling. For a moment, I watched him. The sobs of the ogre still seemed to tremble in the air around me. I wondered whether Woferl could hear him, but he said nothing. In fact, he looked dazed, as if he had spent his night tossing and turning.

			When he saw me looking at him, he reached out and squeezed my arm with his little hand. “Am I awake?” he said to me in an urgent whisper.

			His question made me blink. I pushed his curls away from his forehead. His skin was not hot, but his eyes seemed fever-bright, as if he was still not entirely here. “Yes, Woferl, of course,” I reassured him, and put an arm around his shoulders. “Why are you trembling?”

			He didn’t say. Instead, he scooted closer to me and wrapped his arms around my waist. There he stayed for a quiet moment, slowly coming out of whatever dream must have had him in its throes.

			I wanted to ask him if he had dreamed of Hyacinth, and I wondered whether I should tell him about my dream. But he seemed so quiet this morning that I didn’t have the heart to frighten him with stories of an ogre. In the air, the sobs from another world still echoed, along with the whispers of a princeling.

			Let’s keep it between us, Fräulein.

			So I let the silence linger until Woferl finally straightened, recovered, and crawled out of bed.

			“It is time for me to write,” he said as he went. His voice had shifted from one of frightened urgency to determined focus. His fingers were already in motion, as if resting against clavier keys. “I’ve thought of the perfect introduction for my sonata.”

			I watched him go. Underneath my pillow, my pendant felt cold and unused. Something stirred in the base of my chest, a strange, ominous rhythm. I could not shake the feeling that there was something in all of this that I didn’t quite understand. That there was something Hyacinth was not telling me.
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			When summer arrived and Salzburg finally shook the cold from her fingertips, Woferl had recovered enough so that Papa could have us resume our tours. This time he had no plans for us to hurry back home after only a couple of months. We would head to Germany, then to France and England and perhaps more, if we were successful. It was a trip that could stretch for years.

			When I asked Mama how long we would be gone, she only smiled reassuringly at me and patted my cheek. “You will have an excellent time on these adventures, Nannerl,” she said. “Aren’t you looking forward to it?”

			“I am,” I replied. And I was. My bones had grown restless, and my music ached to be heard again.

			But the same nagging feeling I’d had the morning after my dream of the ogre still lingered with me. Hyacinth had not appeared to me again since then, weeks ago. I wrote my music and waited for him. Beside me, Woferl composed reams and reams of new work. He would hand them to Papa, would beam as my father beamed. I’d look on, and then hide my music in my drawer.

			Woferl did not ask me about Hyacinth. So I began to wonder if the princeling was appearing separately to Woferl. Would he do such a thing? Was Hyacinth only my guardian, or did he have others to whom he made secret promises?

			There was also another reason for my uneasiness. My monthly courses had arrived.

			The first time it happened was at a Wasserburg inn, and the blood had startled me so much that I wept. Mama tried to console me, helping me change out of my stained petticoat and undergarments, sending a maid out into Wasserburg to buy new clothes. She fussed over me and brushed my hair, helped me bathe, did not comment on the fish I let sit on my dinner plate, and sang to me in bed.

			“The pain will pass in several days,” she told me. “Don’t be afraid. I am delighted for you.”

			I liked to see my mother happy, so I smiled for her. “I’m not afraid, Mama,” I said. Neither of us talked about how I could no longer pretend I was anything but a girl slowly becoming a woman, that it was a reminder of my dwindling years performing before the public.

			By the time we left for the small town of Biberich, I’d begun to notice small changes in my body. When Mama helped me dress in the mornings, the lacing of my clothes cut my breath shorter than usual. The inner bone of the bodice pressed harder against my breasts. My cheekbones looked more pronounced, and something about my face made my eyes look larger than I remembered them, dark ponds set in snow. I had also grown taller. Mama had to fix my dresses twice in the course of six months.

			My father’s past words stayed with me. The older we were, the less magnificent we seemed. The approach of my eighteenth birthday, the end of my years as a child prodigy, suddenly seemed very close.

			We traveled through the summer, stopping throughout Germany at Biberich, and then Wiesbaden, and then Kostheim. Our days became a blur of inns. The Three Moors. The Golden Wheel. The Giant. The Red House. Spectators would crowd into the inns’ main rooms, jostling one another in order to see us. We performed at palaces whenever we secured an invitation. Newspaper headlines followed us as we went. The Mozart children will perform tonight, they’d always say. Look how young they are. Look at their skill.

			Our travels continued and at some point, I could no longer remember which town we had come from or even which we were currently staying in. At night, I lay awake in bed and tried to imagine what our trip looked like from the clouds in the Kingdom of Back, whether we resembled the tiny villages in the snow or the troops rippling across the battlefield. I wondered what flaws the kingdom’s mirrored world showed about us.

			I didn’t dare compose music during this time. Papa was watching us very closely, staying beside us during our clavier lessons late into the night. So I had to indulge myself by watching Woferl write instead.

			He had gotten it into his mind recently to compose a symphony; and while he loved our father, he stubbornly told Papa one evening that he preferred to write his music alone, free from his watchful gaze. Papa had raised an eyebrow at him. But he did not linger near the clavier the next night when Woferl began to write, and instead went downstairs with Mama and Sebastian.

			Only I was allowed to watch Woferl as he composed.

			“Do you hear the violins in your head, separately from the others, and then the cellos and basses?” I asked him.

			He glanced at me, but his attention stayed focused on his music. “Sometimes,” he said. “But I also hear them at the same time, as if in four different lines. Each sounds very different.” He shook his head. “Remind me to give the horns something worthwhile to do.”

			I watched him write down another measure. “This is not meant for horns,” I said. The piece was light, full of playful footsteps and dancing scales. I had to giggle. “You are cruel. The violins will have a hard time keeping up with you.”

			Woferl shook his head. He was serious, wholly absorbed in his music. “That’s because Hyacinth is running away from them, and they cannot catch him.” He reached over and pointed to a measure. “You see? He is sprinting through the forest, up a hill, higher and higher, and then when he reaches the top, he slides all the way down. He likes to lead them deep into the forest, so that they cannot find their way out, and then to reward himself, he naps in one of the trees.” His finger guided me across the lines of music, so that I could hear the scenes he explained.

			I smiled, but the mention of Hyacinth unsettled me. Woferl hadn’t forgotten about him. Again, I wondered whether the princeling had been appearing to my brother in his dreams too. Why else would Woferl be thinking of Hyacinth so much that he was writing him into his music? The envy that came with the thought was like a poison in my mind.

			“You are a tease,” I said.

			Woferl dipped his quill into the inkwell again and scribbled faster, so that large droplets of ink splattered on the page and he had to wipe it away with the ball of his fist. The ink smeared across the page, like a child’s painting. “You are a tease, Nannerl. You write music, and then you hide it away.”

			My brother’s words hovered in the air, hung there as if the starfishers from the Kingdom of Back had caught them in their hooks. Suddenly, I felt as if we were not truly alone in the room. A slight movement by the window caught my attention, but vanished when I turned to look directly at it. It had seemed like a ghost of a familiar face, a sharp smile and a pair of bright eyes.

			“I tease only you,” I said to Woferl, nudging him once. “Because only you know it exists.”

			When Woferl laughed, it was someone else, the sound of wind through reeds.
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			It was not until we arrived in Frankfurt that I began to understand what my monthly courses and longer dresses truly meant.

			Our first performance in the city happened on the Liebfrauenberg.

			Woferl and I did not play the entire time at this performance. The local orchestra performed first, for some time, and then a young woman sung an aria. Woferl played, expectedly, more than I did. I accompanied his violin concerto on the clavier, and performed two other pieces with the orchestra. But for the most part I remained quiet on the sidelines next to my father, looking out into the crowd, and this is when I caught sight of a boy.

			There were many young children there, restless and tugging at the coattails of their parents, and adults, but there were few in between—and he was in between. My eyes skimmed right past him the first time and returned to Woferl, who played on the clavier with a cloth tied over his eyes.

			I looked at the boy the second time because Papa had announced to the crowd that they could test Woferl’s talents for themselves. He challenged the people to sound out a note, any note at all, and see Woferl name it correctly on the clavier. The shouts came fast and furious. I watched my brother take them with a smile, sometimes even with a roll of his eyes, which always seemed to get a laugh from the audience.

			The boy joined in this game too, and that was why I looked at him. He would call out a note, and my brother would name it correctly without a moment’s hesitation. But the boy glanced at me whenever he spoke. I found this curious, even humorous—and did the same, looking in his direction each time I recognized his voice. He wore a faded blue justaucorps, with bright brass buttons that winked in the light, and a simple white wig that came down into a tail behind his neck. He was very pale, like my brother. His brows appeared raised each time I looked at him, as if he were perpetually surprised.

			I found myself unable to linger on his face. Every time I did, the flush would rise on my cheeks, and I would glance away.

			I lost sight of him after the performance had ended and the audience had started to disperse, some of them gathering near the orchestra to speak to us. Papa greeted each person with a smile and a handshake. They would take my hand and bow or curtsy to me. The largest crowds clustered around Woferl, of course, and he continued to perform for them in his own way, climbing up onto the clavier’s bench and singing a tune for them, and then laughing when they cheered and clapped. Each bit of attention he coaxed from the audience made him desperate for more, and his antics grew as his audience demanded them, until he had everyone roaring with applause.

			Somehow, his new tricks prickled my nerves. I felt the tightness of my new dress, the ache in my belly. I felt keenly my height against his, his impressively small stature beside mine. While he soaked up the crowd’s attentions, my hands stayed folded obediently in my lap. My smile remained demure. The older, the less magnificent. My father’s words echoed in my mind.

			I felt a tap on my shoulder. I looked away from my brother and saw the boy from the crowd standing there, his eyebrows still slightly arched, a smile on his mouth.

			“Fräulein Mozart?” he said, as if he could not be sure who I was.

			Now that I saw him closely, I noticed that his eyes were a light brown, almost like honey. I curtsied to him. “Nannerl,” I said. “I hope you enjoyed our performance.”

			He bowed to me. “My name is Johann. My family lives here in Frankfurt. I’ve heard about you and your brother for a long time, and when I knew you would be coming to Frankfurt, I had to see both of you.” His smile grew wider. “You were spectacular. I held my breath the whole time.”

			The air was warm in August, but I had not felt it hot against my face until now. I curtsied again in an attempt to hide my blush. My heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped creature, and I worried for a moment that he could hear it.

			“Thank you,” I said in a soft voice. “I’m flattered.”

			“Are you staying long in Frankfurt?”

			I shook my head. My eyes darted nervously to where Papa was still busy greeting others, and then back to Johann. “I think we might be here until the end of the month.”

			“Then I shall try to attend another of your performances.” He smoothed down the edges of his jacket with hesitant fingers.

			I smiled, embarrassed by my silence. My own hands hung awkwardly at my sides. I finally decided to hold them together against my petticoat, even though they felt exposed there. Everything of me, my face and neck and arms, felt exposed. “Thank you,” I said at last. “I would like that.”

			He grinned. “It was a pleasure, truly, to hear you play.”

			Before I could respond, Papa saw us. He looked at Johann first, then back at me, and his eyes flashed in the light like fleeting fire. I swallowed. My father said nothing, but his eyes continued to linger as he approached us, and the line of his jaw had tightened.

			Johann bowed to my father first. “I have never heard a performance like this, Herr Mozart,” he said. “I wish that my parents had come with me. I think they would have enjoyed it.”

			Papa’s expression did not change. “Thank you,” he said, his voice clipped and cold.

			When he said nothing more, Johann bid us a hurried farewell and returned to what remained of the crowd. His eyes darted at me before he left. I did not dare return his look. Papa’s attention was fixed entirely on me now, the others around us forgotten.

			“Who was that, Nannerl?” he said to me.

			I kept my head low, and my eyes downcast. “I don’t know, Papa,” I murmured. “He said his name was Johann. He said he and his family live here in Frankfurt.”

			“I will not have you carrying on a casual conversation with boys like that. Surely you must know better. Do that often, and rumors will spread about you, especially in places like Frankfurt, and especially about a girl as well-known as you. Do you understand?”

			“Yes, Papa,” I said.

			His gaze wandered away into the crowd. I knew he was searching for Johann, to see if he lingered nearby. “Young ladies with no manners,” I heard him mutter. “Perhaps I should not take you on these trips, if you are going to learn such poor behavior from the locals.”

			On the stage, Woferl was still entertaining the crowd, winking at a group of women to earn laughter and coos from them. The audience responded with delight. My father was unbothered. His frown stayed on me.

			“Papa,” I started to protest. “He only wanted to tell us that he enjoyed our performance. He said nothing else.”

			My father shot me an angry stare. I shrank away at it. “Do not be naïve, Nannerl,” he said. “All men are villains. They want only to benefit. Remember that, and do not speak again to a stranger unless I have given you permission to do so.”

			My heart was beating very fast now. “Yes,” I replied quickly. “Yes, Papa.”

			“Good.” With that, the argument ended. Papa looked away from me and back toward the dispersing people.

			All men are villains.

			He was afraid, I realized, and I wonder now if it was because he knew his proclamation made him a villain too.
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			WHO DIRECTS THE ORCHESTRA?

			Papa was pleased with how we performed in Frankfurt. Our purses were full again, our expenses for the trip covered. My father spent the night counting out the coins, nodding and smiling at Mama, and in the morning, he bought her a necklace hung with a sapphire teardrop at its base that shone like starlight. For Woferl he bought a tidy new notebook of paper, so that my brother could continue his relentless composing.

			For me, he bought a new cap to match my dress.

			He was so pleased that when a local count invited him to the opera, my father paid for us all to come with him.

			Woferl and I had never been to an opera before. Papa had always been too worried that we could not sit through a performance without wriggling in our seats. So I tried to keep my composure and remember the lessons Mama had taught me. I needed to behave like a proper young lady. Still, my eyes wandered up to the opera house’s grand, arched entrances and white pillars, and down to its veined marble floors and rich velvet carpets. Gold banisters, curved stairways, and ceilings covered in rich paintings. The nobles attended these every week. I wondered if they still gaped in awe each time, and if the sights and sounds could still take their breaths away.

			Woferl held my hand in earnest and stared so hard at the gentlemen and ladies we passed that I feared I would need to catch him if he fell. We settled with Papa and Mama in our own balcony. In a private box near us, a group of spectators had already taken out their playing cards and started a game, while down below, young men filed through the aisles to flirt with the ladies. They were all beautiful, I thought, women in wide, sweeping skirts and ruffled half-sleeves, their headdresses adorned with feathers, and gentlemen on their arms with shining jackets and bright, blinking canes.

			As they flitted about below, I began to imagine that we were in the kingdom, and that I sat alone on a giant root of an upside-down tree, quietly looking on as the kingdom’s creatures—these colorful birds—gathered below me. I imagined them turned in my direction, staring back up at me, and smiling. I glanced at Woferl, who in turn watched the opera stage in anticipation. When I told him about my vision of the plumed birds, we grinned together at the absurdity of it and tried to think of strange names for them.

			“Papageno,” Woferl declared one of the more ridiculous headdresses, and mouthed the name so comically, Pa-pa-pa-papageno, that he dissolved into giggles.

			I hushed him even as we laughed conspiratorially. “You will get us kicked out.”

			“No, I won’t,” he replied as we rose with the orchestra for the conductor. “I’ll be down there one day, and it will be me they clamor for.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I will be before the orchestra,” he said, clapping along. “Someday I’ll write an aria, Nannerl—the most difficult aria ever written, and they’ll clap for me even louder than this.”

			I laughed. “You put yourself above Herr Handel. Don’t you know the king of England himself once stood in delight for his oratorio?”

			A grin of delight crossed his cherubic face. “When I play, the kings of Europe will all stand for the entirety of my opera.”

			He would be directing the orchestra, I realized, and the premonition in his words appeared before me in all its future splendor, him a young man in a red coat, weaving his music to life. I would be on the ground, staring upward to see my brother at the top of the upside-down tree. I would be a lady with feathers in her wig and no quill in her hand, looking on in silence.

			Suddenly, I felt angry at Woferl, though I knew it was not his fault. I thought of his outlandish antics onstage, the way people adored him for it. They would relish him even more when he was grown, fawn over his winking eyes and quicksilver smile.

			And I . . . it was impossible for me to do the same. The truth of that burned in my chest, hollowing me out from the inside. No matter how talented I was, no matter how well I performed or how much I charmed—I could never stand where Woferl would.

			From a higher balcony, I spied Hyacinth with a hand of cards. He turned to watch us, his blue eyes glowing. I looked up by instinct and met his gaze. At long last, he was here. He stared at me for a moment, reading the weight in my eyes, tapping the cards thoughtfully against his cheek. Then, finally, he smiled.

			Woferl waited for me to respond to his declaration about putting on an opera, but I pretended that I could not hear him through the applause.
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			THE ARROW

			When Hyacinth visited our bedchamber that night, I was already awake and waiting for him. Somehow, I’d known at the opera that he would come for me tonight. He looked once at my brother, but this time he did not bother to address him. Instead, he let him sleep.

			“You’ve grown taller,” Hyacinth said to me.

			So had he, I realized, his lithe, boyish shape now transformed into something leaner and stronger, and the forest hue of his skin  paled even further, white seeping into his hands and arms like frost curls over dew.

			“Why have you come back only now?” I asked him in a hushed voice.

			“I needed to know exactly how to help you,” he replied, flashing me a quick smile. “I was waiting for a sign from you. I finally got it at the opera.”

			He had been waiting for my anger to rise? “How will that help me?” I asked. “Or you?”

			“It is time for you to complete your third task.” He looked over his shoulder, jewels clinking in his hair, toward the moon hanging over the city’s rooftops. He beckoned to me. “But we must hurry tonight, Fräulein. You have only a short time to retrieve what I need.”

			I could feel the threads of his urgency tugging against my heart. My legs swung over the side of my bed, my bare feet crept across the cold floorboards. I followed him out of our inn and into the street, where drunken revelers were still staggering home. None of them seemed to notice me, although one man squinted in confusion as Hyacinth passed him, as if he had seen some kind of shadow rippling against the wall.

			As we went, moss began to cover the street’s cobblestones in a silver blanket. Ivy trailed out from the cracks between the rocks. In the sky, the twin moons shone bright and round as coins, separated now by only a couple of arm’s lengths. Crooked trees arched in between buildings. When I turned to look at them, I noticed that their branches were bare, as if they were roots reaching up to the sky.

			They grew thicker and thicker, until soon they crowded out the buildings altogether, leaving us hurrying along a mossy path that wound through a now-familiar forest. Faeries dotted the night air, illuminating our path with their light.

			Hyacinth broke into a run. I struggled to keep up with him as he darted along the path, barely visible in the darkness ahead of me.

			Finally, we arrived in a meadow blanketed with bright silver flowers, their petals dancing in the breeze. Among them lingered the faeries, and when Hyacinth arrived, it was as if all of them came alive at once, their light surrounding us in excitement and their tiny teeth nipping at my ankles. The blue grass beneath our feet waved and sighed.

			“There,” Hyacinth told me, pointing at a yawning arc of stone that connected two cliffs. Rock pillars formed a large circle underneath the bridge, a valley heavily overgrown with trees and brush. “Long ago, this was all a cavern. When the oceans lowered, it collapsed, until all that remains is this arc of stone.” I followed the line of his finger to the underbrush. “Down there, when the moon is shining directly above the land bridge, you will find a golden crossbow fitted with a single arrow.”

			I peered at the stone arc, then the thick growth underneath it. Nothing seemed dangerous here. “Why do you not go in yourself?” I asked.

			The faeries around me quivered, and a hush spread across the meadow. Hyacinth’s playful face looked grave now, even afraid. His eyes lingered on the billowing blue plants that grew within the circle. “It is poisonous ground for me,” he replied. “I cannot enter.”

			I looked at the valley. Then I stepped past the rock pillars and into the circle they formed.

			The faeries did not follow me into the circle. It was as if they were fearful of the vegetation here too, as if it were toxic to them as well. I was entirely on my own. The grasses sighed at my approach and whispered at me to turn back. A strange sense of foreboding clung to the ground inside the pillars, and as I went, it dragged against my legs, so that I felt like I was slogging through deep water.

			When I looked over my shoulder, Hyacinth was nowhere to be seen.

			The grass at the bottom of the valley grew tall enough to come up to my waist, and the blades were rough, chafing against my nightgown. I waded through it, searching for a glint of gold in the shadows. Overhead, the moons shifted slowly closer, half exposed and half hidden behind the arching rock.

			I searched in a circle until the waving grasses and rock pillars made me dizzy, then turned my face up to the sky. The twin moons gradually moved into position. As they did, the light in the valley dimmed, and a glowing outline formed as the moons beamed from either side of the land bridge. It formed two arcs of light against the grass, as bright as if the blades were glowing silver, shifting wider and wider until the rock pillars surrounding me were entirely illuminated.

			The ground beneath me suddenly shifted. I stumbled, looked down, and there, glowing from within a new crack in the earth, was a golden crossbow with a single arrow notched on it, its tip frighteningly sharp.

			I let out a cry of triumph and bent down to pick it up. My hand closed tightly around the crossbow’s cool handle. A numbing tingle rushed through my arm. I sucked in my breath at the sensation, but still pulled the crossbow close to me and wrapped both my arms around it.

			“I have it, Hyacinth!” I called out, turning to head out of the circle of rock.

			As I walked, my arms felt more and more locked around the crossbow, and the weight of the weapon seemed to pull me backward with each forward step I took. A great wind blew through the valley, sending the grass billowing like an open sea. The world swam around me. I shook my head to toss hair out of my eyes. Beyond the pillars, I could see the silhouette of Hyacinth waiting for me, calling my name . . . but the faster I tried to run, the farther away the pillars seemed to get, lost in the waving landscape.

			The numbness in my arms began to spread. With it came the whisper of a thousand voices brushing past my ear.

			Faeries come, but they cannot leave. They fear the poison of these grasses.

			Somewhere through the dullness crowding my mind came the sharp stab of panic. “I am not a faery,” I replied, but my tongue felt slow, dragging against the floor of my mouth.

			You are the one who poisons the land.

			“I am . . .” The words scraped against my lips.

			You are not meant to be in the kingdom.

			With all my strength, I dragged my thoughts out of me and shouted them into the wind’s tide. Words that I suddenly wished I could shout before an audience instead of hiding in my quiet curtsy. “I am a composer named Nannerl!”

			All of a sudden, the wind gave way—disappearing as abruptly as it had come. I stumbled forward and fell into the grass. As I pulled myself up, I noticed the grass had gone still again, and before me loomed the circle of rock pillars. The whispers were gone, the air lighter.

			I clutched the golden crossbow tightly to my chest, lest it vanish, and ran the final few steps past the pillars. A great gasp burst from my lips as I passed the rocks. I could breathe properly again; my limbs no longer felt crushed under an invisible weight. I turned in the direction of Hyacinth and hurried to him.

			He’d grown tall enough that I had to tilt my face up to him. “You have done it, Fräulein!” he said, wonder in his voice. Then he placed his cool hands against my face and kissed me.

			I froze, caught like a butterfly in his hands. His lips seemed dusted with sugar, sweet and ice-cold, cleansing away the last of the sacred valley’s pull. This is what it’s like to kiss a boy, I thought through the shiver that washed over me.

			Johann flashed unbidden through my mind. His raised brows, his quick smile, the way he’d made my heart dance in my chest. But where heat bloomed on my cheeks for him, Hyacinth’s touch brought winter with it, the glitter of fresh snow, the feathers of frost that lined a frozen river’s surface.

			When he finally pulled away, I swayed in place, unable to speak for a moment. My fingers came up to brush against my lips. They tingled, cold to the touch.

			“Why,” I whispered at last, “did the valley speak to me?”

			His smile wavered. “What did it say?”

			I repeated for him what I’d heard. You are the one who poisons the land. You are not meant to be in the kingdom.

			He shivered at the words, turning his face away from me as if in great pain. The glow of his eyes reflected blue soft against his cheeks. Around him, faeries came to comfort him and caress his face. “This place yearns to keep us out,” he murmured, casting a glance toward the arching bridge. “Come, Nannerl, let us leave this behind.” And before I could ask him anything more about it, he took my hand and began to lead me back the way we’d come.
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			THE CHÂTEAU

			In the morning, Hyacinth was nowhere to be seen.

			The light beaming into our room had no quaver of the   unusual. But the dream of the kingdom seemed startlingly real today. Perhaps it was the memory of Hyacinth’s cool hands against my face, pulling me in toward him. The ice of his kiss lingered, so that when I brought a finger up to run along my lips, my skin still felt cool to the touch.

			I lay there for a moment, unmoving, trying to remember all the details. Something in my heart felt strangely light and empty. What would happen now? What would Hyacinth do next?

			A sudden impulse gripped me and I looked to where Woferl lay at my side. He slept soundly, his small body curled into a ball underneath the blankets. A soft murmur came from his lips. I watched him, noting the flush of his cheeks. When I reached out to touch his forehead, his skin was burning with heat.
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			For two weeks, a fever wracked Woferl’s body. Every evening, he tossed and turned, his brow beaded with sweat, murmuring deliriously until he’d finally fall into a troubled sleep.

			Mama blamed the sickness on the fact that Papa had worked us so relentlessly for the past few weeks. Papa blamed it on the cold and the wet air. I sat at Woferl’s bedside and watched him quietly. My thoughts dwelled on how my brother had looked when stricken with scarlet fever, how I’d told him the story of the castle and then imagined the shadows floating around his chamber.

			The tasks I’d completed for Hyacinth stayed with me. I thought through each one as I watched my brother grimace in his sleep, dark circles bruising the skin under his eyes. Surely it was all a coincidence, the way Woferl’s illnesses seemed to line up with these vivid dreams I had.

			But I couldn’t shake the feeling that his illnesses were linked to the kingdom and to my tasks there. It felt as if my brother’s fate and the princeling’s and mine were all tethered together as tightly as a violin string. Woferl’s hot hand pressed against mine. I held on to him and stared at his pitiful figure, his eyes dancing under their lids. His lips moved silently. Now and then, they seemed to form Hyacinth’s name, as if his essence was hanging somewhere in the air. But I heard nothing.

			Was my brother dreaming of the princeling? Was Hyacinth visiting with him secretly?

			A spark of envy burned in my heart, followed immediately by guilt.

			If I were the one lying sick here, I knew my brother wouldn’t hesitate to stay by my side every evening, humming to me little tunes that he’d written, kissing my cheeks, and asking me to grow stronger. He wouldn’t sit in silence and allow jealousy to invade his mind. The realization made me tighten my grip on his hand.

			Would it change what I did for Hyacinth, if I knew that the link between all our fates were real? I lowered my eyes, ashamed that I didn’t know the answer right away. He was so small for his age, his body so vulnerable. I thought of all the times he would curl close to me for protection, and my heart softened in affection. I lowered my face to his and whispered for him to get well.

			Night after night, I returned to hold Woferl’s hand and watch the shadows dance across his face. I stayed until, slowly, slowly, he began to pull out of the darkness. The fog disappeared from his eyes. He began to look alert again. He would wake up in the morning and ask for parchment and ink.

			The arguments between my mother and father stopped. My worries about the kingdom’s effect on Woferl’s health faded away again. And all of us breathed a collective sigh of relief.
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			I believe that Papa must have felt some regret for his behavior during this time. He had worked Woferl and me relentlessly for weeks, making us go over and over our pieces, watching us practice late into the nights even when Woferl shivered from the cold. His outburst at me over Johann seemed to guilt him too. While we waited for Woferl to recover, he told me that our audiences felt compelled to speak to me, that I was an alluring talent. Sometimes he fumbled over his words, grew frustrated with himself, and turned his eyes away from me.

			I don’t know if it had anything to do with me witnessing him at his writing desk weeks ago, or if my task for Hyacinth had pleased the princeling enough to earn me a bit of luck.

			Whatever the reason, after Woferl recovered from the fever, Papa decided to give us a day of reprieve shortly after we arrived in France, taking us to visit La Roche-Guyon with no performances planned.

			La Roche-Guyon was a small commune in the northern part of the country. The La Rochefoucauld family had invited us to visit their château, and Papa never missed a chance to develop new relations with nobility. He lined me up with my brother on the day we were to meet them and warned us not to mention where we would next visit, that the last leg of our journey would take us to Great Britain.

			Woferl found this a great source of mischief. “Do you think Papa will be angry with me, if I do mention it?” he said to me.

			I gave him a stern look. “If Papa says not to do it, then don’t,” I replied. “You’ll get nothing out of it.”

			Woferl tapped his shoes in a rhythm against the carriage floor. “How do you know?”

			“I just do.” I let the conversation end there, and did not reply when Woferl spoke again. I knew perfectly well why Papa would ask us to do such a thing, and the La Rochefoucauld family would be grateful for it, as the end of the French and Indian War did not leave a sweet taste in their mouths for the British.

			We arrived in La Roche-Guyon on a bright, blue morning, up to the top half of a large hill where the road ended at a cobblestone walkway. It was a warm day, not unlike the afternoon when we had performed in Frankfurt, and the sun seared my cheeks as we walked, leaving a slight blush on my skin.

			It reminded me of the heat on my face when I’d spoken to the boy named Johann. If he were here, would he comment on the sky, the river, the color of my dress against the sandstone walls? Would he take my hand in his, or push loose strands of my hair behind my ear, the way Hyacinth had done?

			I shook my head, embarrassed, and pushed my thoughts away. Lately, I’d caught myself dwelling on the dream of my kiss and wondering what such a sensation might feel like in my world, with Johann. I’d seen my father kiss my mother before, although he didn’t put his hands against her face and pull her toward him. She didn’t lean toward him with wonder in her eyes.

			Would kissing Johann feel like theirs? Polite and distant? Or would it feel like the brush of cold sugar, sweet and wintry and intimate, from Hyacinth? Would it be something different altogether?

			Papa glanced back at us once. I immediately lowered my head, afraid that he might have seen my daydreams spelled out plainly on my face. The blush on my cheeks deepened.

			Madame Louise-Pauline de Gand de Mérode and her husband were already waiting for us. The young lady greeted Mama with delicate, gloved hands. “It is a pleasure to have your company,” she said to my mother. Her face looked pale and sickly, like she had just recovered from several weeks in bed, but I marveled at her voice, calming and full of warmth.

			Monsieur Louis-Alexandre, a severe man outfitted with a long face, shook hands with Papa and spoke quietly to him before nodding at both Woferl and me. I curtsied whenever someone took notice. Woferl followed my lead in this, thankfully, but I could see his eyes darting here and there, eager to explore our new surroundings in this foreign country, his mouth twitching with curiosity.

			“You will behave yourself, won’t you, Woferl?” I whispered to him when our parents began to follow the La Rochefoucaulds up the cobblestone walkway. We walked behind them, far enough to talk amongst ourselves.

			“I’ll try,” he declared. “But I need to tell you something.”

			“Oh? And what’s that?”

			Woferl lifted a finger and pointed up toward the château that we now headed toward, the castle that belonged to the La Rochefoucaulds. “We should go to the very top,” he said. “I saw someone waiting for us up there.”

			I followed his finger until my eyes rested on the château too. At first, I didn’t think much of it, as I simply did not recognize it. It looked like an old fortress tucked into what was once a cliff, with heavy brick towers and tiny, glassless windows. It sat high up on the hill, so that from where we stood we could see the banks of the Seine River.

			I looked back at Woferl. He only stared at me, his expression confused, as if he couldn’t understand why I did not see what he saw.

			“We should go to the top,” he said again when we stepped inside the keep’s heavy doors. Ahead of us, Papa and Sebastian were listening intently to the monsieur, while Mama talked to the madame in a low voice. I felt Woferl pull at my hand.

			“Do not wander off,” I whispered to him. My fingers tightened around his.

			But Woferl would not listen. “I want to go to the top of the tower.”

			I took a deep breath to steady myself, and tried to turn my attention to what our parents were saying. Woferl kept his eyes on the stairs. They spiraled up and disappeared around the edge of the wall, partially illuminated by the child-size windows that opened to the river scene below. I could not guess what made Woferl so restless. He was still a young boy, and perhaps today was simply a day of mischief for him.

			Without warning, Woferl slipped his hand out from mine and darted toward the stairs. I sucked in my breath sharply. “Woferl!”

			Papa turned to see my brother scampering up the stairs, and before he could utter a sound, Woferl had vanished. He shot me a reproachful look. I curtsied in apology to the monsieur and madame, murmured something I knew they could not hear, and then hurried to the stairs myself. I heard Papa stop Sebastian from following me.

			“Let her bring him back,” he said. “It is her responsibility. At any rate, she will need to learn how to be a mother soon enough.”

			The words pricked me like thorns as I gathered my petticoats into my arms and ran. Again, I felt my anger shift in the direction of my brother. If he would only listen and do what he was told, Papa wouldn’t feel the need to say such things.

			The stairs were high and slanted and old, crumbling in some places, the middle of each step worn down into curves from centuries of travelers. My shoes tapped a rhythm against the stones that began to sound like the beginning of a melody. I called out for Woferl again. Somewhere ahead I could hear his footsteps, but they were very far away now.

			“Nannerl!” his small voice called back down to me. He sounded like a muted violin. “Hurry, won’t you?”

			“Come back down immediately!” I shouted up to him.

			“But Hyacinth told me I should come up here! Don’t you want to join me?”

			I froze. Hyacinth had told him? Immediately, I thought back to the mornings when my brother would wake with a dazed look on his face, as if he’d had dreams he couldn’t explain. I remembered the way his eyes would dart about under their lids in his feverish sleep.

			I looked up at the winding stairs. A faint presence of music hung in the air, reaching out from another world. A tremor shook through me, and suddenly I felt afraid. What had Hyacinth been telling him, that he had not told me?

			“Woferl!” I called again, finding new strength in my fear.

			The stairs continued on. Now and then, as I passed a window, I would catch a glimpse of the bottom of the hill and the moat and the river, and see patches of sky and sunlight. The scene was very familiar to me, and I began to slow down so that I could better see the view at the next window. My shoes rubbed against something slippery. When I looked down, I noticed that some of the steps were wet now, as if fresh from a rainstorm.

			I climbed higher and higher. My breaths began to come in gasps, and yet still I could not hear Woferl answer my calls. My irritation grew. I told myself that I would not sit with him at practice tomorrow, to punish him, and that when he would ask me for help in his compositions, I would refuse. Woferl would not remember what he did to me, though. He would simply pout at me later, and ask why I did not care for him anymore.

			I paused by a window to rest, careful not to sit on the wet parts of the stairs. Outside I could hear the wind in the trees and the sounds of the river, but they seemed distant too, as if everything in the world was far away from the stairs that I sat on. I gazed out the window, lost for a moment in my thoughts. A melody floated in the breeze and disappeared before I could fully grasp it.

			That was when I first noticed it. The sky had grown a little darker, a scarlet tint to the clouds, and the rush of the river suddenly seemed very loud. The moat looked wider than I remembered. The window grew smaller, and I leaned back, suddenly afraid that it would close around my head.

			Through the shrinking opening, I thought I saw a dark figure float around the base of the keep, shrouded in black tatters, and shapeless. My hands started to tremble.

			The château no longer looked like a château at all. It had become the castle on the hill.

			When I looked out the window again, I could see someone waiting on the other side of the river.

			The water appeared dark now, its bottom indistinguishable from the murky depths, and strange shadows glided under its surface, fragments of a massive creature with a long tail.

			The figure on the other side of the river was Hyacinth.

			Even from here I could tell that he looked different. He had grown even taller, white bleeding into his skin like winter stripping the color from a tree, and his glowing blue eyes fixed on me with such intensity that I drew back from the window to catch my breath. When I shifted, my foot brushed past a cluster of edelweiss growing at the base of one step.

			I looked back up the stairs. The flowers had appeared everywhere, surrounded by sprouts of grass. I swallowed hard. “Woferl,” I whispered, knowing that he could not hear me.

			Something called my name from outside the window. “Fräulein. Fräulein.”

			It was Hyacinth and his sweet, wild, savage voice. The kiss on my lips turned cold again. I trembled and did not reply, although a part of me yearned hungrily for his presence.

			“My darling Fräulein,” he said. “It is time. We have done what we needed. Now, you must use the treasures you have fetched for me.”

			My breaths had turned very rapid, and when I looked back out through the window, I could see his arm extended out in my direction. He was too far away for me to see his features, but I knew he was smiling.

			“You never told me you were talking to Woferl,” I finally said.

			He shook his head. “I do not speak alone to your brother,” he replied.

			A lie, I thought. I could hear it in the air. “What are you telling him? What do you want with him?”

			Hyacinth tilted his head at me. “What’s this? Are you questioning me?” He laughed a little and opened his arms. “I am your guardian, as I always have been. Come now. Our next task approaches. I must take the next step in helping you achieve your immortality.”

			I watched him, wary, unsure of everything. Perhaps Woferl is the one teasing me, lying to me about Hyacinth. “What is the next task?” I decided to ask.

			Hyacinth nodded toward the giant creature swimming through the river, its fins black and gleaming. “The river that surrounds my castle has been poisoned by a monster that now patrols its depths. The golden arrow you retrieved for me is the only weapon capable of penetrating its scales.”

			The crossbow I had taken from within the rock pillars was already in my hands. The events of the night came back to me in a rush.

			“How do you know this?” I whispered, clutching the crossbow’s handle until my knuckles turned white.

			“Because,” Hyacinth replied, fear in his voice, “it has struck me before.”

			And when I looked back at the arrow notched in the weapon I noticed the blood on its tip, black and dried.

			Down in the river below, the monster spun and its fins flipped, roiling the water. My brother called for me from somewhere far away.

			I hoisted the crossbow, resting it against the window ledge, and pointed it toward the moving creature. My hands wouldn’t stop trembling. I had never so much as crushed a bug in my life, and now my fingers froze, refusing to fulfill Hyacinth’s request.

			“If you wait too long, you will miss your chance,” Hyacinth said, his voice traveling on the wind.

			The scarlet sky made it difficult for me to see where the monster was swimming. I bit my lip and waited. A strange force was holding me back, the deep part of my thoughts that knew something I did not, and as I waited there, I felt my mind cloud. The sky was too scarlet, or Hyacinth was smiling too broadly. I could not remember what my first wish was that had drawn the princeling to me.

			“Wait,” I heard myself say in a small voice. “Give me time. I need to think.”

			There was a silence. Then, Hyacinth tilted his head at me. “What do you need to think about? I have our sword, with which we can cut through the thorns on the other side of the river. You have the crossbow, so that the river can become passable.”

			What was the night flower’s thorns for? Why did the crossbow and the sword exist? Who had the ogre been? What was Hyacinth telling Woferl? The questions mounted in my mind, one by one, until I could hear nothing but their roar. I thought of the black thorns that wrapped around the kingdom’s crumbling castle on the hill, the young queen that never returned.

			“Are you still waiting, my Fräulein?” Hyacinth said. His voice was still gentle, still amused, but now I could hear an undercurrent of impatience there. “What is it that has you frozen?”

			“I . . .” My throat suddenly felt very dry. I thought of Woferl’s fever, every worry I’d had of the link between us and Hyacinth. “Do you know why my brother has been ill?” I asked.

			A pause. A sharp, off-pitch note disrupted the music in the air. When Hyacinth spoke again, he sounded offended. “You think I am responsible for harming your brother?”

			The accusation in his voice was so piercing that I instantly regretted my question. Of course Hyacinth would never do such a thing. “I’m sorry,” I stammered, more confused than ever. “I just don’t understand. Woferl has been sick lately, often when I speak of the kingdom or come to you to finish my tasks. Sometimes he looks dazed, or appears to whisper your name in his sleep.”

			This time, Hyacinth was silent. His face stayed turned up to me. The music that hummed around me turned sharp, unsettling.

			“What a shame,” came his reply at last. Now his voice sounded cold, even sad. “I am here to help you, to answer your secret wish, and you will not help me? Not after all you’ve already done? After all I’ve done for you? And for what—because of these small coincidences? A dream that your brother had? Because you think I am doing something to hurt him?” He let out a laugh. “Surely I have served you well up until now. You do not trust me, Fräulein. And you still, even now, continue to think only of Woferl. But what of yourself? What of your immortality? What has he ever done for you?”

			My hands began to shake violently. “I—” I did not know what to say in return. A great fear had risen in my chest.

			Hyacinth seemed to look straight at me. “Are you unhappy with me, Fräulein?” he said.

			I stayed silent, the ghost of his kiss freezing my lips closed. Hyacinth, Hyacinth! came the whisper from his faeries. I had not noticed their blue light filling the dark corridor behind me, their teeth sharp against my ankles. The memory came back to me of my mother and I in the marketplace, when she’d pointed toward the flowers and I’d brushed my hands against their clustered blooms.

			Hyacinths are the harbinger of spring and life, she had said, but they are also poisonous.

			I trembled at the words.

			“I have lost my patience. Come and help me cross this moat,” he repeated. The sky looked very dark now, scarlet as the wine I had held in my painting.

			I opened my mouth to agree to help him, but nothing came out. The words lodged in my throat, held back by the eternal sense that something seemed very wrong. “Please,” I finally whispered. “If you just let me think for a moment. If you will just answer my questions . . .”

			My words trailed off. I waited, frightened, for Hyacinth’s reply, knowing that I must certainly have angered him. But no reply came. Finally, I inched myself closer to the window and peered out toward the river below. My heart sank.

			He was gone.

			It took me another moment to realize that the crossbow had vanished too. My shoulders sagged. My hand came up to rest against my chest, and there, I felt the sharp hollow of his absence.

			Why did I hesitate? I had been so faithful up until now, and he had indeed been faithful in return. Hadn’t he? Why would he lie about visiting Woferl in his dreams? I bit my lip, regretting what I’d done, loathing myself.

			In all this time, Hyacinth had been the one who’d appeared to me in my most troubled moments. Had he just lost his faith in me? The tasks I’d done—all for nothing? He had promised to answer my wish. What would happen now? How could I ever hope to be remembered for anything without him?

			A surge of panic hit me. If he had been good to me in his content moments, what could he do now that I had upset him?

			I dragged myself back to my feet and continued up the stairs, careful not to fall in the dim light. I had to find my brother. The tower seemed more frightening now that I had trouble seeing my way, and the strange shadows that twisted and molded on the stairs made me quicken my steps. The music in the air sounded wrong. I did not dare look out the window again. I was too afraid to see the dark hooded figures floating near the bottom of the keep, or worse, Hyacinth on the inside bank of the moat, running toward the tower to find me.

			“Woferl!” I called out again. At the bottom of the stairs would be our parents, I told myself, and the madame and monsieur. If they were near, then the kingdom would disappear again and leave me in peace. “Woferl!”

			What if Hyacinth had taken Woferl? And suddenly the terror of it flooded me, the thought that I might reach the top of the stairs and find no boy at all, no sign that Woferl had ever been there.

			Finally, I heard tiny footsteps echoing against the wall, hurrying toward me from farther up the stairs. My heart jerked in relief.

			“Nannerl!”

			Then I saw him, his hair tussled and his shoes stained with dirt, hurrying down the stairs as fast as his small legs would allow. He kept one hand pressed against the side of the wall. I waited until he reached me, then grabbed his hand tightly and began to head down the stairs.

			“How dare you run away in front of Papa and Mama,” I said breathlessly. My fear had overwhelmed me, and it emerged as anger. “How dare you pull away from me like that, right before our guests.”

			“I wanted to see the top of the tower,” Woferl repeated, bewildered at my temper. He glanced over his shoulder, back up to where the stairs vanished into darkness. “I heard her, Nannerl. Someone locked away at the top of the castle. Hyacinth said it is the princess! I wanted to show you.”

			Hyacinth said. The young princess, trapped in the castle’s highest tower. I opened my mouth to speak and nothing came out, only the silence that now roared in my hollow chest. So, Woferl did speak alone with the princeling. Hyacinth was whispering to him.

			What was Hyacinth doing? Why wasn’t he telling me the truth? What was he saying to my brother in his dreams, when I was not there to hear it?

			I grabbed Woferl’s arm. “Tell me what Hyacinth has been saying to you,” I demanded.

			He tugged against my grip. “He asked me if I like being in the kingdom.”

			There was more than that, I could sense it, but my brother either didn’t want to tell me or didn’t seem aware of it. “Woferl, stop,” I insisted. “We’re not going up there.”

			“But Hyacinth wants us to go.”

			“You shouldn’t listen to everything he says.” My words were hushed, as if fearful that the princeling would hear them.

			At that, Woferl gave me an incredulous look. “But I trust him, Nannerl. Why don’t you?”

			He was so genuine in his words that it sent a chill down my spine. How frequently had Hyacinth been visiting him? I thought of the spark of envy I’d felt at Woferl’s bedside, followed by my deep guilt. Now the two emotions tugged again in my chest, coupled with fear. I swallowed, looking up again at the dark steps rising above us, dreading the sight of a slender silhouette.

			“I’m trying to keep you safe,” I told my brother.

			“Of course it’s safe,” he argued.

			“Let’s go,” I said firmly.

			“But I heard her up there!”

			“No, you didn’t,” I said, when I found my voice again, only the voice I found was a hoarse scrape of my own.

			“Yes, I did!” Woferl protested. His hand began to squirm out of mine again, but I grimly held on.

			“You didn’t see anything, and you didn’t hear anything.” My voice grew louder, more frightened. Hyacinth’s words rang in my mind. “I will not have any more of your mischief today. You insulted me in front of our parents.”

			Woferl scowled. “I heard her, Nannerl, I promise I did. She was behind a heavy door that I could not open.”

			I ignored him. The music surrounding us grew louder, more discordant. I am trying to protect you, Woferl, I thought frantically, although I still could not be sure what I was protecting him from. All I knew was that I had to get him back down to the safety of the real world. We had to leave this castle on the hill.

			“Why won’t you believe me?” Woferl started to pull his hand out of mine once more.

			This time I yanked on his arm more harshly than I wanted to. He stumbled on the steps and fell, hitting one of his knees hard against the stone. He started to cry.

			I stopped and pulled him to his feet, too afraid to console him. “You heard nothing, do you hear me?” I cried out. “You’re just a child. The Kingdom of Back isn’t real. None of this is! Now stop, before you cause trouble again.”

			Tears streamed down Woferl’s cheeks. “But you said we would always go together into the kingdom!” he said. “You said our stories were for us! Our secrets!”

			“They are just stories for children! And perhaps you’re still a child who loves his childish secrets, but I am no longer one! Now, you will grow out of this silly phase and forget about all this nonsense—or do you want everyone to think of you as a little boy forever?”

			Nonsense. It was my father’s word. My brother looked as if I’d slapped him. You are a child, I’d told him, and I am not. The sky outside had slowly begun to lighten again, losing its red cast, and now I could see my brother’s eyes clearly. They were wet, but behind that was anger. I glanced down at his knee. The fall had scraped a patch open on his leggings.

			“Keep your own secrets,” he said. He rubbed his eyes. “I will never tell you anything, ever again. If you go back to the kingdom, go alone and never return.”

			With that, he yanked his hand out of mine and hurried down the stairs without me. I opened my mouth to call out to him, to apologize for my outburst, but it was too late.

			Woferl’s cruelty descended as swiftly and fiercely as his affection. Later that night, I discovered that the pages in my music notebook had been rummaged through. When I flipped through it to the second to last page, where I’d written my first measures of music, my first secret, I found that the page had been ripped entirely in half.

			I ran my finger along the frayed edges, then clutched the notebook to my chest and wept.
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			A DREAM NOT LIVED

			Starting the very next morning, woferl no  longer allowed me to watch him as he composed. He did this  by letting Papa become his sole companion by the clavier, and Papa would tell me not to stand idle when I could be helping our mother with something. Woferl did not confide his stories in me at night. When we prepared to sleep, he would simply turn his back to me and pretend not to hear my words. He no longer replied when I mentioned the Kingdom of Back.

			Perhaps he had taken my outburst to heart, and did not believe anymore.

			I took my compositions and folded them into my heart, writing now in complete solitude. Finding the moments to do so became more difficult without Woferl’s help, the way he would quietly leave the ink and quill for me at the clavier. I had to be more careful with the precious few moments when I was alone. I would write a few hurried lines before hiding it all away with my other secret papers, sandwiched between the bottom layers of clothing in my belongings. But when I composed a piece that excited me, I had no one to share it with.

			My secrets were mine alone now. And I could blame no one but myself.

			I kept expecting to see Hyacinth with each passing day—standing in the corner of our inn, smiling at me from our audience, hiding in the shadows of the streets. Fear crept into the crevices of my sleep. I wondered what he would do now that I had broken my promise. Seek revenge, perhaps. Rob me of my ability to compose, or steal my sight so that I could no longer play the clavier. Perhaps he would take it out on my brother instead. Bleed the pink out of Woferl’s cheeks until he faded away one day with the morning light.

			Or perhaps Hyacinth had turned his back on me entirely and chosen to fulfill my brother’s wishes instead. This thought, that my guardian might have abandoned me in favor of Woferl, haunted me the most.

			“You should not be so upset with him, Nannerl,” my mother said to me one day. We were on our way to London now, having arrived on British soil just a day earlier.

			I froze at her words. “Why?” I asked cautiously, unsure if she was referring to Hyacinth or Woferl.

			“He is your brother, my darling, and he loves you very much.” Mama took my hand. “Try to be patient with him. He is still very young, and his mischief overwhelms him at times. When you marry and have a son of your own, you will understand.”

			I thought back to the château, the castle on the hill. After a moment, I said, “I am not upset with him, Mama. He is upset with me.”

			London did not have much sun or sky when we arrived. An oppressive fog settled over the city, dampening everything, and people on the streets huddled into their coats when they went by, uninterested in us. Only Woferl seemed unbothered by the weather. He would grin his broad grin at those we met, sing for them, and tell them little jokes that would make them laugh. He made sure to time his antics for whenever I was ready to speak. The attention would stay on him, as it always did—except now, even my brother ignored me. I’d sit in silence, feeling like I was slowly disappearing into a world that no one could see.
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			After a week in England, we settled into a small inn near the edge of Bloomsbury, just shy of central London. It was here that I met the boy Johann again.

			I saw him one morning when I was outside the entrance of our inn, waiting to see my father come back after his visit to the king and queen. Woferl did not want to wait with me, of course, so he had disappeared somewhere with Mama and Sebastian. I shivered in the cold air. There was the stale scent of fog, and the aroma of beer and salt and vinegar that wafted out from the taverns.

			He passed our inn with the bottom of his face wrapped in a scarf. His shoulders were hunched up from the cold, and his hands were stuffed firmly into the pockets of his coat. I only caught a glimpse of his raised eyebrows, and his warm dark eyes.

			“Johann?” I said, before I was even sure of it.

			The boy had already passed me by, but he stopped in his tracks and looked around in confusion. I dared not call out his name a second time. Papa would be home soon.

			I thought for a moment that Johann would keep going, convinced that my voice had just been a part of his imagination. But before he could turn away, he caught sight of me standing in the doorway of the inn. I felt embarrassed for my silence, and the blush rising on my face. Still, I did not turn away.

			Johann hurried over to me. He pulled the bottom of his scarf down a bit so that he could speak, and his breath rose in a cloud. “Is it you, Fräulein Mozart?” he said. His face brightened, and he gave me a quick, awkward bow. “I hadn’t expected to see you here.”

			I could not help but smile at him; it was comforting to hear our familiar language. “Neither had I,” I replied. “What are you doing in London?”

			Johann blinked to moisten his eyes in the cold, and I noted how frozen his lashes looked, the strands beaded with icy dew. He pointed farther down the street. “My father wants me to attend university next year, to study law. We came to London to see the schools.” He raised an eyebrow at me, his smile wry. “I may end up back in Germany, as I can’t say any here have stirred him. I liked Oxford, but you should have seen his face. He was shocked by the brashness of the students—loud and unapologetic, always protesting something or other.”

			I put a hand to my mouth and stifled a surprised smile. “It sounds delightful,” I remarked, impressed by the idea of such spirit.

			Johann shrugged, still smiling. “What about you?” he said. “Are you here with your family? Come to perform for the London public?”

			“My father has gone to see the king,” I said. “Woferl and I are to play for him soon, I imagine.”

			“You will be able to see him, without a doubt.” Johann put his hands back into his pockets, too cold to gesture with them. “I’ve heard the Americans are unhappy with the king’s taxes and are giving Parliament an earful. He is desperate for entertainment to lighten his mood.”

			“Then I suppose we must thank the Americans.” It was so easy to laugh with this boy. With Woferl gone from my side, and Hyacinth quiet, I found myself savoring the warmth of this small moment.

			He told me about his family, then, and about his father. I learned that we had much in common. He and his sister—who was my age, he told me—were the only surviving children of his parents. His father, passionate about Johann’s education, had enlisted an army of private tutors and scholars to teach him literature, art, languages, history. He told me that he loved to paint.

			I felt a sudden urge to tell him about the Kingdom of Back—all of it, the beauty that took my breath away, the darkness that haunted my waking dreams. He was a painter, someone who also lived in other lands. Perhaps he would understand.

			“How long are you staying in London?” Johann asked me.

			“I’m not sure. A month, at the least.”

			“I will try to see you again,” he said. His smile turned shy then, and his gaze was full of warmth. “If I cannot, may I have permission to write to you?”

			My father will never let you, I thought. But he had slipped past my defenses, and the crisp London air had made me bold. “Yes,” I said. I told him about our flat at Getreidegasse no. 9, and the house outside London where we would stay for the next few weeks.

			Johann’s face glowed. I wondered what I looked like to him—a foolish girl in front of this older boy, unable to think of more to say. I was not raised as the type of girl to keep secrets from her father, and yet, I had so many of them. But I still found myself smiling back at Johann, thinking only of when I could hear from him again.

			Johann tightened his scarf around his face, then uttered a muffled farewell to me before he continued down the street. The wind blew his dark hair into a flurry. I was too afraid to return the goodbye, so the word stayed huddled in my throat instead. Finally, when he disappeared into the crowds, I looked the other way, where Papa would come hurrying back.

			There, I saw Woferl standing at the edge of the inn, partially hidden behind the corner.

			I froze. He must have seen everything.

			Woferl’s face was turned to me. I wondered how long he must have stood there, and what he may have heard. He did not smile at me, nor did he look angry. He simply stared.

			“Woferl,” I called out to him.

			He did not answer me. I swallowed hard, suddenly wondering if Hyacinth was beside him and had made himself invisible to me. The thought made me tremble. My brother, when he loved me, would keep any secret of mine close to his heart. But the rift between us still felt heavy in the air, like an off-key note, and there was something wary in his gaze that pulled him away from me, something that made me afraid of what he might do.

			Then Papa came bustling down the street, his eyes squinting in the cold wind, and Woferl’s stare broke. He turned and ran to Papa, gave him an affectionate smile, and tugged on his pockets to see if he had brought any sweets. I watched them carefully. When Papa nodded at me, I smiled back and asked him about his meeting.

			“It went well enough,” he told me. “We will perform for the court.”

			But his face seemed tired, his shoulders hunched. I knew immediately that it meant he did not expect us to be paid much for our private concert, that the king must be tightening his purse strings. My heart dropped at the disappointment in my father’s voice. England was costing us more than we could earn.

			Despite the tempest of my thoughts, I brought myself to nod in response. “I’m glad, Papa,” I replied. My eyes darted down to my brother. I held my breath, waiting for the moment when he would speak.

			But the moment did not come. Instead, Woferl sucked on a piece of candy and hummed under his breath a tune from another world.
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			That night, I dreamed about Johann. He and I sat together under the old ivy wall of an English cottage’s garden, right next to the door that led out into the countryside. The moon was unusually bright, perfectly halved, and Johann’s face was completely lit by its light. From this close angle, he seemed to be the loveliest boy in all Europe.

			“Are you happy, Nannerl?” he asked. “Do you like the path that your life has taken?”

			“I don’t know,” I replied. My eyes darted away from his and came to focus instead on the sapphire silhouettes of trees in the distance. A part of me expected Hyacinth to appear, but he never did. I held my blue pendant in my hands, and my thumbs rubbed idly across its glassy surface. When I lifted my fingers and moved them through the air, everything rippled with light. Music played wherever I tapped. The grasses billowed around us in an undulating sea.

			Here, this place, this dream, belonged to me.

			I turned to him. “Are you happy? Do you dream of traveling to a different place in the world?”

			Johann leaned toward me until his lips touched my cheek. “We do the best we can.” Then he looked past the ivy wall and pointed toward the stars. “If I see you again, and if you see me,” he said, “let’s run away and marry on a white shore. Let’s go to Greece, to Asia and the Americas, where you can perform for any audience you desire. They will love you so. You never need to hide away your music again. Will you come with me, if you see me again? Will you promise me that?”

			And all I could say was yes, my heart aching with desire for this world that was mine. I woke with the word still dancing on my tongue.

			My hand was clutching my pendant tightly. For a long moment, I lay awake, letting my fingers run against the glass surface. Then I sighed against my pillow, glanced at where Woferl was breathing evenly in his sleep, and rolled over to hold the pendant up to the moonlight.

			Something seemed different about it.

			I squinted, frowning now, and held it closer. Then a silent cry escaped from me. I dropped the pendant into my lap.

			I wanted to shake Woferl awake, but all I could do was stare down at this charm that I had remembered to be a smooth, transparent blue.

			Its surface had cracked into a thousand slivers.
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			HYACINTH’S REVENGE

			Several days later, Papa became gravely ill.

			At first, he complained of chills, a weary back, and  a sore throat, something he waved away as a passing irritation. The next day, he had doubled over on his bed with his hands clutched over his stomach, and Mama and Sebastian had to send for a doctor. Fever settled over him in a heated cloud.

			Woferl and I continued our clavier lessons alone, as quietly as we could. I kept my thoughts to myself and did not dare to share them with my brother. My shattered pendant stayed in the bottom of my dresser.

			Woferl never mentioned my moment with Johann. My father never found out.

			He blamed his illness on the English weather, the fog, and the rain. Without his making arrangements and setting up meetings, several more of our performances were canceled. We were forced to dig into the money we’d earned in Germany. This only deepened Papa’s frustration, which in turn seemed to worsen his state.

			I found myself lingering outside my parents’ bedchamber, watching my mother wringing out a towel to place on my father’s head. I would stare at his pale, sickly face and silently will him back to health. My brother, still reluctant to talk to me, would quietly ask me how Papa was doing. I never knew what to say. Our practice sessions felt strange without his shadow towering beside us.

			After several weeks of little progress and performance cancellations, Mama finally moved us to the English countryside outside of London, to a small Georgian house on Ebury Row, so that Papa could recover in peace. The house was plain but spacious, and when we first arrived there I looked out of the carriage window to admire the pastures and estates.

			On our first day, Mama requested our clavier be pushed to a corner and covered with a sheet of cloth. We were not to play while our father stayed ill.

			This did not stop Woferl from composing music. I saw him working at night, jotting down measures into the music notebook that Papa had given him after our Frankfurt tour.

			One afternoon, I found Woferl hunched over his writing desk overlooking the garden and approached him. He did not speak, but his eyes darted up at me, and I noticed the shift of his little body as he turned himself unconsciously toward me.

			“May I see what you’ve written?” I offered.

			Woferl did not look up. His hand continued to scribble a fluid line of notes on the page. “After I’ve finished,” he said at last. “I am nearly done with my symphony.”

			It was a response. My heart lifted slightly at that. He had not spoken to me like this since the incident at the château. Perhaps Papa’s illness has finally softened the grudge between us.

			I waited. When Woferl finished his page and turned to a new sheet, I tried again. “Tomorrow I am going to explore around the house, and walk in the garden. Will you come with me?”

			Woferl said nothing. I looked over his shoulder this time, so that I could see the measures he wrote out. The symphony was light and fluid, with the same liveliness I remembered from its first pages, which I had seen some time ago. I read my way silently down the page, picturing the harmony in my mind. My eyes settled on the last measure Woferl had written down.

			It was a chord, three notes played together with no separations. “That does not belong,” I said automatically, without thinking.

			Woferl frowned. I saw his eyes jump to the same chord, even though I had not pointed anything out.

			“You’re right,” he replied. “It doesn’t quite fit.”

			His agreement surprised me. I reached over, put my finger down on the paper, and drew three invisible notes. It was the same chord, separated out so that each note came after the other. “This would be better,” I said quietly.

			Woferl looked at the paper for a long moment. He dipped his quill back into its inkwell, and then crossed out the old chord and replaced it with mine. I watched him carefully as he wrote, expecting to hear an edge in his voice should he choose to speak to me again.

			But when he looked at me again, there was a small smile lingering on his lips, his satisfaction at a good measure of music.

			“It is better,” he echoed.
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			Gradually, Woferl began to ask for my advice again. When I wrote my own music in secret, he would look on, murmuring in appreciation when he enjoyed a measure. He did not come with me to explore the house, but when I wandered the garden, he would watch me through the window. And sometimes, if he were in a particularly good mood, he would slip his small hand into mine, holding us together until some distraction drew him away again.

			Papa recovered slowly in his bedroom, with his windows open to the country air and his bedside drawer constantly adorned with fresh flowers from the garden. His mood was better too, now that we were far away from the chilly London streets. I would hear him laughing with Mama sometimes, or them speaking together in hushed voices on warm afternoons. The sound was as sweet as the summer rain.

			Woferl had been in good health too. His cheeks were round and rosy, and his childish giggles rang through the house. As we were still forbidden from touching the clavier, we spent most of our days playing together. I invented musical games to humor him and hid trinkets all over the house that he would then have to find.

			One day, Woferl dragged Sebastian into our room and begged him to draw us a map of the kingdom. I listened in surprise. The rift between Woferl and me had been because of the kingdom—and yet, now he was asking for it to be drawn as a map. Sebastian did, and my brother laughed and clapped his hands in delight at the funny little boxes he would draw for us, his crooked castle on the hill and squiggly trees.

			I looked on, amused but uneasy at my brother’s enthusiasm. The kingdom did not look so powerful or frightening on paper. My brother was well. My father’s health was slowly returning. And as I watched Sebastian amuse Woferl, I began to wonder whether, perhaps, the kingdom had truly been nothing more than a faery tale. It was easy to think so here, in this rose-scented house soaked in sunlight. I had not seen Hyacinth since the château. Woferl did not have any more nightmares.

			Maybe he had left us entirely. I lay awake at night, trying to make sense of it. It had been so long, I began to hope that perhaps Hyacinth had forgotten about my betrayal and wouldn’t seek revenge for the way I’d turned away from him.

			Perhaps he was never real at all.

			Still, now and then, I’d find myself looking into the shadows of my room and wondering whether I saw a slender figure hiding there. I had completed three tasks for the princeling. He had promised, if I helped him, to grant my wish in return.

			Was my relationship with Hyacinth really to end this quietly? Was I destined to fade into the air as my brother moved on without me and my father followed him? Would Woferl turn to me one day and point to some empty corner, whispering to me that Hyacinth had returned to him alone?

			By the time Papa recovered enough from his illness to bring us back to the city, winter had set into London and the days were darker and even colder. It was a bitter contrast to our sun-soaked days in the countryside. Our concerts were adequately attended, but a far cry from our earlier stops. After several more months of disappointing performances, Papa decided that he had had enough of England and arranged for us to leave.

			“There is no love for God’s music here,” he complained to my mother on our carriage ride to the pier at Dover.

			“Perhaps there is too much, Leopold,” my mother replied. “Herr Johann Christian Bach himself is the queen’s music master.”

			At that, Papa nodded in bitter agreement. Herr Bach had helped us win an audience before the royal English court in the first place. But how were we to compete with the London master of music? “Ah, Anna,” he said with a sigh. “Too many musicians make their living here. We’ll go elsewhere. The envoy from The Hague has approached me again. I have already made arrangements with the Duchess of Montmorency.”

			Mama’s expression did not waver, but I could plainly see the disappointment on her face. “I thought that we would not see the Dutch,” she said. “We have been away from Salzburg for so long.”

			“The Princess-Regent Carolina and her brother are anxious to see us,” Papa replied. “They wish the children to perform and have requested a bound volume of Woferl’s compositions ready for the prince’s eighteenth birthday.”

			“A volume?” my mother asked. “How many?”

			“I thought six sonatas could be ready for publication as soon as we arrive.”

			Six sonatas. I could tell that this was no idle guess, but the number the Dutch had asked for, and that Papa had already promised.

			At Mama’s frown, Papa lowered his voice into his affectionate tone. “Anna,” he said, “it will go better than London, I assure you.”

			“Do you not remember what happened in Prussia?”

			“Prussia.” Papa grimaced and waved a dismissive hand. “This is different. The Dutch will pay us in guilders, not kisses. Think of it.” He took my mother’s hands. “There will be concerts every night, crowded with patrons, and opera houses and gardens overflowing with people who cannot get their fill of good music. Every nobleperson will be eager to receive us. Princess Carolina is a great admirer of ours and insisted on our presence.”

			I looked down at my brother to see him listening quietly and biting his lip, his face intent. He knew as well as I did that it was no use arguing once Papa had made up his mind. The Dutch envoy knew that our London tour had soured in the end, and it was this weakness he sought to exploit by tempting my father to make up for those performances. Besides—I could see the light in Woferl’s eyes, his brightening at the challenge before him despite his exhaustion.

			Still. Six sonatas. Woferl had written two during our stay in the country. He would happily write four more. But in such a short amount of time? We must have dipped farther into our savings than I thought, for Papa to agree to such an impossible deadline. Had our landlord, Herr Hagenauer, sent Papa a letter again, asking for our rent?

			“Very well,” my mother said, and that was that.

			So we prepared and packed. Woferl began writing in earnest. I’d wake to see him asleep with a quill still in his hand, an unfinished page of music crumpled under his arm.
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			On the day we were to leave, Papa helped the coachman drag our things into the boot and paid the last of our fees to the innkeeper. He was in a good mood this morning, humming a strange tune under his breath that I didn’t recognize. I kept my face turned down and concentrated on checking my trunks and tidying my dress, tying my new hat securely with a veil.

			I watched my father as we rode. He talked in a low voice to my mother, trying to convince her that the payment the Dutch offered was well worth what they asked.

			“That is because what others cannot do, Woferl can,” he said, turning to my brother with a rare smile. “It is the miracle they seek, and you are it.”

			I waited for Papa’s glance to fall on me too, to include me in his good mood and the miracle that was our family. But he ignored me and went back to his conversation with Mama. I swallowed and looked out the window.

			We rested, spent the night at an inn, and crossed the Channel the following day. When our carriage finally clattered over a bridge overlooking one of The Hague’s canals and we looked out to see a towering opera house crowded with people, Papa exclaimed how right we were to have come here, how glad he was for all of us.

			On our first night in The Hague, Woferl snuggled close to me in bed.

			“What’s wrong?” I asked him.

			He shook his head and refused to lift his head. “I’m afraid of my nightmares,” he whispered. As he said it, something shifted in the dark corners of the room.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			When I stirred the next morning, hazy with the fog of unremembered dreams, Papa was already bustling about, tugging on his coat while Mama adjusted his collar. “It is the perfect gift,” he was saying to her.

			I sat up in bed and watched as my father set a book on the room’s desk and then hurry out the door. Mama followed behind him.

			My eyes went back to the book. Vaguely, I remembered that Papa was planning to bind Woferl’s music for the prince and princess into a volume. I blinked, surprised to see the book already finished. Woferl had been writing nonstop, but I thought I knew how much he had finished and how much more he had yet to go. Had he really already composed enough for the book? The volume seemed a good thickness. Papa must have included some of my brother’s older works, in an attempt to fill it.

			Out of curiosity, I rose from the bed and went over to the writing desk to peek at the volume before Papa and Mama returned. Behind me, Woferl continued to sleep. With delicate fingers, I ran a hand across the front of the book and then opened its cover.

			At first, I didn’t understand what I was seeing. It was like a mirror, except in a sheet of black notes. I knew these notes. Every single one.

			I flipped the first page, then the next, then the next, faster and faster.

			I closed my eyes, dizzy, expecting to wake up out of this dream and be back in my bed. But when I opened my eyes, the volume was still here in my hand. My music was still staring back up at me.

			My music. Not Woferl’s. Mine.

			My hands were shaking so hard now that I feared I would tear the fine paper. I let out a gasped sob and took a step back—stumbling so that my legs gave way—and sat on the floor with my dress spilled in a circle around me. In the corner, Woferl stirred slightly in bed and rubbed his face sleepily. “Nannerl?” he murmured. “What is it?”

			I didn’t answer. I didn’t understand.

			How could this possibly have happened? I looked in a daze around the room, then pushed myself up and rushed to my trunk. I rummaged through it frantically. My clothes, shoes, hair ties all went flying, until finally I stared down at an empty bottom.

			I steadied myself against the trunk.

			The neat little stack of my folded parchments, all the compositions I’d created and carefully stored away over the past months. They were gone.

			In bed, Woferl sat up now, more awake and alarmed at the expression on my face. “Are you all right?” he said. “You’ve turned so pale.”

			The world spun around me. “Did you tell Papa, Woferl?” I whispered, the words springing unbidden out of me.

			“What?” Woferl replied. And when I looked him directly in the eye, he did not blink. He was a picture of confusion, pale from the hurt in my words. His gaze flitted to the mess of my belongings strewn around my trunk.

			“Did you tell Papa about my compositions?” I said. My voice trembled.

			Understanding suddenly blossomed on my brother’s face, followed by horror. “I would never,” he said.

			I leaned against my empty drawer. My thoughts spun over and over until I swayed. It couldn’t be. It couldn’t be. But I forced myself back onto my feet and stumbled over to look at the volume still open on the table. The pages were there. The notes were there. And my compositions were gone from my trunk, stolen away by my father.

			Or by a princeling.

			Hyacinth, Hyacinth, Hyacinth. The name tolled like a bell in my thoughts.

			I’d been so foolish to think that he had somehow stepped quietly out of our lives. Here he was again, flitting his fingers through the air. He had always known where to hit me the hardest, had been waiting to use this against me should I ever turn my back on him. I had given up my end of our bargain. In return, he had taken my wish and given it to my brother instead.

			This was Hyacinth’s revenge. The cruelty he had planned for my punishment.

			Woferl called to me again from bed, but I could barely hear him. I paged through each piece in the volume until I reached the end.

			Six of my sonatas, with minor changes. They had been published in a bound volume, like I’d always dreamed of, but they did not have my name anywhere on them. Instead, they were signed by Woferl.

			Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart had stolen my music.
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			THE AGREEMENT

			I did not scream or cry. I did not answer Woferl when he continued to ask me if I was all right. I did not change my demeanor around Sebastian or breathe a word of it to my father or mother.

			What was the use?

			Instead, I turned my fury inward and let it consume me.

			Later the same afternoon, I retired to bed early, dizzy and sore. By the next day, I’d developed a fever that made my skin hot to the touch, and started to vomit. My muscles ached so much that I had to bite back my tears. Sebastian carried me to my bed that day. My skin turned white and slick with sweat, my eyes grew swollen and tired. Rose spots appeared on my chest. My hair, drenched with moisture, stuck to my neck and forehead and shoulders in strings. I struggled to breathe, my lungs rasping from the effort.

			Mama, in a panic, sent for a doctor that the Dutch envoy recommended and brought him to our hotel the same evening. He hovered over me in a haze of color, so that I could barely make out his grave face. He told my mother that my heartbeat had slowed, that I might be in serious danger. He bled me, then fed me a bitter tonic and left.

			I drifted in and out of sleep. Days melted into one another. I had difficulty understanding what happened around me, except that the date to perform for the princess and prince—to deliver the volume of music to them—came and went. Papa and Woferl attended without me.

			Sometimes I thought I saw Papa standing near my bed, talking in hushed tones with my mother. Other times Woferl’s face appeared, tragic and fearful, and tried to speak to me. I recalled his soft hands in mine. I thought I heard him say, over and over again, that he was sorry, that he didn’t know what to do or say. That he had no idea.

			I would turn my face away whenever he was near. I couldn’t bear to look at him.

			I don’t know whether Woferl protested to Papa about what he had done with my music. It was difficult for me to recognize when I was awake and when I was dreaming. But no one in our family spoke about it, at least not to me. I did not even question it. I knew the reason why. To my father, it must have seemed like a simple and obvious decision.

			We needed the money, Woferl would be unable to finish the volume in time, and here were a dozen finished pieces of music written by me that could never be published under my own name. Of course my father wouldn’t hesitate to sacrifice my work this way.

			As the weeks dragged on, my sickness grew worse. I began to have nightmares several times a day, thrashing in my sleep, and Mama and Sebastian would come in and murmur comforting words to me. My father prayed at the foot of my bed. I saw my mother had a pair of faded wings on her back, and her feet appeared molded to the floor as if she were the faery trapped in the kingdom’s underwater grotto. She would linger there and cry. My brother squeezed my hand and asked me questions that I couldn’t understand. The floor of my bedroom swayed with a blanket of edelweiss, and strange mosses and mushrooms covered my bedposts. Two moons, not one, would illuminate the floor from my window, their positions growing steadily closer together in the night sky.

			Sometimes, I saw Johann sitting at my bedside, his face grave. Are you happy? he’d ask me. I would open my mouth and say nothing at all.

			My thoughts grew muddied and confused. At times I couldn’t remember why I was so angry, exactly what had cut into my chest and pried my ribs open, letting my soul leak away.

			One night I saw the dark, shapeless figures float past my window, the hooded ghosts from the castle on the hill with their twisted hands and tattered cloaks. I wanted to make them disappear, and bring more candles into my room like I’d once done for Woferl when he had fallen ill. But no one was in the room with me. So I simply stayed there and watched the shapes with growing fear, helpless until the dawn finally chased them away.

			On a particularly bad night, I stirred awake with Hyacinth’s name on my lips. I had been calling for him in my sleep. The shadows of my room sighed and breathed. I waited in my delirium, dreading, anticipating his return.
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			As I continued to deteriorate, news came to my father that my six sonatas had been well received by the Princess Carolina, and that everyone marveled at the miracle of Woferl’s ingenuity. The Dutch envoy that had pursued Papa from London to France dined with my family, Mama later told me, and during the lunch thanked my father for making his decision to come on such short notice.

			Papa returned, his pockets heavy with coin.

			Mama did not speak to me about my misfortune, not directly, but she came the closest, telling me the story of the Dutch envoy with pauses and hesitations. She would not have wanted to add to my pain, if I had not specifically demanded to know.

			Later that same night, Papa came to see me in my bedroom. I thought he should have looked happier, for the princess had paid him well for my music. Instead his eyes appeared hollow, his brow furrowed. He came in with a hunched back and settled himself down in the chair next to my bed, and took one of my hands in his. I could barely feel it through my haze of fever, but I remembered how cold his skin was.

			“You must be brave, Nannerl,” he said. “I know your fever must give you much suffering.”

			I tried to focus on Papa’s face, but my vision blurred and worsened my headache. “Am I dying?” I said. A part of me even hoped, bitterly, that it was true, if only to see whether my father would wince.

			Papa continued to hold my hand. “The princess sends her sympathy and well wishes. She told me she will pray for you. Woferl tells me repeatedly that you will get well soon. He tells me he has seen to it.” He smiled at the thought, and then shifted, somehow uncomfortable. I wondered idly if the chair hurt his back. After a moment, he spoke again. “I do not like to see you in such a state,” he said, more softly this time. “I’ve grown used to Woferl’s bouts with sickness, but I am not used to you . . .”

			The part of me that was my father’s daughter wanted, in spite of everything, to tell him I would be all right, to not worry. But I only lay there and looked at him, unwilling to give him this relief, wishing I could cause him even more pain.

			He looked at me for a long time, studying my face. I wondered if he would say anything to me about what had happened, if he would finally acknowledge it. I waited, watching the room grow hazy and sharp and then hazy again, struggling to focus on my father’s expressions.

			He prepared to say something, then spoke as if he had changed his mind. “Woferl has said to me many times that he wants to stay by you. Why have you not asked for him?”

			I did not speak. What was there to say? My father had taken my music and handed it to my brother, yet I was the cruel one who did not ask for him.

			“Do not be angry with him, Nannerl,” Papa said. His eyes were solemn, but not stern. I thought that he even pitied me a little—or perhaps he meant the pity for Woferl. “He loves you and worries very much about you.”

			When I still did not speak, my father had the grace to look down, embarrassed. After a while, he finally rose and left, shaking his head and muttering something under his breath that I could not hear.

			I started to weep. I wept in earnest, silently and bitterly, unable to hold back my grief any longer. I could not stop. My tears formed rivulets down the sides of my face, wetting my cheeks and my ears, soaking my already damp hair. They spilled onto the pillows, forming dark circles.

			He tells you to play, so you play. He tells you to curtsy, so you curtsy. He tells you what you are meant to do and what you are meant not to do, so you do and you do not do. He tells you not to be angry, so you smile, you turn your eyes down, you are quiet and do exactly as he says in the hopes that this is what he wants, and then one night you realize that you have given him so much of yourself that you are nothing but the curtsy and the smile and the quiet. That you are nothing.
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			Days passed, then weeks. We left The Hague for Lille, even though it took all my strength just to sit up. I could feel myself slipping away. My breathing became raspier, my coughs more frequent, as if I could not lift a terrible stone from inside my chest. I could see the knuckles and bones of my fingers very easily now. Woferl would stand and wait by my bedroom door, looking on with large, tragic eyes. Mama wept several times when she came to sit with me. She held my hand, speaking so much to me that sometimes I did not have the energy to understand it all.

			“Be brave, Nannerl,” she would say, just like Papa. I did not know until later that she meant for me to be brave in the face of death. My parents had already arranged a date for the priest to read me my last rites.

			Finally, two weeks later, when I had truly started to believe that I would die without seeing Hyacinth again, he came to me.

			I did not recognize him at first. My bedroom had grown very dim, for the candle had burned low and the darkness had crept up to it. I’d become used to seeing the hooded figures floating outside my window. I saw them now, their shapes creating moving shadows on the wall. In the corner of the room grew patches of mushrooms and vines, red and poisonous.

			I blinked sweat out of my eyes. Tonight the shadows had real weight to them, like living things. It took me a long time to realize that one of these shadows was Hyacinth.

			He did not look like how I remembered him. His once-pale skin and spikes had bled as white as the color of dead birch in winter, and his blue eyes had turned gold. He was even taller than when I saw him at the château. His figure loomed over me, and when he smiled, his mouth grew so large and frightening that I wanted to close my eyes. He had sharper teeth now too, thousands of needles lined up in a row. I could barely see his pupils anymore—the gold color was so pale that it blended in with the whites of his eyes.

			Even though he frightened me, his face remained as smooth and beautiful as it had always looked.

			“What a state you are in, Fräulein,” he said. His voice sounded different, filled with rasps, although still wild and haunting. “Did you call out to me because you missed me?”

			I felt too weak to lift my head. My lungs heaved and I burst into a fit of coughing. When he sauntered over to the edge of my bed, I simply stared at him and concentrated on breathing.

			Hyacinth’s eyes burned into me. “Tell me, my Fräulein, how have you fared since the last time I saw you?”

			“You told me that you were my guardian.” My voice came out hoarse and soft. “And then you lied to me. You have been visiting Woferl in secret. You gave my wish to my brother.”

			He shook his head sympathetically at me. “My poor darling,” he said in a voice laced with honey. One of his hands came up toward me and pressed against my cheek. I jumped at the coldness of it. “Your brother was the one who betrayed you. Can’t you see that? He has taken from you what history would have praised you for. He will be remembered, while you will be forgotten. That is why you called out for me, is it not? Look at you, Maria Anna Mozart, here on your deathbed and struggling for your next breath. I have already seen it, you know. Your time has come. If you die tonight, history will know you only as your brother’s sister, a girl with a beautiful face and modest achievements. A commoner.”

			I closed my eyes. I’d thought I was ready to see him, but his words stung me.

			“Do you still love your brother, Nannerl?”

			“Yes.”

			Hyacinth gave me a reproachful look. “Do you truly still love him, Fräulein?” he asked again.

			“I don’t know.” I frowned, confused by my answer.

			The princeling drew close enough so that I could smell the staleness of his breath, the scent of an underwater cave, and he smiled. His breath was cold as snow against my skin. “You and I are one, Nannerl. I am your friend. Friends help each other, and dislike seeing each other in distress. I can help you become what you want to be, help you heal, or I can let you die tonight, mourned only by your father and mother and brother. But I can only be your guardian if you let me help you. Now, what is it you want?”

			I thought again of my younger self on the night I’d first dreamed of the kingdom. I thought of the wish I had sent out into the world, with all the innocent hope of a girl afraid of being left behind by her father.

			I had ached so badly to be remembered.

			When I spoke now, it came out as a whisper, as harsh and cold as the winter wind. My wish had not changed. It had only grown thorns.

			“I want what is mine,” I said. My talent. My work. The right to be remembered. The memory of me to exist.

			Hyacinth smiled. “I have the flower, arrow, and sword. I can still hear the echo of your first wish. Your immortality.” He narrowed his lovely yellow eyes. “Do you want to finish your end of our bargain?”

			I nodded. “Yes,” I said, and let the word hang on a hook between us. It was time to finish what I started.

			Hyacinth tilted his head at me in approval. “Then do not tell your brother,” he answered. “Meet me at midnight in two weeks, here in this room, and we shall help each other, as friends do.”
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			THE PRINCESS IN THE TOWER

			I began to grow stronger the following week.

			My fever broke, my vision stopped fading in and out, and the rose spots on my chest lightened until they hardly looked different from my skin. A pink flush returned to my cheeks, and my hair no longer hung about my neck in limp strings. Mama wept for joy the first time she saw me pull myself up against my pillows and drink a light soup.

			By the time a whole week had passed, I could sit up comfortably and even take the short walk to my window and look down at the streets of Lille. The doctor praised my good fortune. He told me that God had chosen to show me mercy, that He would not take away a girl so lovely as myself.

			I smiled graciously at his words. I knew perfectly well who had healed me, and he did not deal in God’s pity.

			Only Woferl saw the difference. I still practiced at the clavier with my old discipline, obediently following Papa’s instructions and criticisms, and I still chatted with Sebastian and told stories to Woferl in our spare time. But my eyes had changed, as surely and sharply as the love between us, as Hyacinth himself had shifted. When I hugged my brother good night, I did not do it with ease and warmth. When he would touch his fingers to mine, I wouldn’t squeeze his hand like before. When I watched him write his music, when I knew that a measure would be better with a set of arpeggios instead of a trill, I said nothing.

			Sometimes I wondered if Woferl made mistakes on purpose, simply to test me. It didn’t matter. My focus was no longer on him.
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			Two weeks passed. Finally, it was midnight on the day I’d promised to meet Hyacinth, and I lay wide-awake in my bed. After my recovery, there was no need for me to stay in a room alone, and Woferl had returned to sleeping with me while Papa and Mama reclaimed their bedchamber. Our physical closeness didn’t change my demeanor. I remained distant, edging as far to one side of the bed as I could. Woferl followed my cue and stayed on his side.

			That night, I listened to my brother’s shallow breathing in the darkness. He had grown more than I realized, but he was still a petite child who slept curled in a ball. I remembered him telling me once that he did it to protect his feet from ghouls under the bed, that somehow our blankets acted as a magic barrier against the supernatural. At the time, it made me smile in amusement. Now I pulled my feet closer to me and huddled tighter.

			Just when I thought that Hyacinth might not visit me after all, that he had forgotten our midnight rendezvous, something scraped quietly against our door. A sudden compulsion came over me. I needed to slide out of bed and walk across the room toward the sound.

			I rose and swung my legs over the side of the bed, careful not to disturb my brother. The floor felt like ice beneath my bare feet. I trembled, hugging my elbows in a pathetic embrace. A strange, silver light—too eerie to be moonlight—spilled in from the crack beneath the door and washed the floor white.

			I reached the door and turned the knob. Earlier in the night, when Papa had stepped through it and pulled the latch closed, the door had moaned and groaned like a living thing. Now it swung open without a sound. I made my way along the hall and then down the steps, counting the slices of light and darkness that I passed through.

			Hyacinth was waiting for me there, at the bottom of the stairs.

			His mouth split his face open with rows of knifelike white teeth. Muscles bulged on his neck and chest. He beckoned me closer. Suddenly, I wanted to run from him, back upstairs and into my bed, and tell Woferl what had happened. But my brother was no longer my friend.

			Hyacinth, sensing my fear, touched the tip of my chin with his hand. “Tell me, Fräulein,” he whispered. “When did you last see the Kingdom of Back?”

			“At the tower,” I whispered. “With Woferl.”

			He regarded me with a careful look. “Yes,” he said. “We had a little falling-out then, if I recall correctly.”

			I swallowed hard, wondering whether I had angered him again.

			But he simply smiled at me. “You may notice that several things have changed in the kingdom since your last visit. After all, a great deal has happened to you in your world, hasn’t it?” He gestured around at the streets of Lille, as if to emphasize his point.

			“What shall I do?” I asked him.

			“Close your eyes, Fräulein,” he replied.

			I hesitated, then obeyed.

			“Now open them,” he continued. “And follow me.”

			When I did, Lille had vanished. In its place stood a forest I did not recognize, under the light of twin moons that now nearly touched each other. The trees were completely black, as if painted with buckets of ink. Their branches reached down toward the ground in the shape of gnarled hands, and their roots tore up from the earth in agonized arches. They grew in torturous rows, each fighting with the next for the bit of space they had.

			Above us, the sky hovered low and scarlet and furious.

			“Why have the trees changed?” I said, stammering.

			“You have changed,” Hyacinth replied. He leaned close to me to study my face. “Ah, so you’ve grown fond of this place. You feared it once, and now you ache for it to return. You always want what you cannot have, Fräulein.”

			He led me down the crooked forest path, the dirt now black like the trees, the lopsided signpost now unreadable from decay. The cobblestones were cracked and covered with ash. The snow piled along the edges black as soot. The trees closed in. I felt their branches claw at the edges of my nightgown, their roots threatening to snatch me from the ground. I looked behind us. Our hotel was no longer in sight. The trees had completely sealed away where I’d come from.

			Finally, Hyacinth halted to gesture toward the horizon.

			There, not far in the distance, stood the castle—but not as I remembered it. I’d thought the castle looked old before, crumbling from the absence of its king and its people, with its mysterious windows and wide moat. Now the bricks had turned black, like fire had scorched them, and thorny ivy ate at its walls. Even the moat’s water had turned to sable, so that I could no longer see to the bottom. Now and then, an enormous shadow glided by, the river monster’s fins cutting viciously through the surface.

			Hyacinth turned to face me. He was suddenly holding the sword I’d taken from the ogre and the crossbow I’d retrieved from under the land bridge. “Take this sword,” he said, “and strap it to your back. Hold the crossbow in your arms.”

			I knew what he wanted from me. Down by the dark riverbanks, the water churned as the monster passed.

			Hyacinth pointed downstream. “The water is shallower there,” he said. “You will be able to see better. Take care not to drift far off course as you swim. If you are pulled into darker waters, the river guardian will sense you struggling in the current and tug you under.” He brushed the crossbow with one hand. “Aim true, Fräulein, for you have only one chance.”

			I nodded silently. The weapon felt heavy in my hands. “And when I reach the other side?”

			“Take your sword and cut through the thorns,” he said. “They will give way to you, but you must keep moving, lest they close in too quickly behind you and catch your legs. Once caught, you will not be able to escape their grasp.”

			At last, Hyacinth held out the night flower to me. I stared down at its thorny stem, the plant’s center still glowing a midnight blue. “Keep this close to you. Do not give it to anyone.”

			Give it to anyone? “I hadn’t thought there were people left in the castle,” I said.

			“No. Not people.” Hyacinth gave me a grave look. “I will be behind you, but as the castle was my home, they can sense my presence more easily. You must go first. If you see someone on the stairs, do not look at them. If they ask you a question, do not answer. They are not human.”

			I trembled. “What are they, then?” I asked.

			Hyacinth did not answer me. Instead, he looked up at the tallest spire of the castle. A desperate longing crossed his gaze. “Make your way to the highest tower. When you reach the locked door at the top, take the night flower and crush it into powder in your hands. Sprinkle it across the door’s lock, and it will melt.”

			The princess trapped in the tower. Tonight, finally, I could free her and reunite her with her brother. But my hands shook as I looked back toward the dark river. “I cannot do this,” I gasped. “I am too afraid.”

			Hyacinth shifted his golden gaze to me. Perhaps the dying kingdom was killing him too, bleaching his flesh the pale color of death. “I do not have much time, Fräulein,” he said quietly to me. There was a growl in his voice now. “And neither do you. Do you remember your secret wish? Do you recall our promises to each other?”

			I tightened my grip on the crossbow, felt the night flower’s thorns sharp in my pocket. I turned away from Hyacinth, then began to walk toward the shallow part of the moat. There, I dipped one foot into the water. Instantly, I hissed and jerked back. The water was cold as ice. I hesitated, then lowered my legs into it, my waist and chest and arms. The icy water pressed in from all sides, seeking a way into my throat. I fought against the current rushing around my legs and started to kick my way across.

			From the corner of my eye, I could see the black fin of the river monster angle in my direction, drawn to my kicking. I struggled to keep my head above the water. As the cold began to numb my legs, I tried to kick faster against the current so that it would not tug me into the deeper water. Hyacinth paced on the shore, watching me.

			Suddenly the current swept my feet from under me. My head dipped underwater. For a moment I hung there, no longer in control, a rag doll in the tide. I panicked. My breath escaped from me in a cloud of bubbles, and I kicked frantically. Whispers swirled around me—voices that sounded like Woferl, like my father and mother. In my struggle, I opened my eyes in an attempt to see. Out of the murky distance came a shadow, and when I jerked my head toward it, I realized it was the river monster gliding its way toward me, its eyes white and its jaws splitting its head open.

			I screamed and screamed. Bubbles rushed up before me, obscuring my view. Through my terror came Hyacinth’s words, clear and cutting as a blade.

			Aim true, Fräulein, for you have only one chance.

			The river monster sped up. I hoisted the crossbow in front of my chest. In this frozen instant of time, I could suddenly see myself suspended in the water, the gleaming tip of my weapon pointed straight at the creature’s gaping mouth.

			I pressed the trigger.

			The arrow sliced through the water, straight into the monster’s jaws, and disappeared into the blackness of its throat.

			The creature roared. It jerked away from its path toward me and thrashed, kicking up dirt from the riverbed. Everything around me turned into a haze of darkness. I struggled up, aiming blindly for the surface. My chest threatened to burst.

			Miraculously, my feet found their way again, and I came up with a terrible gasp. Behind me, the water frothed with the creature’s dying throes. Its shrieks were gurgled now, the sound filling with blood. The smell of metal choked the air. I reached the opposite bank and scrambled up the side. Mud and grime sank deep into my fingernails.

			I reached the top of the banks and threw myself to the ground in a heap. When I looked back at the river, I could see the trail of dark blood leaking from where I had been. The river monster was nowhere to be seen. I sat for a moment, gulping air, wiping tears from my cheeks. The crossbow lay beside me, useless now.

			On the other side, Hyacinth took a step toward the moat. To my shock, the water now parted where he stepped, as if God had touched the water and split it like the Red Sea. The dry riverbed revealed the corpse of the river monster, which Hyacinth now stepped over without a second look.

			I turned toward the forest of thorns, pulled the sword from my back, and dragged myself to my feet.

			As Hyacinth said, the thorns parted with a hiss at the first brush of the blade against their brambles. I cut my way steadily through until I could barely see anything around me except their sharp points. They caught against my dress, ripping lines through the fabric as I went. Behind me, Hyacinth had crossed the river and was walking through the beginning of the path I’d carved through the thorns.

			A rogue branch lunged for my foot, its thorns cutting a bloody line across my ankle. I cried out, swinging the sword down blindly at it. The blade made contact, and the bramble shrank away as if from fire. Other branches reached for me, hungering for skin. I hacked at them even as they closed in.

			I missed one branch. It twisted around my ankle, tightening, its thorns digging hard into my flesh.

			This is the end, I wanted to sob. I will not be able to escape it.

			Suddenly, its grip loosened. I saw Hyacinth behind me, his teeth bared, his jaws having sliced straight through the branch. “Hurry,” he growled.

			A surge of strength rushed through me. I swung the sword as hard as I could, and the last of the thorns before me parted. I stum-bled out of the branches and fell to my knees against solid ground.

			When I lifted my head, I was staring at the entrance to the castle, its front gates wide-open. Bundles of dead, dried grasses were tied to every iron bar. It reminded me of the billowing grass in the valley of the arrow, and I shivered at the memory of the wind’s whispers.

			The sword in my hand had turned dull, its surface slowly eaten away by the poison of the thorns. I dropped it, watching the blade vanish into nothing, leaving only the hilt. Then I struggled to my feet and went on without looking back.

			I walked across a barren courtyard where great processions must once have marched through. Dark drapes hung across every castle window. Old flags of a once-great kingdom now hung in tatters from the castle ramparts. When my eyes lingered long enough on their faded embroidery, I could make out the hint of a sun, great golden waves of thread radiating out from a central circle. It was such a familiar symbol. I frowned at it, trying to place where I might have seen it before.

			As I went, the hairs on the back of my neck rose. No one walked these grounds, and not a sound came from anywhere except my own feet against the stone, but still, I could sense the gaze on me, coming from some hidden place.

			At last, I reached the tower entrance. The stairs that curved upward, the same from the château, were wet, and water pooled in the dip of each step’s worn stone. I peeked at the shadows to make sure no one stood there, but I could only see to where the stairs disappeared into the darkness.

			I began to climb.

			The windows were smaller than ever, their dark drapes billowing, and the little light they let in was not enough for me to see the steps in front of me. I kept my hand pressed against the curve of the wall. Against the stone hung tapestries of the kingdom’s royal family. They were worn with age and weathered by water and wind, but I could still make out the face of the king in his youth, smiling and confident, with his young queen at his side. The same sun symbol from the flags shone behind them, and in their arms were cradled two infant children.

			I paused on the steps to linger on the likeness of the queen. Her dress was white and gold, trimmed with lace, with a sweeping skirt that pooled like water near her feet. The gown, the curve of her cheekbones, the arch of her neck . . . everything about her looked so familiar.

			The stairs seemed to grow taller and narrower as I went, so that sometimes I had to pause and feel for the top of the next step before I could continue. My feet made no sound against the wet stone. Occasionally I heard a tiny splash as I stepped into the puddles formed by the water.

			Something glided past one of the windows. I thought I heard the whisper of the wind as it went. Behind me came a sound. I thought it might be Hyacinth, but when I turned to look down, all I saw were the billowing drapes of a lower window, as if something had slithered inside. Again, my skin prickled with the sensation of another presence.

			Footsteps, slow and laborious, came from somewhere far below me.

			“Hyacinth?” I whispered into the dark. No one answered.

			Panic started to rise in my throat again. I continued my climb, as fast as I could without losing my footing against the slippery stone. Behind me, the footsteps followed.

			The stairs grew narrower still. I was nearing the top. The night flower pricked me in my pocket as I went. I patted it to reassure myself it was still there, and did not look back.

			Then, abruptly, I saw a figure sitting on the top curve of the stairs.

			It looked like a person, but I could not be sure. It sat hunched against the wall, veiled in black, and its face stayed hidden inside its hooded cloak. I thought I could hear it humming.

			If you see someone on the stairs, do not look at them.

			I quickly turned my eyes down to the steps. My heart began to pound. Slowly, I started to make my way up again, pressing myself tightly against the opposite side of the stairs as I neared the figure. Behind me, the footsteps continued from the darkness swallowing the stairs.

			The seated figure drew near. I could only see it as a blurry shadow from the corner of my eye. Everything in me screamed to look at it, but I forced myself not to as I quickened my pace. I wondered if I should run past the figure and risk provoking it, or creep slowly by and risk being within its grasp. I steadied myself against the wall. I had no choice. I had to keep going.

			I could hear its humming distinctly now. It sang a strange tune, a song that changed from common time to notes that came in thirds, lighthearted notes mixed in with sharp, off-key bridges. The music reminded me of what I’d heard in the château, on the day I’d refused Hyacinth’s request.

			I edged close to the figure, and then I was directly across from it, and my nightgown brushed silently against the ends of its robe. Goose bumps peppered my skin.

			Careful, I told myself through my terror. If I tripped, I might fall down into the waiting grasp of the unseen creature following me. Hyacinth, help me. Where are you?

			I slowly passed the seated figure. It did not move. The humming grew slightly fainter. The tower’s ceiling was close to me now—I was nearly at the top.

			Then, the seated figure spoke. Its voice came out as a whisper that wrapped around me.

			“Nannerl.”

			At my name, I instinctively turned. The figure was looking straight at me, one of its bony hands outstretched from its robes. My eyes unwittingly settled on its face.

			Under the shadow of its hood, the face had nothing but a mouth filled with teeth. “Will you play something for me?” it whispered.

			If they ask you a question, do not answer.

			Then it lurched forward, clawing its way up the stairs toward me. At its feet came another, each one stirred to life by the one before it. They were the same creatures that had glided around the tower and outside our home during my illness.

			I broke my careful walk and ran. My feet slipped, and I fell hard against the wet stones. I gritted my teeth and scrambled up the stairs on my hands and knees. Behind me came the clatter of bone scraping against stone. The creatures were following in my wake.

			Above me, the door to the top of the tower came into view, a heavy, rusted chain hanging on its knob.

			My hands clawed at the closed door. One of the creatures on the stairs called out to me again. Nannerl. Its words hung, haunted and rasping, in the air. Won’t you give me the flower?

			Through my panic, I remembered Hyacinth’s warning about the night flower.

			Do not give it to anyone.

			I took the night flower out of my pocket and began to crush it in my hands. Its thorns cut at my skin. I bit my lip hard until I could taste blood in my mouth, but I did not stop. The flower crumbled into ash, the petals hard and brittle, and the thorns turned into powder. The creatures crawled closer on the stairs, their voices turning into a cacophony of snarls. All I could see were their teeth.

			I took the powder in my hands and rubbed it against the door’s chain.

			Nothing happened at first. Then I saw the lock start to melt, the rusted metal turning into thick globs of liquid. It pooled at my feet in a bronze puddle. I pushed against the door as hard as I could.

			The nearest creature reached out now and grabbed for me. I felt its bones close around my foot. A scream burst from my throat. I kicked out at it, forcing it to loosen its hold.

			“Hyacinth!” I cried, and pressed both of my hands against the rotting wood of the door and gave it another mighty heave.

			It swung open. I fell into a room with a floor layered in straw.

			A worn clavier sat in one corner of the room. The scarlet sky peeked through a tiny window. And in front of me, curled in a ball in the center of the room, stirred a young girl who looked very much like myself, her hair in the same loose, dark waves as mine, her eyes the color of a midnight lake. Even her dress, a simple thing of white and blue, reminded me of the dress I’d worn when I first played for Herr Schachtner, on a day so long ago.

			She sat up to look at me in horror.

			“You have slain the river guardian,” she whispered at me. “You have cut through the thorns my father erected.”

			The river guardian? But the thorns were not there because of the late king. Were they? I opened my mouth to tell her this, but no words came out.

			I turned around at a sound behind me, sure it was the creatures on the stairs. But it was Hyacinth, his white skin still glistening wet from the river, his eyes narrow and pulsing as if freed of an ancient thirst.

			The girl’s eyes skipped to him. She shrank away. “You helped him across,” she whispered at me.

			And only then, as she met my stare, did the truth flash through my mind as surely as if she had sent the thought to me.

			The familiarity of the sun symbol on the flags and the tapestries of the royal family. I recognized it because it had been emblazoned on the shield in the ogre’s house.

			The queen’s high cheekbones had been the same cheekbones of the faery trapped in the grotto. The queen’s white-and-gold dress had been the same white gown clinging tattered against the faery’s slender figure, draping down to where her feet were molded into the grotto floor. Even her magic, what Hyacinth had called her terrible power of fire, was a gift from the Sun, who had cherished her.

			The Queen of the Night was not a wicked witch, but the queen herself. The ogre in the clearing had not been an ogre at all, but the king’s champion, who had failed to find the queen and her son.

			And Hyacinth . . . I thought of the river monster that guarded against him, the bundles of dead grasses tied all along the castle’s gates. They were the same grasses Hyacinth couldn’t touch in the clearing with the arrow, the same that were poisonous to him. The grass was protection for the castle, meant to keep him out.

			Hyacinth was never the princeling of the kingdom, the queen’s missing son. He was the faery creature that had stolen the boy, the monster that the kingdom had tried to keep out.

			I let out a cry. My arms came up to shield the girl. But Hyacinth leapt past me. And as I looked on, he lunged at the princess and devoured her.
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			LETTERS FROM A MIDNIGHT WOOD

			I woke with a start.

			The morning had not yet ripened, and shadows still lingered behind the bedroom door and windowsill. My hands were outstretched before me, reaching blindly out to where I thought Hyacinth stood. My lips were parted in a silent scream and my eyes were still wide at the sight of his bloodstained teeth.

			When my dream world at last gave way to the real one, I realized that Hyacinth was nothing more than my bedpost. I looked quickly to where Woferl slept, certain that I had stirred him, but he did not move, and his breathing stayed even.

			A deep cold had settled into my bones, and I was shaking so hard that I could barely press my hands together. Something terrible had happened in the Kingdom of Back. Even as I fought to remember it, I felt the horror of the vision fading away, the sharp edges softening. The princess in the tower had my face, formed by my imagination. Had I even seen any of it? Hyacinth was my guardian, and surely that meant he could not have betrayed me.

			But something seemed different about the haze in my mind this morning, like a hand had reached into my thoughts and stirred them, turning the clear waters murky. Like someone else had curled inside. I closed my eyes and let myself reach for the final moments of my dream. The queen. The champion. The princess.

			Hyacinth was not the princeling of the Kingdom of Back. He had instead destroyed the kingdom, and I had been the one who’d helped him.

			“Are you feeling well, Nannerl?”

			I jumped at Woferl’s voice. When I looked at him, his eyes were staring, unblinking, back at me. “I did not mean to wake you,” I answered.

			“I had a strange dream,” Woferl said.

			A thread of fear coiled through me and tightened. “What happened in it?” I asked.

			“I was in a city. It was burning to the ground; the fire nipped at my skin and the smoke blinded my eyes.”

			“A city? Lille?”

			“No.” His voice was flat. “A city with no name.”

			It was Hyacinth’s doing, this dream of his. I could feel his presence in the spaces between my brother’s words, teeth sinking into the air. I waited for Woferl to speak again. When he just rolled away and closed his eyes, I turned on my side and stared at the strengthening light peeking in from the window.

			Hyacinth was not the kingdom’s princeling.

			It meant that his wish, to reclaim his birthright and his throne, to reunite with his sister, was also a lie. What was his true wish, then? He had bargained with me . . . to what end? I thought of the hunger in his eyes at the top of the tower, all he had done and all he’d had me do.

			He had wanted to devour the princess at the top of the castle.

			My gaze returned to the fragile, curled form of my brother, his chest rising and falling in a gentle rhythm. A thought began to take shape. Had Hyacinth not once told me that the young prince was never found? That the Queen of the Night never knew what happened to her child? Hyacinth was not the kingdom’s princeling, but someone was. And if Hyacinth had wanted all along to devour the princess, perhaps he now hungered for the princeling too.

			Perhaps it was the reason Woferl pricked his finger on the night flower. The reason for his illnesses. The reason for his strange dreams, the faraway look in his eyes. Most of all, perhaps it was the reason for Hyacinth’s promise to fulfill my wish. The air around me felt too thin now. I shifted, dizzy from the truth.

			Woferl was the young princeling of the Kingdom of Back.

			And perhaps, perhaps, everything Hyacinth had done was in order to find a way to claim Woferl’s soul in the same way he had claimed the princess.

			You can be remembered, if he is forgotten. So let me take him away, Fräulein. I heard the words whispered as clearly as if he were standing beside me.

			Deep in a corner of my mind, Hyacinth blinked in the dark, stirred, and smiled.
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			As we left Lille for Amsterdam, then Rotterdam, then the Austrian Netherlands, strange things started to happen.

			Snow fell during one of our concerts on a sunny afternoon. News came from London that an unusual plague had broken out in England’s countryside. At the same time, we began to hear reports of vicious attacks across France, of man-eating wolf dogs prowling the mountain paths near Périgord.

			“Herr von Grimm said the Beast of Gévaudan has a tail as long as I am tall,” Woferl said, knees on his chair as we ate a supper of lentil soup and spaetzle. He stretched his arms out. “And twice the rows of teeth of any wolf.”

			Mama scolded him to sit down properly, while Papa chuckled. “And what makes you believe everything Herr von Grimm has to say?” he asked.

			Woferl brightened, hungry to coax more smiles out of our father. “Well, he said I knew more at my age than most kapellmeisters in Europe.” He glanced at me. “He said Nannerl had the finest execution on the harpsichord. Isn’t that all truth?”

			I looked up at my brother’s praise. His eyes darted to me for an instant before flickering away. He was curious about my mood lately, my quiet spells and faraway expressions. This was his way of reaching out to me.

			I gave him a careful, practiced expression of gratitude. “You are very kind, Woferl,” I said to him. “Thank you.”

			Woferl’s joy dampened at my response. He knew it was the kind of polite answer I gave to the nobility we played for, whenever I wanted to leave a good impression. He stared at me, searching for the truth beneath my trained response, but I just looked away from him and back to my plate. Perhaps he thought I was still angry with him because of my music. And perhaps I was. But I could not look at him without remembering what had happened in the kingdom, and what Hyacinth might want with him.

			Papa sensed none of this odd tension between us. He laughed genuinely. Few things pleased him more than a reminder of courts impressed by our performances, and Herr von Grimm had indeed said those words when we’d played for the Prince of Conti in Paris during an afternoon tea.

			Mama paused to meet our father’s eye. “It might not be a bad plan to avoid the mountain paths,” she said meaningfully to him.

			Papa waved a nonchalant hand as he stirred his soup. “Nothing more than tales exaggerated by panicked witnesses, no doubt. There have been no reports from around Paris.”

			“Louis XV himself has put a bounty on any wolf corpse brought in to him,” Mama said. “If the king fears this beast, then perhaps we should as well.”

			“Beast.” Papa said the word through a twisting mouth, his distaste for the imaginary souring his good mood. “There is no such thing as a beast.”

			I ate quietly. The conversation swirled around me like the waters of a murky lake, and my family smeared into distortion. None of us had said another word about my music published as a birthday present for the Prince of Orange. It was possible that my father had already forgotten all about it, that he had been paid his coin and promptly tucked my music away in some dusty corner of his mind.

			And yet, I could feel the weight of this betrayal hanging over the dinner table like a storm. Everyone knew. Sometimes I waited for my father’s punishment to come, for him to finally confront me one day about my compositions and toss them into the fire, like I’d always feared.

			I would have preferred that over this silence, this dismissal of what I’d written.

			The thought sent such a chill through my bones that I shivered in the warm room, trying to stop my lips from snarling into a grimace.

			I knew very well who was killing the people of Périgord and Gévaudan. I’d seen his form in my dreams last night, prowling through tall grasses. It was not a wolf dog, but a faery creature with a splitting grin and yellow eyes, hungry for more flesh now that I had finally helped him get a taste.

			What I did not know was what I now wished. A part of me needed to return to the Kingdom of Back, to set right what I had done wrong. The Queen of the Night had tried to warn me, yet I had not believed her. The king’s champion had called out for me to come back, and yet I had thought him an ogre and fled. The river guardian had tried to keep me out. And yet, I had helped a monster. I had to fix what I’d done.

			But a part of me still yearned for my wish, feared that I had lost it forever. Could I be remembered, without Hyacinth’s help? Was I now doomed to be forgotten, if I did not continue along with Hyacinth’s demands? I want what is mine, I’d told him. I still did.

			And a part of myself that frightened me—a whisper in the shadows, a figure waiting in the woods—wanted to see my brother walk into the air. He would turn lighter and lighter until you could barely make out his shape. And when you finally blinked, he would be gone.
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			Weeks later, we finally returned to Salzburg.

			I leaned out of our carriage to admire the Getreidegasse as we passed through it, even though Sebastian and Mama told me to sit properly. The touch of the air, the smells that came with late autumn, the old wrought-iron signs that hung over the storefronts—it was all still there, in exactly the same spots they’d been when we’d first left years ago. For a moment, I forgot all about Hyacinth and my music and let myself indulge in the returning familiarity of this place. My heart hung on a hook, raw with anticipation, as we drew close to the row where our flat would be.

			Here was home. Here, also, might be a letter from Johann, written and addressed to me. I tried to conjure up his hopeful face in my mind, the way we’d talked and laughed in my old dream. What might he say in a letter? Was he still traveling through Europe, visiting universities? Did he have plans to come to Austria? It didn’t matter to me. All I knew was that, if his letters had arrived, I needed to get to them before my parents did.

			Beside me, Woferl sensed my tenseness and turned his face up to study mine. In the light, I saw the first hints of his adolescent cheekbones. How quickly he had turned twelve. How swiftly I had turned sixteen. We did not have many years left together now. I looked nervously away from him and back to the street. The feel of his eyes on me seeped through my back.

			Papa hopped out of the carriage when it’d just barely come to a stop. Down by the entrance to our building stood Herr Hagenauer, our landlord, and he beamed as Papa came up to him to close his hands in a hearty shake. There was a hasty conversation about the rent, about giving us more time to pay for the months we’d been gone. I waited until Woferl slid off his seat to follow our father before I reached out to touch my mother’s arm.

			“Mama, please,” I whispered, my gaze darting to where Papa and Herr Hagenauer were chatting loudly. She glanced back at me. “Can you get our mail and see if there is any for me?”

			Her brows lifted in surprise. “Just for you, Nannerl?” She knew to whisper it.

			I flushed hot and hoped no one else could see it. “Yes, Mama,” I murmured.

			She frowned. “And from whom?”

			“His name is Johann.” I swallowed, suddenly unsure whether Mama would keep a secret like this for me. “He attended one of our concerts and said he wanted to write with his best wishes.”

			My words trailed off under my mother’s stern gaze. “A boy,” she murmured. “And does your father know who Johann is?”

			“He did not like him very much. Please, Mama,” I whispered, turning my eyes down. “He is writing from Frankfurt.”

			I didn’t know what she saw in my face to make her take pity on me. Perhaps my expression triggered for her memories of long ago, of an age when she was not yet married. Whatever the reason, she sighed, shook her head, and stepped off the carriage, holding her hand out to take Sebastian’s outstretched one.

			“I will see to it,” she said over her shoulder to me.

			And sure enough, by the time we reached our flat with our luggage stacked around the door, and Papa had stepped out in a hurry to the archbishop’s court, Mama found me alone in the bedchamber and handed me three brown envelopes, written in a curling script.

			I glanced up at her, relieved, but she did not speak. Instead, she squeezed my shoulder once, then left the room and quietly closed the door. Outside, the muffled sounds of Woferl playing the clavier wafted to me. He would be preoccupied for a while yet, so much had he missed his instrument. My attention shifted back to the envelopes in my hand. I sat with my back to the door, so that I could stop anyone who might want to come into the room, then fluffed my skirts out around me and pushed a finger underneath the first envelope’s flap. The wax seal broke with a single pop.

			The handwriting on the letter inside matched the script on the envelope itself—curling and beautiful, the writing of a cultured boy—and I found myself smiling as I read it.

			
				To my Fräulein Mozart,

				Do you know, when I returned home to Frankfurt, the very first thing I did was sketch what I remembered of you? I am sketching a great deal. I’m afraid my art is not as miraculous as yours, but I am doing it all the same, drawing just as you may be composing.

				My father has decided to send me to law school here in Frankfurt. I’d wanted to find a university farther away, but staying in Germany will not be so bad, and I can hope to receive letters from you more frequently.

				I think of you often. Sometimes I imagine I will catch you standing outside our local bakery shop, or out in the square, just like I’d seen you that day in London. But then I suppose I am just a simple young man, with optimistic thoughts. Please tell me if you’ll come to perform in Frankfurt again. I will wait for you.

				Until we meet again, I will be your hopeful

				Johann

			

			I was glad that no one was here to see the blush on my face, but I touched my cheeks and did not feel ashamed of it. I folded the letter and reached for the second. Outside, Woferl finished playing one menuett and began another, one I’d never heard before. Perhaps he was making it up as he went. I didn’t dwell on it as I eagerly began to read Johann’s next letter.

			
				To my Fräulein Mozart,

				You may not know it, but word has reached Frankfurt that you and your family have taken the Dutch completely by surprise, and that they cannot believe their good fortune. I heard of this in passing on the street. Think, Nannerl, that you have as a young woman already earned such popularity as to be mentioned by strangers in passing! I am more astonished and impressed by you than anyone I’ve ever met.

				I am writing a poem. I have discovered that my writing skills are quite a bit stronger than my painting. I am relieved that you have never seen my art. I should be embarrassed.

				If you are ever in Frankfurt, as you know, I will always be at leisure to see you.

				Johann

			

			I leaned my head back against the door and closed my eyes. Johann could not know that anything he heard on the streets about me was always solely in reference to my brother. Still, the brightness leaking from his words warmed me. The dream I’d once had of us sitting under a night sky now came back to me, as fully formed as if it had really happened.

			I let myself savor it until I heard Woferl finish his second menuett and begin playing a third, a melancholy piece in a minor key. Then I broke the wax seal on the third letter and began to read.

			I flung it away in fright. A soft cry escaped from my lips.

			
				My Darling Fräulein,

				You have helped me. A bargain is a bargain. Come to me in Vienna, and I shall take you to the ball.

			

			There was no signature, but there did not need to be. This was not a letter from Frankfurt. This came from a forest under moonlight. The wildness in Hyacinth’s voice was here in his words, in every jagged, hurried line. Even though I had never seen his handwriting before, I recognized it.

			Outside, Woferl’s menuett lifted in a crescendo. The notes tumbled after one another, beads on a glass counter.

			Somewhere in my mind echoed a laugh, a sound of the night.

			I took the letters and put them carefully back in their envelopes. Then I hid them in my trunk, underneath a pile of clothes. Later, I would burn them all.

			Hyacinth was calling me back.
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			THE GHOST ON THE PARCHMENT

			That evening, Papa burst home from the archbishop’s court in a flurry. His mouth was pulled in a tight line.

			Woferl, Mama, and I looked up in surprise from the dining table, but it was Mama who recognized with a single glance everything in our father’s expression, for she darted up from her chair to rush to his side. She took his hat before Sebastian could, then touched his shoulder to comfort him before hanging up his coat.

			Papa eyed the dishes on the table with a withering gaze. “Fish again?” he muttered. He leaned a hand against the back of his chair and shook his head, over and over, unsatisfied with something. His eyes scanned our home, searching for something he couldn’t quite place.

			“What is it, Leopold?” my mother finally asked.

			“This flat is so cramped,” he complained, waving a hand in annoyance at the foyer. “I hadn’t realized how small it was until we returned. Look, Anna, at how we can barely fit all our luggage in here.”

			“There’s plenty of room, Papa,” Woferl said. “I don’t mind it.”

			“Of course you don’t,” Papa replied. “You are still a small boy.” It was rare to hear him short with my brother, and I leaned in, curious and intimidated. His eyes jerked to me and held my gaze. “Nannerl, though, is turning into a young lady. And here you two are, still sharing a room.”

			Fear slithered cold into the marrow of my bones. I could hear the unspoken words behind it. The older they are, the less magnificent they seem. I would not be a miracle child for much longer.

			Mama leaned over to him and put her hand on top of his. “We can certainly give Nannerl her own room,” she said, still searching for the root of Papa’s mood.

			Woferl looked at our mother in shock. “Why?” he asked.

			Mama frowned at his interruption. “Woferl. You are twelve. You cannot continue to stay in the same room as your sister—it’s not proper.”

			My brother glanced at me, expecting me to protest. When I didn’t, he tightened his lips. I could see the fear in his face at sleeping by himself, left alone to his nightmares and midnight visitors. Perhaps he was still running from Hyacinth in his dreams. I thought of the beasts that had been prowling the French countryside and imagined the faery boy’s sharp teeth digging into my brother’s flesh.

			“Yes.” Papa nodded at my mother’s words. “It’s decided, then. We’ll have to arrange accommodations for Sebastian in the next building. Nannerl can take his old chambers.”

			Woferl and I exchanged a glance. What would haunt him at night without me there?

			He looked down in silence at his dinner. Before my illness and what cracked us apart, he might have protested loudly. Now he twirled his fork against his dish and broke his fish into pieces. Somewhere deep in my thoughts, a figure watched him curiously with a tilted head.

			Mama watched Papa closely, picking up something else under his temper. “There has been some news,” she finally said, “that has been unfair to you.”

			At that, Papa’s shoulders sagged. “It is absurd,” he answered after a while. “I received no letters, no warning at all.”

			“What has the archbishop done?”

			“They have stopped my salary, Anna, due to my extended absence. Now that I am back, they have lowered my pay another fifty gulden.”

			Mama stiffened at the revelation. “Fifty gulden,” she breathed. “And no reason for it?”

			“Only that we have been away,” Papa replied, “which he knew about in advance. He will not agree to us leaving again.”

			“And Herr Hagenauer?”

			He rubbed the crease between his brows, as if it might come out if he did it hard enough, that it might solve his problems. “He has agreed to give us another month to catch up on our rent. No more.”

			A lowered salary. Our unpaid rent. Papa’s complaints about my age. Soon my parents would need to start talking about the matter of my dowry, too, another expense to weigh down the family. I could look into my future and see my path laid out clearly before me. My father would approve of a man who I could be matched with. He would ask for my hand in marriage. I would marry, and like my mother, I would bear children to carry on my husband’s name, leave my family behind for his, and look on as Woferl headed off into the glittering world of operas and concerts and noblemen eager to commission him for his music.

			The thought of my predestined future made me light-headed. I could not imagine life changing beyond what it currently was—could not picture a time when I wouldn’t be riding beside my brother in a carriage and playing before a court.

			I thought of my father up late at his desk, his sleeves pushed up to his elbows. Would he linger there tonight, long after we’d all gone to bed?

			“Perhaps you should have a talk with him,” Mama was saying. “The archbishop can be a reasonable man.”

			“He is still skeptical of Woferl’s talents. He says that we have no reason to be running around the courts of Europe with what he deems a—a”—even the mere thought made Papa’s cheeks redden in anger—“a traveling circus.”

			“What does he want?”

			“Proof.” Papa’s face darkened even more. “As if he has not already heard Woferl perform, and Nannerl accompany. As if he has not already witnessed their miracles for himself! And he calls himself a man of God!”

			“Leopold,” Mama said sharply.

			Papa knew he had spoken too much, and his voice hushed immediately, his eyes darting once to the window, as if the archbishop could hear his insult all the way from the court. He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I have agreed to his request.”

			“What kind of request?”

			Papa looked to my brother. He seemed almost apologetic. “The archbishop wants to commission an oratorio from our Woferl.”

			Mama studied her husband’s face carefully. “This is good news, isn’t it?” she asked, knowing it wasn’t.

			“He wants it in a week,” Papa said.

			A week. “It’s impossible,” I whispered out loud before I could catch myself. Impossible, even for Woferl.

			Across the table, Woferl stared intently at Papa, the circles dark under my brother’s eyes, his face like a burning wick with the hope of pleasing our father. “I can do it,” he said in the silence. “Please. I already have the most wonderful harmony in mind.”

			Mama didn’t answer or disagree. We all knew that there was no use in it. Papa had not even mentioned a payment from the archbishop for the oratorio. It meant that the payment would be Papa being allowed to keep his salary.

			As if he’d heard my thought, our father turned now to look at me. In his eyes, I saw the same light as on the day when he’d returned with the finished, bound volume of my music, ready to deliver it to the Princess of Orange.

			I didn’t know what came over me then. The spirit of Hyacinth stirring in my thoughts, perhaps, or the memory of what I had demanded from him. The recklessness of already having lost and knowing I could not lose more.

			Anger that had been waiting in some corner of me, waiting for the right time to emerge.

			I tilted my chin high, my eyes on my father’s, and held his gaze like a challenge. He raised an eyebrow in surprise, but I did not back down. What could he do to me now, anyway? I’d been through the worst already. My life was charted before me, and there was little I could do to stop it. What difference did it make now for me to push back?

			So I did not lower my stare. With it, I said, You know what you want to ask of me. And if I help him, you will have to acknowledge my music, my true talent.

			You will have to admit what you did.

			My father looked away first. Mama tried to console him by putting her hands on his shoulders and whispering something close to his ear. He would have none of it. “I am retiring to our room,” he said. Before Mama could respond, he had brushed past her and hurried off in the direction of their bedchamber, his dinner forgotten.

			Later that night, Papa called me into the music room and whispered to me by candlelight. “Nannerl,” he said, his voice strangely subdued. “Woferl cannot finish such a work in eight days.”

			“I know,” I replied, because it was true, and sat calmly with my hands in my lap, a shawl draped about my shoulders. I could tell my father wanted me to offer my help willingly, suggest that I work with my brother.

			Instead, I was silent. My eyes stayed level with his, willing him to ask first. I had summoned the strength to challenge him earlier—I could not back down now.

			Papa hesitated, his hands fidgeting restlessly. He was weary, the lines on his face pronounced tonight. He kept searching for the right words to say. I watched his eyes settle again and again on the window. Even though I knew he could not possibly be seeing Hyacinth, I still felt the hairs rise on the back of my neck, could sense the faery’s presence in the room.

			Finally, I said, “What does this have to do with me, Papa?”

			For an instant, my father’s eyes softened at me, and with their softness I felt myself lean instinctively closer to him, trying to remember this rare moment.

			“You write in a style not unlike your brother’s,” he replied at last. His words were not stern, but reluctant, as if he was voicing a thought he had kept quiet for a long time.

			The silence in the room weighed against us. I stayed frozen, unsure how to respond. His words echoed through me like a bell. This was it, his admission of what I’d done.

			I wrote like my brother. I wrote. It was an acknowledgment of my volume of sonatas. Papa was telling me, without saying it directly, that he knew that music was mine. The quiver of candlelight trembled against my folded hands, disguising the shudder that coursed through my body.

			“How do you know this?” I asked him quietly.

			“Nannerl,” he replied. His eyes fixed on mine. “You know how.”

			You know how. I looked around the music room, its shadows stretched and shaking from the candles. Any doubt I might have felt over what had happened now fell away. Here, at last, was his admission that he had indeed taken my music with intention, had put my brother’s name on my work and published it.

			“Why didn’t you tell me?” I said.

			“Would it have made any difference?” he mumbled. “Except to make you miserable sooner? Would you have fought me? It is the way it is.”

			He did not like coming to me like this, vulnerable in admitting to me the truth. I found myself thrilled by his discomfort. For once, I was not the one apologizing to my father, seeking his approval, trying to find a way to appease him. Now it was his turn. I let him shift, his eyes first meeting mine and then darting away in frustration, trying to settle on anything else but my unspoken accusation.

			“Why do you do all of this, Papa?” I asked. “Our lessons. Our tour. Sacrificing your own standing with the archbishop. What is the reason for it? I know it is about the money. But that cannot be the whole of it.”

			His posture was stiff and hunched, his fingers woven against each other. I waited patiently until he finally found his response.

			“Do you know what I thought I would become, Nannerl?” When I shook my head, he said, “A missionary. My parents thought me a future priest, that my calling was a divine one.” He was silent a moment. “For a long time, I thought that my entire purpose in life had been to become a missionary, and that I had failed it. Music and composition? I am good at it, but I am no lasting figure.” He looked down at the creases in his hands. “Then I heard you and your brother at the clavier. I knew what God had put me on this earth to do. In a way, I have become a missionary. There is no greater purpose for me than to ensure that you are heard by as many as possible.”

			I studied his bowed head and realized how old he looked. In that moment, I felt sorry for him. I believed my father, but I did not think he understood himself as well as he thought. He wanted me to be heard, but not by name. He wanted me to be seen, but not for what I could create. And he thought himself a missionary, an ambassador of God, when what he really wanted was to validate himself.

			The satisfaction I’d felt earlier at his admission and his vulnerability began to fade. I’d gotten what I wanted from him. Now, as I stared at his aging face in the candlelight, all I wanted to do was shake my head. Underneath his harsh exterior was just a pitiful man, mired in insecurity. I sighed. The thought of dragging this on suddenly brought me no joy.

			“I’ll help him,” I said.

			My father glanced up at me, surprised.

			“I’ll help him,” I repeated. “It will be hard, but we can do it.”

			Papa opened his mouth, closed it, and searched my gaze. He did not smile. I waited, wondering if I might catch a glimpse of guilt, some semblance of an apology on his face.

			But he had already admitted too much for one night. In the next instance, he leaned back and furrowed his brows. “Of course you will,” he said. The authority had returned to his voice just as I had retreated to my meek position, the daughter at his command. “I want you and Woferl to do nothing else in these eight days, to go nowhere, until you have finished the oratorio. I will check on you both twice a day, at morning and at night, and your mother will bring you food. If Woferl tires, you will take his place.”

			“Yes, Papa.”

			“I cannot have the archbishop thinking that Woferl does not deserve the reputation he has earned across Europe. You understand this, of course, Nannerl.”

			I nodded. My father tightened his lips in approval, and then he rose from his chair with a single motion. I rose with him, watching him move out of the candlelight and back into the shadows of his bedchamber. When he disappeared, I turned away.

			I had not bothered to ask if my name would appear next to Woferl’s on the oratorio’s title.
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			My father locked Woferl and I together in the music room the following morning, with nothing but fresh sheets of paper and quills and ink, and our clavier. We were not to leave until nighttime.

			In a way, I was relieved. Hyacinth had always been able to find his way to us, but somehow, trapped in this room, I felt like even he might be unable to unlock a door that my father had secured himself. And even though Woferl and I still hung in an uneasy place, at least here we could speak only with music.

			It was the original secret we shared between us, the ability to hear a world that others could not.

			Woferl said little about why we were working together, but he seemed relieved too by my presence. He sat beside me at the clavier stand, his body turned unconsciously toward mine as he  settled on a tune, the key, and the tempo. He sang part of the harmony to me, so that I would know what he wanted, and then he started to write out the first violin lines. Woferl had become faster at composing, if not for his growing experience then for the stress that Papa placed on him. He wrote in a nonstop fury, until he had completed three lines of continuous music, and then he paused. He looked at me and pointed out the phrases as he hummed.

			I watched his thin hands at work. He was very pale this morning, and his dark lashes stood out against the white skin. “We’ll start with arpeggios,” he said to me. His hands floated across the paper. “Slow, and then grand, with other strings below it.” He paused to scribble more notes below the ones he’d already written. “With an undercurrent of notes, to fill out the harmony.”

			“A flute,” I said, after I watched him write out the second violins. “To carry your melody above the strings.”

			He nodded without looking at me. The music had already taken away his focus on anything else.

			I went on, writing the lines for the flute and the horns. As I did, I noticed a shift in our styles, where his flowing melody met the abrupt sounds of my harmony. It was a subtle difference, so small that those unfamiliar with our work might never know.

			Woferl would, though. He could distinguish what we wrote even when others could not.

			I stared at the parchment. It was as if I were looking at a ghost of myself on the page. I was here, the harmony said.

			When I started writing again, I did not change my style. I let it stay mine, the flutes and the horns. Every flourish, every trill and arpeggio. It was distinctly different from Woferl’s work, but to me, it still matched the piece, made it whole. And perhaps no one would ever recognize my hand in this, no one would clap for me when it was performed—but my brother would see it, know it for what it was. So would my father.

			Papa will tell me to fix it, I thought. This piece was not my own to do what I wanted.

			But I left it anyway.

			Woferl paused from his work on the strings to read over what I had written. I peered at him from the corner of my eye, wondering if he would tell me to change it too, if our father’s voice would come out of his throat.

			I knew he saw the shift in our styles. But a beat of time passed, and he said nothing.

			Finally, he sighed. “Oh, Nannerl,” he said.

			It was not an exclamation of exhaustion or exasperation. Nor was it some desperate attempt for him to win me back, empty praise in the hopes of an affectionate response, or even some trick from Hyacinth with words laced in cunning. In his voice, I heard a yearning that reminded me of our younger days, when he would sit in the morning sun and lean his head against my shoulder, watching in wonder while I played. It was love for what I’d written. When I looked more closely at him, I could see tears at the corners of his eyes as he read my music over and over, as if playing it repeatedly in his head.

			He didn’t look at me, so he couldn’t see the softness that came briefly over my face, the small smile that touched my lips.

			He nodded at the measures, then bent his head again and continued on without a word. I felt the burden on my chest, there for so long since my illness, shift, turn lighter. His dark hair had grown into a longer tail tied at the nape of his neck. His feet still dangled a short distance above the floor, as they had when he was a child. As I stared at him, I felt a certain pity for this little creature, caught by a different limb in the same snare as me.

			“Nannerl?” he said after a while.

			I paused in my writing to look at him. “Yes?” I said.

			He hesitated, then spoke again. “Thank you.”

			For helping me, was the part of his sentence that remained unspoken. In that moment, I thought he might address what happened with my sonatas. I halted in my work to look at him, my heart quickening, waiting for him to say it. Would he? The seconds dragged on. I realized that I was hoping he would, so that we could bring this ugly scar between us out into the open.

			Woferl’s shoulders seemed weighed down. He wrote a few more measures in silence before he spoke. “I saw Hyacinth last night, in my dream,” he said softly.

			I hadn’t heard Woferl mention the kingdom in months. Even hearing his name on my brother’s lips seemed to chill the air. “What did he want?” I asked.

			“He runs after me,” Woferl said. He looked pensive now, and weary. “I cannot escape him. He lingers, now that I am alone.”

			The cold prickled my skin. Hyacinth was here, in our home. What was he telling my brother?

			“If you’re afraid,” I said to him, “you can come to me. I won’t tell anyone.”

			He nodded once, but his expression looked pale and unsure. There was more to Woferl’s story, I could sense it—but he just kept writing, the light feverish in his eyes.

			We wrote late into the night, until Woferl collapsed in exhaustion against the clavier stand. I helped clean his hands of ink stains, and then carried him to his room before retiring to my own. There, unable to sleep, hollow from the absence of my brother beside me, I lay awake and let my heart burn from what Hyacinth wanted with my brother.

			Woferl was in danger. I could sense it now, the ice hanging in the air, waiting for him. Hyacinth was coming for him—somehow, someway. And I didn’t know how to protect him. I turned to my side and stared at where moonlight painted a silver square against the floor. Would he climb through my brother’s window in the night, while we slept? When would he do it? How?

			The darkness in me, the someone else that I’d felt in my chest, stirred now. It painted for me a vision of Woferl whispering to Papa about where my compositions had been hidden. Have you already forgotten? the voice reminded me. Why do you protect him?

			I tossed and turned, haunted by what the faery might do, until I finally heard my door creak quietly open to reveal Woferl stealing into my room. He hesitated by the door, not uttering a word.

			How did he still look so small?

			I stayed silent for a moment, unwilling to invite my brother inside. But then I pictured Woferl alone in his room, listening for Hyacinth to appear.

			I waved him over. “Come here,” I said.

			He crawled into my bed and snuggled beside me, just like he used to. His small body trembled. I brushed my fingers through his hair and let the voice in me slowly fade. There Woferl stayed, listening to my humming, until he finally drifted into a dreamless sleep.
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			THE RETURN TO VIENNA

			We finished the archbishop’s oratorio in nine days, a day later than he requested. The time passed so quickly, I couldn’t remember the separation between one morning and the next. Everything blurred together into an endless string of feverish writing. We spoke little to each other, except to exchange ideas and notes about the composition. Every night, Woferl came to my room and huddled beside me in bed.

			By the end of it, I could see the shadows clearly under my brother’s eyes. My own cheeks were pale, my eyes even darker against my white skin.

			Papa looked at the oratorio once with a hurried eye, made several changes, and then delivered it to the archbishop so that he could receive his payment. The archbishop approved, pleased enough with the work to forgive our brief lateness.

			A marvelous feat, he told my father.

			He had not believed Woferl could do it at all. For a man as powerful as the archbishop, this was just a game to him. But my father did not complain, because soon after, he received a modest sum for our work and his salary was reinstated. We paid our rent.

			Woferl had signed the oratorio with his name. I could not bear to watch while he did it. Instead I stared at my father, until Papa had to turn away from my searing gaze, grumbling over the extra time it took us to finish it.

			“Perhaps next time he will give the children more than eight days,” Mama said at supper after Papa had told us about the archbishop’s payment. “How can a man toy with his subjects so?”

			“Perhaps next time the children will write a piece worthy of more,” Papa replied.

			“It was brilliant,” Woferl suddenly said to our father before I could utter something in our defense. The whole of his small body tensed, leaning forward like a stag protecting his herd, and a fierce light appeared in his eyes. “If the archbishop cannot appreciate it, he is wholly incompetent.”

			Papa sucked in his breath at Woferl’s words, but I smiled for the first time that morning.
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			“You and Woferl did very well,” Mama said to me later that morning. We sat together in the music room for a moment’s reprieve, for the sun had decided to come out on this late winter’s day, and the room felt warm and lazy.

			“I know,” I said to her before turning away to stare out the window. “But it is never enough, is it? We could work ourselves nearly to death, and Papa would still hand us the quill and ink.”

			At that, Mama frowned. “Nannerl. Don’t speak about your father that way. He loves you, and he loves your brother. He fears for your health and your brother’s as much as his own. He just wants to ensure that our family—including you—is provided for.”

			I looked back at her. “Yes,” I replied. “I know the lengths he’d go to in order to provide for us. So does Woferl.”

			There was a brief silence. “You are still angry with your brother,” she said gently.

			“No,” I replied. “What is the use of such anger?”

			Mama sighed. “Woferl is like your father. They are stubborn men, and as the women in their lives, we must learn to voice our opinions without letting them realize it. It is the way of things.”

			The way of things.

			I looked down, unwilling to meet my mother’s gaze. I wondered if, decades from now, I would find myself in the same position, comforting my own daughter. Would I repeat this advice to her?

			“You are stubborn too, Nannerl, like your father,” Mama went on. I could not help looking at her now, and when I did, she leaned forward and touched my cheek with her hand. “I know the little things you do to show your will.” She was telling me something without saying it outright, and although I couldn’t guess at exactly what she meant, I could sense the feeling of it hanging in the air.

			Then she gave me a sad smile. “I know your compositions meant a great deal to you.”

			I had not prepared myself to hear her speak directly to me about the bound volume of sonatas. Mama was our silent sentinel, always watching and sometimes disapproving, but she did not question our father’s decisions for us. This was the closest she’d ever come to acknowledging my work.

			For the first time, I thought about what Mama must have been like at my age. What dreams did my mother have as a young girl? Had she imagined this life with my father, moving always along the sidelines of our lives? When she looked at the night sky, did she ever think of some land far away, where the trees grew upside down and the paths ended along a white-sand shore? When did she become the mother that I now knew?

			Suddenly, I feared that I would cry in front of her. I slid out of my chair, then knelt on the rug and put my head in her lap. She brushed my hair with soothing strokes, humming as she went. I savored the sound of her musical voice. Herr Schachtner was right. My mother had a wonderful ear.

			We stayed this way for a long while, bathed in the light shining through the music room’s windows.

			Finally, the door to the music chamber opened and Papa came striding in. My mother and I looked up in unison, jointly shaken out of our quiet moment.

			“The archbishop has given us his blessing,” he said. “We are going to Vienna.”
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			“Can we not wait until the following year? We’ve not been in Salzburg for long.”

			My mother’s voice was hushed and hurried, tense tonight as she spoke with Papa in the dining room after Woferl and I had gone to bed. I stayed near my door and listened, peeking through a crack at the sliver of my parents seated at the table.

			“Next year Woferl may be several inches taller,” Papa replied in his terse, gruff way.

			“He’s so small as it is. No one will question that he is a young prodigy, even if he grows a little.”

			“And what of Nannerl? She’s a young woman now.”

			“Very young, still.”

			My father sighed. “We can barely afford to keep Sebastian as it is,” he said, “and we must take the children before the courts while we can. I’ve already received an invitation from the empress.”

			I saw the corner of Mama’s mouth twitch. “Is a celebration to happen in Vienna?” she said.

			“The empress’s daughter Maria Josepha is to be married to King Ferdinand IV of Naples. They will hold a huge feast and have days of celebrations—all of the royal courts and our patrons are to be there. Think of it, Anna!” Papa’s eyes lit up. “We’ll earn ten years’ salary in a week.”

			My mother’s voice lowered so that I could barely hear her. “It is not safe—”

			Papa’s voice cut into her words. “Archduchesses do not marry daily.”

			Their conversation ended there. I watched them sit in silence for a moment, their figures flickering in the candlelight. Finally, they rose and headed to their bedchamber. I watched them go until their door closed, then went back to my bed and crept underneath the covers.

			When the flat at last became still, I sat awake in the dark and thought. In the adjacent room, I could hear Woferl stirring in his bed. Already, Papa had started arranging our trip, and before long, we would have our belongings packed once again into the carriage, be waving our farewells to Salzburg.

			I shivered and pulled my blankets higher until they came up to my chin. It was not a coincidence, our trip to Vienna. I thought of the letter I had burned, the ink staining the paper until it blackened and disappeared against the coals.

			Come to me in Vienna, and I shall take you to the ball.

			What he would do there, I couldn’t guess. How he wanted my brother, I didn’t know. There were too many possibilities, and my mind whirled through each until I exhausted myself with fear. The part of myself I understood shrank away at the thoughts. The part of myself lost in the kingdom stirred and smiled.

			All I knew for certain was this: we were headed to Vienna, just as Hyacinth had predicted. And he would be waiting for me there.
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			THE DEVIL’S DANCE

			It had been years since my first performance  in Vienna before Emperor Francis I and Empress Maria   Theresa. Now I barely recognized the city.

			Banners hung from balconies in bright and festive colors, and fireworks lit the night sky. People streamed past our carriage with laughter and cheers. The air smelled of wine and of smoke from the fireworks, of bakeries busy putting out celebratory breads and cakes. Our driver shouted impatiently at the crowds that thronged before our carriage; as we lurched forward in increments, I kept my face turned to the commotion outside. People spilled into and out of the opera houses, dressed in their finest, and still others danced behind tall windows or simply out in the street.

			Woferl pointed to the people. “They are like colorful birds,” he said, and I thought of the opera we’d attended together so long ago, where I’d seen Hyacinth playing cards from a balcony seat.

			My gaze swept the squares, searching for his sharp smile in the throngs, listening for the off-key notes of the kingdom in between the music that filled the streets. But nothing seemed out of the ordinary yet.

			We found lodgings that night on the second floor of a house in the Weihburggasse, at the courtesy of Herr Schmalecker, a goldsmith. He greeted my father with a wide grin when we stepped out of the carriage, then immediately started to help him bring our belongings inside. I stared at the house. It was finer than our own in Salzburg.

			“It is splendid to see you, Herr Mozart!” he said to Papa. “What a time to stay in Vienna, don’t you think? The city has been like this for several days already.”

			Papa smiled back at him. “You are most gracious, sir. We will not forget this kindness.”

			“No need to thank me, the pleasure is all mine. Do you think it such a burden for someone to host the Mozarts?” He laughed heartily, as if amused by his own joke, and my father laughed along with him. I smiled quietly next to my mother, while Woferl watched them move the luggage.

			We dined with Herr Schmalecker’s family that night. I spent my time moving my slices of baked chicken around with my fork, my thoughts clouded with visions of Hyacinth. Outside we could hear the sounds of merriment continuing late into the night, but in the living room it was quiet, except for Herr Schmalecker’s booming voice.

			“How long will you stay in Vienna this time, Leopold?” he asked my father. I glanced to Papa. He looked tired, although he kept a civil tongue.

			“We’ll stay until the marriage, and perhaps several weeks after.”

			“How splendid!” Herr Schmalecker laughed loudly. “I saw the princess-bride in public a day ago. She stood on the palace balcony with the majesties. What a lovely one. She”—he paused to wave his fork at my father—“and the youngest one, that little Antonia, will make the best children, I tell you.” I looked to Herr Schmalecker’s side. His wife, a frail young creature with pale, dusty skin, sat eating her supper without a word to her husband. Two of his children played together with a bit of carrot underneath the table, and a third child slept at the table with her head tucked in her arms.

			Papa did not tell Herr Schmalecker to speak of the princesses in more proper terms. If Woferl had said something similar, he would have surely sent him away to bed without his supper. I concentrated on the festive sounds outside and continued to pick apart my food.

			The celebrations intensified as the days passed. On one occasion, Woferl and Mama and I accompanied our father to see the opera Partenope, and on another we attended a ball to toast our happiness for the princess-bride. I sat in the balcony and spent most of the time distracted, my eyes darting frequently to the seats around us. That slender figure. Those glowing eyes. I searched and searched for him until I was exhausted.

			We went out daily, perhaps so that Papa could distract himself from wondering when the court would call for us to perform. Woferl practiced religiously on the clavier and violin when we stayed in our rooms. He continued to compose, this time starting on a new symphony that kept him up late into the night and sometimes early into the morning.

			I continued to compose too, but I always waited to begin my work until the house had fallen silent, lest my new work end up again in Papa’s hands. The noise from the festivities helped me to conceal my soft movements—my feet on the cold floor, the dipping of a quill into its inkwell, the faint scratching on paper. As I wrote, the composition I’d been developing grew louder, changing from its soft opening into something harsher, as if the noise from outside had agitated it. My hands shook now when I added to it, so that I had to stop at times to rest and steady myself.

			The days passed by. Hyacinth did not appear. I slept poorly, always alert for some glimpse of his shadow moving through the house or his figure waiting in the city’s alleys.

			Then, finally, in the second week of our stay, he came to me.
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			In the first days of October we attended another opera, Amore e Psiche, a romance of sorts between the love god Eros and a mortal beauty. We watched the princess Psyche hunger to see her lover’s face, only to be punished for her desire with death.

			Papa leaned over and used Psyche’s mistake as a chance to warn me. “Do you see, Nannerl?” he said. “This is the danger of desire.”

			He meant the danger of desire for Psyche, not for the god Eros, who had been the one who wanted her all to himself.

			I stayed quiet while the young actress on the stage pressed a hand against her forehead and sank to the stage floor, her dress spilling all around her. My jaw tightened at my father’s words. It was not fair, I thought, for a god to tempt a maiden and then condemn her for her temptation.

			I do not know if it was my thoughts, my silent disapproval, that conjured him. Perhaps it was the tightness that coiled in my chest at Papa’s reaction. As the opera entered its third act, a man in a dark suit stepped into our box. I looked instinctively at him, but my mother and father didn’t seem to notice his presence at all, as if he were merely a shadow that stretched from the curtains. Beside me, Woferl shifted, but he did not turn his head.

			The man leaned down toward me until his breath, cold as fog, tickled my skin. I did not need to look up at his face to know that I would see Hyacinth’s familiar eyes.

			“Fräulein,” came his whisper. “Come with me.” Then he disappeared, his form melting back into the silhouette of the curtains.

			I trembled at his presence, at how no one else seemed capable of seeing what I’d seen. Down below, the goddess Venus handed Psyche a lamp, encouraging her to uncover the identity of her lover.

			I rose from my seat without a sound. My parents did not stir. As I stepped out of our box and let the curtains fall behind me, I caught a glimpse of Woferl, turned halfway toward me in his seat. If he noticed my absence, he did not say anything.

			Beyond the curtain, my slippers sank into the thickness of the rugs carpeting the marble hall. When I looked down, I realized that it was not carpet but moss, deep blue in the dim light, grown so thick that my feet nearly disappeared in it. The hall had become a path, and as I went, I began to recognize the gnarled trees in place of pillars, the deep pools of water their leaves formed.

			The trees grew denser as I went, and the sounds of the opera faded behind me, until they sounded less like music and more like the call of crows that glided against the night. Up in the sky, the twin moons had started to overlap each other. Ahead of me, where the trees finally parted, the river that encircled the castle on the hill appeared, its dark waters churning steadily along.

			The enormous fins of the river guardian no longer cut through the water. Instead, the wall of thorns that grew beyond the river had now twisted low, arching a gnarled bridge of sharp spikes across the water.

			I hesitated at the sight of it, like standing before the gaping jaws of a great beast.

			Fräulein.

			Hyacinth’s whisper beckoned to me on the other side of the thorns. I looked up, seeing where the castle’s highest tower still loomed above the brambled wall. Then I moved one foot in front of the other, until my slippers scraped against the thorny floor of the bridge. Through the gaps in the bridge’s floor, I could see the dark waters foaming, eager to take me back. Angry with me for stealing their guardian. I walked faster.

			I crossed to the other side and in through the thorns, until I finally had stepped out of it and into the clearing before the castle.

			Great tables had been laid out along the sides of the castle’s courtyard, great golden apples and red pomegranates on porcelain plates. Vines curled around the table legs. There were no candles, reminding me again of Hyacinth’s fear of fire. Instead, thousands of lights flickered across the courtyard, the wayward paths of the faeries that always followed Hyacinth, giving the entire space an eerie blue glow. They giggled at my presence. Several flocked near me, cooing and tugging on my hair, their voices tiny and jealous, their nips vicious. I swatted them away, but they would only return, incensed and determined.

			“Leave her.”

			At Hyacinth’s voice, the lights immediately scattered, twinkling their protest as they swarmed across the rest of the courtyard. I looked up to see him approaching me.

			He smiled at me. Tonight, he glittered with a sheen of silver, wearing thousands of skeleton leaves carefully sewn together into a splendid coat. His hair was pulled away from his face, flattering his high cheekbones. His eyes glowed in the night. He would be beautiful, except I remembered the way he had looked the last time I’d seen him, pupils slitted with hunger, right before he lunged at the princess.

			Courage, I told myself, and reminded myself instead of what my father had done with my music.

			“How lovely you are tonight,” he said, lifting a hand to touch my chin. He took my hand in his and gestured to the courtyard. “Dance with me. I have something to ask you.”

			I could feel the scrape of his claws against my palm. A vision flashed before my eyes of them covered with the princess’s blood. But instead of cringing away, I followed him to the center of the courtyard and rested my hand gently against his shoulder. A sharp tug against my locks made me wince, and I recoiled from the faeries that now darted around my face, all of them eager to bite me.

			“Away with you,” Hyacinth snapped at them. They scattered again, protesting, flitting about his face and planting affectionate kisses on his cheeks. Then they lingered around us, forming a sullen blue ring as Hyacinth pulled me into a dance.

			I followed his lead. The memory of his sugar-sweet kiss came back to me now. I could feel the cold press of his hand against the small of my back. If Johann were here, would he dance with me too? Would his hand be warm against my skin?

			“You’re quiet tonight,” Hyacinth said to me in a low voice.

			“Why did you bring me here?” I said to him.

			He smiled, amused. “Is the Fräulein angry with me, I wonder?”

			“You don’t belong here, in this castle.”

			“I should. The queen had banned me from her court, distasteful woman that she was.”

			“You killed the princess in the tower.”

			“In some ways, she was already dead, wasn’t she? Are you truly alive if you spend your entire life locked in a tower, hidden away for so long that you wouldn’t even know to flee if the door opened for you?”

			His words rang deep in my chest, as true and clear as the music of him that had first called to me all those years ago. His irises were gold, hypnotizing me. Are you alive, Nannerl? they seemed to say to me. Don’t you want to be?

			My lips tightened. Here we were, playing his games again. But today I was tired of them. “Tell me what you want with me,” I said.

			Hyacinth smiled and spun me again. The world turned in a dizzy circle, his face at its center. “Don’t you remember what we’d agreed to in the very beginning?”

			Make them remember me. How long ago that wish of mine seemed. How much had happened since then.

			Hyacinth pulled me close, his hand cool against the small of my waist. “A bargain is a bargain. You have helped me, and so I shall help you. There is only one thing left for us to do.”

			“What is it?”

			He drew close to whisper in my ear. His coat of skeleton leaves brushed roughly against me. “Bring your brother here, to the castle.”

			Woferl. Fingers of ice trailed their way down my spine. “What do you want with him?”

			“Leave him here.”

			Leave him here.

			“When you bring him and then return to your world, he will not come with you. Let me keep him here with me. He will bring his music to the kingdom, and you will bring yours to the world beyond. It will be a perfect trade.”

			Something in Hyacinth’s voice had turned very dark, a growl trembling beneath his soft words. “You want to keep him in the kingdom forever?”

			Hyacinth’s eyes glowed. “Woferl was never meant to stay long in your world, after all,” he said. “He is the princeling of this kingdom. You know that. From the moment he was born, you knew the fragility on his face and the paper of his limbs. One illness after another will continue to ravage him, until he is nothing more. That is his curse. He has always been suspended between one world and another. It’s time. Give him to me, Nannerl, and you shall finally have what you’ve always wanted.”

			The beat of my heart crashed against my ears. This, at last, was the merging of our wishes. Hyacinth wanted my brother, the princeling of the Kingdom of Back—and if I helped hand him over, I would receive what I’d asked for.

			Without my brother, I would be the only one my father had. What other name could appear on a volume of music? They would have no choice but to remember me.

			I shrank away from him in horror. He waited, humored, as I stood a few feet apart from him, trembling from the suggestion, unable to look away from his golden eyes. The world around me blurred. A lightness pervaded my mind.

			“I can sense the pull in your heart, Fräulein,” he said, taking a step toward me again.

			I pictured my brother sitting in the highest tower, looking down at the dark river. I pictured Hyacinth’s eyes trained on him. “What will you do with him, once he’s here?” I whispered. My voice sounded like it came from somewhere outside of me. Hyacinth’s eyes pulsed in rhythm with my heartbeat.

			“Oh, Nannerl.” Hyacinth sighed. He kissed me gently on the cheek. “The question is always about him, isn’t it? What will you do, once he’s here?”

			My lips parted and nothing came out.

			“Write a composition for me, Fräulein,” Hyacinth whispered. “The song of your heart. When you play it, I will call for you. Bring your brother with you then. I’ll be waiting for you both in this castle courtyard, underneath the aligned twin moons. Head nowhere else. Bring no light with you. And we shall finish what we started.”

			I closed my eyes as he spun me again, my head dizzy. His words surrounded me until I could barely think. He would be waiting for us. Head nowhere else. Bring no light with you.

			And then, suddenly, a flash of clarity cut through the fog clouding my mind. I looked up at the sky to see the moons, half of each overlapped with the other.

			On the night that the twin moons aligned in the sky, the trapped queen’s magic would be at its strongest. She had told me that, the night we went to her grotto. It would be the time when her magic—her fire, her gift from the Sun, what Hyacinth feared most—was returned to her. It would be my chance to set things right, to release her from her underwater prison and restore her to the castle. Only she could stop Hyacinth, and only then would he leave us in peace.

			Even now, the poison of Hyacinth’s promise tugged at me, protesting. Don’t you want to be remembered? You have fought so hard to earn this. I winced in the darkness, willing myself to steady. The someone else in me bared her teeth and yearned to push me fully into Hyacinth’s arms.

			The part of me that kissed my brother’s forehead, that pulled him protectively to my side when he was afraid at night, urged me back.

			When I returned to the kingdom, would I do what I needed and free the queen? Or would I bring my brother with me and present him to Hyacinth? The two sides of me stirred, clashing, and in this moment, I could not tell which would win.

			“I will do it,” I found myself whispering. “I will meet you here.”

			Hyacinth did not respond. When I opened my eyes again, the courtyard was gone, along with the castle and the thorns and the moat. I was standing in the box again with my parents, Woferl beside me, and I was clapping, along with everyone, as the librettist down on the stage curtsied for her adoring audience.

			Already, Hyacinth’s hands on me felt like little more than the touch of a ghost. Woferl looked at me, his eyes curious and expectant. My heart hammered against my ribs. Perhaps Hyacinth had come to him too, coaxed him in the same way he coaxed me. I could feel the threads of his web tightening around us.

			“Remember this lesson well, Nannerl,” my father said, leaning over to me. “Think of all that Psyche suffers, for the sake of her love, and how noble her loyalty makes her.”

			I nodded but did not answer. Perhaps the fulfillment of her wishes was never worth what she had to sacrifice. Perhaps Psyche could have suffered for something other than love of a man. Perhaps, in another life, things could have been different for her.

			The opera was a harbinger of things to come. That night, I dreamed over and over of Hyacinth in the tower, his teeth sinking into the young princess while I stood by. I felt his bloodstained hands touch my cheek. I called after Woferl as he walked ahead of me down the path through the woods, growing more and more distant until I could no longer see him.

			And when I woke in a sweat the next morning, I heard the news. The princess-bride Maria Josepha had become stricken with what we all feared the most.

			The smallpox.
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			THE HARBINGER OF DEATH

			Rumor is that she caught it from the    Emperor Joseph’s late wife, at her funeral,” Herr       Schmalecker told us through a mouthful of eggs and ham slices as we sat for breakfast.

			I looked at Mama. Her face was pale. At my side, Woferl picked at his food, his expression tired. I’d heard him toss and turn all last night, murmuring in his sleep.

			“It is the will of God,” Papa said. His mouth was pulled tight, and his head stayed bowed. “We will pray for her recovery.”

			“Recovery!” Herr Schmalecker chuckled. “Listen to this man. Still thinking about how you will make your ducats here, aren’t you? Well, do not lose hope yet, Leopold. The emperor has not retracted his request to hear your children perform.”

			So we waited. I spent the night awake, shaking. Hyacinth was slowly setting the final act of his game. I knew it, could feel his hands at work, letting the claws of this epidemic creep ever steadily closer to us. In the middle of the night, when I could bear it no longer, I went to Woferl’s room to make sure he was still there. He lay asleep, unaware of me as I crawled into his bed and cradled him in my arms until morning came.

			Celebrations across the city were disrupted, canceled, shuffled around. We stayed at the house for longer stretches. My father spent much of his time listening to Herr Schmalecker’s gossip and pacing the floors. Woferl buried himself in his writing. In the quiet hours after everyone had retired, and in the early morning before the birds had roused the city, I would work on my own composition for Hyacinth. Papa sat with us for endless hours as we played at the clavier. There was little else we could do now.

			Days later, an announcement from the royal court confirmed all the rumors we’d heard. Papa wrote a hasty letter to our landlord Herr Hagenauer, to tell him that the smallpox rash had appeared on Maria Josepha and that our concerts would be delayed.

			I prayed for the princess that night. She had been among the crowd during our very first performance in Vienna years ago, and as I prayed, I tried to remember what she looked like. Had I taken the time to smile at her? There had been so many archduchesses.

			Papa prayed for her too, although he prayed first for Emperor Joseph to not cancel our royal performance in light of the dire circumstances.

			Two days later we heard gossip about her gradual recovery, and for an instant Vienna returned to its festive state. She would pull through! A miracle from the heavens! The sounds of music and dance returned to the streets outside my window, and Papa brightened, began talking again about when we’d go to the court. The happiness lasted until the next week, when the princess-bride took a turn for the worse.

			Mama fretted quietly with our father by candlelight, when they thought Woferl and I had gone to bed. “Another archduchess has come down with it,” Mama said. “So has the empress herself.”

			I tried to write that night, but my hands shook so badly that I finally had to stop. I closed my notebook, then wrapped it in a silk petticoat and pushed it far underneath my bed. In the silence, I thought I heard a sound. When I sat up and listened to it, I realized that it was Woferl weeping softly in his sleep, lost again in his dreams.

			This was how we hovered for days and weeks, holding our breath along with the rest of Vienna, until the day finally came when the royal court issued a last announcement.

			The princess-bride Maria Josepha had died. The empress followed her a day later.
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			The fanciful operas, plays, and fireworks that had lit Vienna for weeks suddenly came to a halt. Theaters shut their doors until further notice. Streets were stripped of colorful banners. In their place hung mourning notices, and instead of the sound of music, we heard wails in the streets, saw crowds gathered in the city plazas for masses in honor of their late empress and princess. Still others spread news of the smallpox appearing in corner houses and alleyways, rashes blistering the skin of their kin.

			It was Hyacinth’s whisper, the poison of him seeping through the city, searching for my brother. I could hear it in the air, the sharp pitch of it from the kingdom. My writing grew more urgent. There was not much time now for me to finish my composition for Hyacinth, for me to return to the kingdom before he came to claim Woferl.

			“We must leave Vienna,” Mama argued that evening with Papa. “There’s nothing here for us now. I will not have Nannerl or Woferl catching the smallpox.”

			“Anna, be reasonable.”

			“Reasonable? The entire city has been thrown into a panic. What would you have us do? Surely you do not want to stay here.”

			“Well, we certainly can’t leave. The emperor has not retracted his invitation, and we must wait for word from him. He may still wish to hear the children perform.”

			Mama made an angry noise as she threw up her arms, and I tensed at this rare display. “The emperor has not retracted his invitation because he’s likely forgotten all about it. What man wants to hear a concert after the death of his wife and daughter? Meanwhile, we wait here like trapped mice.” Her voice grew quieter as she reached for Papa’s hand. “Listen to me, Leopold. Emperor Joseph will not begrudge us for leaving in haste. An epidemic will spread quickly in a city so overcrowded with revelers. How will you make our money if our children die? Many of the foreigners have already started to leave. You see their carriages lined up in the streets, more and more of them every day.”

			“No.” Papa’s voice was harsh with determination. “We will stay here for the time being. We will not go outside, unless we absolutely must. Let me think of a plan.”

			I sat on my bed in the darkness as their voices rose and fell, my eyes fixed on the bit of candlelight that crept underneath my door and into my room. The air was not cold, but I still trembled. I’d seen before what the smallpox could do to people, turn their skin red and angry, their eyes milky and blind. I thought of Sebastian, who waited for us in Salzburg. Then I thought of Johann and hoped that the epidemic would not spread to Germany.

			A commotion in the hall woke me the next morning. I startled, still dazed with sleep, and realized that Mama was shouting at someone outside my door.

			I opened it to see Mama opposite Herr Schmalecker, her face red with anger. Papa stood near her.

			“Why did you not tell us of this?” Mama said to Herr Schmalecker. “You knew of it, for so long!”

			“Calm yourself, Frau Mozart,” he said. An embarrassed smile lingered on his face. “Augustine healed before you had even arrived—so I did not think of telling you.”

			“And what are we to do now?” Mama’s voice became shrill. In it, I heard the fear of the mother who had lost so many children before Woferl and me. “Your two other boys have fallen ill. Soon we will all have the smallpox. This will be on your shoulders, Herr Schmalecker.”

			Over their arguing, I could hear the wails of Herr Schmalecker’s stricken children coming from somewhere downstairs.

			Papa looked at me. His eyes held a silent warning. “Nannerl,” he said. “Go sit with Woferl in his room. I will come get you when I’m ready.”

			I nodded without a word and headed to my brother’s door.

			“What has happened?” Woferl asked me as soon as I stepped in. He sat unmoving on his bed, his head turned in the direction of Mama’s voice. He looked startled to see me.

			“Herr Schmalecker’s youngest daughter had the smallpox shortly before we arrived,” I replied. “The others woke up feverish this morning.”

			Woferl searched my face with blank eyes. He looked distant this morning, his soul somewhere far away. I sat down on the corner of his bed and frowned at him. “What is it, Woferl?”

			He shrugged. His vacant stare turned to the window, as it had for the past few days. “Hyacinth was in my room last night,” he said. “He stood in the corner and watched me.”

			I tensed, my fingers closing tight on his blankets. He found us. “Why was he there?”

			Woferl didn’t answer. Perhaps he didn’t know. Instead, he looked back down at the papers spread out on his bed, then pressed his hands to his ears. “I cannot concentrate,” he said. “There is too much screaming.”

			I worked on my composition late into the night, urged on by the fear of Hyacinth watching my brother. The song of your heart, Hyacinth had asked of me. I flipped through the pages and listened to the music in my mind. It was a path that extended nowhere, long and winding, forever heading toward a place I might never see. I wrote and wrote until my eyes strained from the low light.

			Outside, I could hear the sounds of horse hooves clattering against the cobblestones, the shouts of people as they carried their luggage to the carriages and prepared to leave Vienna. Still other voices were ones of terror, voices calling out for doctors to visit their homes, to see to family members that had fallen ill. I tried to shut out the sounds. They rang in my mind, tearing apart my thoughts.

			Finally, when the moon rose high in the sky, I stood up gingerly and crept to my door. I did not know what I wanted to do. I simply did not want to stay in my room any longer.

			I walked silently over to Woferl’s door, then opened it and stepped inside. He had fallen asleep amidst the strewn papers of his composition, and his dark hair framed his face in wayward curls. His cheeks looked flushed. I closed the door behind me, then walked over to his bed and crawled in next to him. I hugged him to me. He stirred a little, then instinctively huddled closer to me and let out a sigh.

			I tried to remember him as a tiny boy, when his fingers were still small and fresh and chubby, and his face was eager and innocent. I lay awake beside him, caught in my own emotions.

			I had not stayed with Woferl for an hour when Papa suddenly burst into the room. I bolted upright, disoriented in my weariness.

			“Papa?” I said.

			His face was grave. He hurried over to the bed and began to wrap Woferl up in his blanket. My brother whimpered, then rubbed at his eyes even as Papa threw a coat over him. “Go back to your room, Nannerl,” he said to me. “I will speak to you in the morning.”

			I watched Papa nudge my arm away from Woferl and pick him up. A sudden panic hit me. “Where are you going? Where are you taking Woferl?”

			Papa ignored me, then stood with Woferl in his arms and promptly left the room. Through the open door, I saw Mama standing at the top of the stairs. Without waiting any longer, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and rushed out to the hall. Papa had already started down the stairs. Woferl looked up at Mama and me with sleepy, startled eyes.

			I put my hand on my mother’s arm. “Mama, where are they going?”

			“Hush, Nannerl,” Mama said. Her face looked drawn, and full of fear. I looked quickly from her to Papa’s back, and then to her again. “Your father is taking Woferl to a friend’s home. He will be safer there.”

			“Safer?” I furrowed my brows. He was taking him away to a place where I could no longer watch over him. Hyacinth would find him and steal him in the night. The certainty of it clawed at me. “What about us?”

			Mama looked at me. “We are to stay here,” she answered.

			I could not believe it. Instinctively, I broke away from her and started running down the stairs.

			“Nannerl!”

			I ignored Mama’s calls. Papa and Woferl had headed out the front door by the time I reached the bottom of the stairs. I stumbled on one of the steps, then pulled myself upright and ran out toward the street. Herr Schmalecker and his wife stood in the living room and watched me go.

			A coach was already waiting for Papa. I hurried to him before he could reach it, and with a strength borne from another world, I grabbed his arm in a tight grip. In that moment, I realized I wasn’t angry with him for taking Woferl. I was angry because he was not taking me.

			“Papa!”

			He turned around to glare at me. “Go back inside,” he snapped. “Do not stand out in the street in nothing but your nightdress.”

			“Why are you leaving us? Take us with you!”

			“You cannot come,” he said. He turned away from me and helped Woferl into the coach. “Stay here with your mother.”

			“Why?” I demanded.

			“Woferl is in the gravest danger. You should know that, Nannerl.” Papa prepared to step into the coach. “His frail health cannot last in this house. A friend has agreed to let us stay with him, at least until the threat subsides. He lives near the edge of the city. He will only take two of us. The times are dangerous enough as they are.”

			“Why can we not leave Vienna?”

			“You know very well why we cannot leave yet.”

			I realized that I had started to cry. When Papa turned away from me again and made to get into the coach, I grabbed him again and pulled him away with all my strength. “I’m frightened, Papa,” I said, fighting to keep my voice steady. “How can you leave us behind and take only Woferl? What if we fall ill? What will happen then?”

			Papa grabbed my shoulders and shook me once. “Your mother has come down with smallpox once before—she should not be harmed. You know how delicate your brother’s health is. What will happen to this family if something were to happen to him? Have you ever thought of that?”

			“And what if something were to happen to me? I can do everything that he can!” I had started to shout my words now. I no longer cared. “I can take care of our family! There are those in the audience who love me too, and who I can please. We are the same, Papa! Why do you not take me with you?”

			Papa slapped me. I gasped, suddenly dizzy, and touched my cheek with my hand. “You are a selfish girl,” he said. His eyes burned me. “Go back inside. I will not tell you again. Wait for me—I will come back for you and your mother.” With that, he turned away one last time and stepped into the coach.

			I watched as they pulled away. My hand stayed against my cheek. When I felt my mother touch my shoulder, I flinched and started to hurry back into the house. I ignored the looks that Herr Schmalecker and his wife gave me.

			“Nannerl, darling!” Mama called out from behind me. I did not turn around.

			Instead I ran up the stairs, then into my bedroom, and then to my bed, where I pulled my music notebook out from underneath my blankets. Hyacinth’s smiling face appeared in my mind. Leave him here, his whisper reminded me. It was still something I could do. The side of me that believed this surged against me, dark and tempting. The light in me struggled against it.

			I needed to return to the kingdom, to undo what wrong I’d done. But it was still not too late to let Hyacinth follow through with what he needed in order to fulfill my wish. It was not too late for me. I walked to the clavier, placed the notebook on the stand, and sat down. My wish came back to me now in a terrible wave. I saw my brother’s flushed cheeks, his sleeping figure surrounded by music. I saw myself, walking down a path toward a place I could never reach.

			I opened the notebook to the composition of my heart and began to play.
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			THE CHOSEN PATH

			That night, I went to sleep in a haze of fear and grief. The music of my composition haunted my dreams. When I woke, I could still hear the measures I’d played so feverishly on the clavier, the notes hovering in the air.

			How Hyacinth would come to me now, I couldn’t say. What if he had found some way to trick me again? Perhaps all he needed from me was to hear my composition. Perhaps he didn’t need me to bring Woferl to the kingdom.

			Without my composition to work on, without Woferl at my side, all I could do was spend the day pacing. Awaiting word from Papa. Listening to the constant commotion in the streets. Letting my thoughts spiral deeper and deeper.

			Mama and I did not attend church that Sunday. Finally, the day after, Papa came to visit us. I rushed to see him, anxious to ask about my brother, but I did not meet my father’s eyes when I reached him. I simply curtsied, and then stood with my gaze pointed down.

			“Woferl has developed a cough,” he said to my mother. “It is nothing serious yet.”

			A cough. My hands trembled against my dress.

			“How long do we stay in Vienna?” It was always Mama’s first question.

			“The emperor has not responded to my inquiries,” Papa said. He looked defeated. “The archduchess is very ill. We will leave Vienna.”

			That was it, then.

			We packed our things in a silent hurry, bid farewell to Herr Schmalecker and his wife, and headed into our waiting coach. When we went to the home of Papa’s friend and helped Woferl into the seat beside me, I saw that my brother’s eyes had turned so dark that they looked black.

			I was in a city, Nannerl. His dream came back to me now, and I shivered at the truth of it. It was burning to the ground. The fire nipped at my skin, and the smoke blinded my eyes.

			I took my brother’s hand in mine and squeezed it tightly. “How is your cough?” I asked him as we headed on our way. Behind us, I could hear the city’s cacophony of church bells and prayers and panic.

			Woferl shrugged. Already, he looked suspended between here and somewhere else.

			“It is just a cough,” he replied.
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			We left Vienna and their royal family behind us, then arrived in Olmütz, a small city on the edge of the Morava River, on a day full of rain. I sat opposite our father, although neither of us looked at the other. Papa was not a man of many words, but today he seemed even quieter than usual, and his lips stayed locked in a tight line across his face. He kept his eyes turned toward the windows. Once, when I looked away and could see him only through the corner of my vision, I thought I saw him stare at me. When I turned my eyes back to him, he had returned to his silent study of the rolling terrain.

			The room at our Olmütz inn did not help Papa’s mood. When he smelled the dampness of it and saw the smoke that poured from its stove, he threw his hands up and cursed loudly. “God has punished my greed,” he muttered.

			Woferl’s cough grew worse from the rain and smoke, so that he kept us awake throughout the night with his fits. I could not sleep, anyway, as the smoke forced my eyes to tear unabated.

			I held my breath for much of the next day. There was no clavier here, not even separate rooms for us. I had nothing to do, nothing to distract myself. All I could think of was the music I had played, of when Hyacinth would come calling for me, and the smile in his raspy, haunting voice.

			Woferl continued to cough. His black eyes watered without pause.

			The next morning I awoke to the sound of our door slamming shut. My father had left.

			“Where is Papa going?” I said to Mama as I sat up. Woferl was not sleeping at my side.

			“Hurry and get dressed, Nannerl,” she said to me. Behind her, Woferl swayed on his feet and shivered in his clothes. “We are moving to better rooms.”

			We switched to a room with less dampness and smoke, but by now it was already too late. Woferl had trouble breathing properly that evening, and by the time Sunday came and we were to attend church, Woferl had become delirious with a high fever. Mama hovered over him, distraught and teary-eyed, and Papa told her he would ask the cathedral’s dean about my brother’s condition.

			I already knew what would happen, although I did not say this to my parents. Hyacinth had found his way to my brother.

			The dean, an old friend of my father’s from Salzburg, sent the doctor Joseph Wolff to our inn straightaway, and confirmed that Woferl had smallpox. We moved again to the dean’s house. There, under the surveillance of Herr Wolff and my family, we watched helplessly as Woferl’s fever worsened and his eyes swelled shut with pain.

			That night, I dreamed again of the clavier sitting on the dark sands of the kingdom’s shores and of Woferl’s milky, vacant eyes. I woke with tears streaking my face.

			Woferl woke up crying one night, and as Mama rose from her slumber in a nearby chair and hurried to his side, he told her that he could not see. Even candlelight hurt his eyes so much that he kept them closed all the time. Red spots began to appear on his skin, slowly at first, and then more and more quickly, like a wildfire to an untouched forest. I could hardly recognize him through the smallpox rash. Whenever he burst into a fit of coughs, I thought it sounded like Hyacinth’s laughter. I would look for him at night, but he did not appear to me.

			I woke the next night, trembling. From my open door I could see candlelight still flickering in Woferl’s sickroom. I rose then, wrapped my blanket around me, and made my way to him.

			Mama slept quietly in the chair at the corner of the room, while my father lay with his head in his arms at the writing desk. I saw an unfinished letter to Herr Hagenauer crushed beneath his elbow. I walked carefully, so that I would not wake them, and sat down beside Woferl’s bed. Through the flickering candlelight and the windowpane I could see the hints of floating shapes, the cloaked figures that seemed to haunt us in a way that others could not notice, waiting patiently beside the glass. I turned to look at Woferl, who tossed and turned in his fitful sleep.

			“Nannerl?” he whispered.

			I blinked. Woferl suddenly turned his head in my direction, although his eyes—still swollen shut—could not see me. Instinctively, I reached for his hand and pressed it between mine. His skin was hot to the touch.

			“I’m here, Woferl,” I said.

			He tried to smile, but the pain stopped him. “You came to see me,” he said.

			I swallowed. “Of course,” I said. “You are my brother.”

			“Do you think I will get better? Is the smallpox very bad?”

			The weakness in his voice cracked my heart. “It is not so bad,” I lied. The shapes outside the window grew larger, so that I could see their bony arms and long, spindled fingers. “The smallpox will disappear in just a few days.”

			Woferl shook his head. He did not believe me. “I wish I could see you,” he whispered. His hand slipped out of mine and reached up for my face. I let him touch my cheek and held it there for him, so that he could feel the coolness of my skin.

			My music notebook called to me. I thought I could hear its notes coming from my room, fragments of my composition. A tingle ran through my body at the sound.

			Hyacinth. He had come to call. The time was near.

			“Nannerl,” Woferl said suddenly. He turned his face to me. “I’m sorry about your compositions.”

			At that, I turned sharply back to him. “What?”

			“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

			I swallowed, afraid of what he might say next. “What do you mean?”

			“The six sonatas that Papa took from you. He should not have done that.”

			I was silent. My hands pulled Woferl’s away from my cheek so that he could not feel the tremble of my jaw. How long ago was it that our father betrayed me? I had tried to bury it away in my heart, didn’t think Woferl would ever speak aloud to me about it. Now the memory of it all came roaring back, stabbing so hard at me that I winced in pain.

			From the corner of my eye, I saw a small movement. A tiny patch of mushrooms was growing on the dresser top, right beneath the light of the candle. They were a shiny black and dotted with scarlet.

			Woferl struggled to get closer to me. “I didn’t tell him, you know,” he said. “I didn’t tell Papa about your music. I did not think that he would ever find them, but he did, for he was searching for a pair of cuff links he had lost. I could not stop him from going there.”

			He spoke frantically, as if he knew he was fading away. I patted his hand, clucking to him softly so that he would not work himself into a frenzy. “I know,” I whispered. “It’s all right.”

			“They are yours,” Woferl went on. “And they are better than anything I could have written.” He took a deep breath. “All I’ve ever wanted, Nannerl, was to be like you. It is still all I hope for. I need you to know. I need you to know.” He repeated it several times, urgent in his fever.

			All I’ve ever wanted.

			And suddenly I realized that, here, kept safe within the small chest of my brother, was my wish all along. I’d despaired so much of ever seeing it come true, had spent so much effort turning toward my father for validation, that I’d never taken the time to look in Woferl’s direction for it.

			It was my wish not to be forgotten, to have a place within hearts when I was gone. To be remembered by the world.

			But it was my brother’s wish to be like me. He was the one who handed me quill and ink. He was the one who remembered.

			Tears blurred my vision. All around us, vines had begun creeping up the walls and around the bedposts, their leaves a glittering black, their flowers tiny and white. Nannerl, the whisper came, calling for me. The kingdom had finally come to claim my brother.

			Woferl gave me a thoughtful expression. I hurriedly wiped away my tears. Although I knew he could not see them, he seemed to know I was crying.

			“You did not look through the final volume,” he said at last.

			“No,” I answered. “How could I? I saw your name printed on the cover.”

			“You did not see the final copy of Die Schuldigkeit, either. I remember you walked out of the room, complaining of the air.”

			I thought back to the oratorio we had written together. “I did not have the strength to see your signature on it.”

			“I did not sign either with my name, you know. I could not do it.”

			I continued to look at him, more surprised now than anything. Such a thought had never crossed my mind. “What did you sign them as, then?”

			“I signed them Mozart.”

			I leaned forward. “Just Mozart?”

			“Yes. For both of us. We are both Mozart, are we not?”

			Woferl paused and made a gesture with his hands, as if to write something down. I broke out of my thoughts long enough to see it, then rose and walked over to where Papa slumped on the writing desk. I carefully took the quill and inkwell, my hands brushing past ivy leaves and tendrils as I did, and then a sheet of paper. I returned to Woferl’s side. With both hands, I helped him find the quill and dip it in the inkwell. He touched the paper, then pressed the quill down.
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			He smiled at me. I was too stunned to say anything in return. I simply leaned closer, then laid my head gently against his swollen cheek. His breathing became shallower, a hissing tide between lulls. I hummed for him. He tightened his grip on my hand.

			The glow of blue fireflies had begun to flood the room, darting impatiently from one place to the next. This was the moment Hyacinth had been waiting for. I could hear him calling for me, the music of my composition seeping into the air and his whispers accompanying it.

			Nannerl. My Fräulein. It is time.

			Woferl was suspended between two worlds. The time had come to lead him out of this world forever and into the kingdom beyond.

			When he had fallen asleep, I took the quill and ink and placed them back on the writing desk. Then I left the sickroom, returned to my own room, and found the music notebook tucked underneath my bed. I cradled it in one arm. Black mushrooms dotted the floor, but disappeared wherever my feet landed.

			I went to my brother’s door. Then I passed it by and headed down to the main entrance.

			Nothing stirred in the night except the kingdom itself, which had begun to grow faster, its dark grasses lining the steps of the stairs, its poisonous vines and leaves suffocating the buildings. I could hardly feel my bare feet against the rain-soaked pavement of the street.

			The woods of the kingdom lined the side of the city, the path into them shrouded in black. I halted in my steps to gather my courage. My shadow wavered under silver light. I looked up to see the twin moons aligned at last with each other, forming a single bright disk in the sky.

			Then I stepped onto the path and disappeared into the woods.
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			THE QUEEN OF THE NIGHT

			The path I took was lit by nothing more than slivers of moonlight. The tortured trees of the kingdom sighed in the wind, leaning their bare branches and roots toward me as if to pull me to them. I went on, careful to avoid the dark water pooled near their bases. For a while, I couldn’t be sure where I was heading. The path could have led down to the white shores, toward the hidden grotto where the trapped queen lived. Or to the castle, where I would meet Hyacinth.

			I tried to turn in the direction that I thought would take me to the beach. My feet padded quietly down the winding path. My breaths came shallow and swift. What if Hyacinth kept me from going there? What if he appeared at the end of the path, waiting for me?

			The piece I had composed played on the night air, a melancholy melody that drifted between the trees. There were no faeries lighting the path tonight, for all of them must have abandoned the woods to join Hyacinth at the castle. I was grateful for their absence. If one were here, it would surely tell Hyacinth the news of my presence. But he was distracted by the festivities he was throwing tonight, waiting for me to bring my brother to him.

			At last, when I thought I could go no farther, the woods ended, and the path led out onto the shore of white sand. With a start, I realized that the kingdom had permitted me to take the path that my heart wanted to follow. And my heart had led me to the trapped queen.

			The ocean was no longer the calm blue I remembered. Now it was so dark that I could no longer see the sand sifting at its bottom, and when I dipped a toe into the water, it no longer felt warm but as cold as the winter sea. I sucked my breath in sharply as I waded in, letting the icy water shock my skin. A short distance away rose the rocks beneath where the grotto lay.

			I glanced back once at the woods behind me, half expecting to see Hyacinth waiting for me on the shore, his head tilted at me in expectation. But he was not there.

			I turned back to the ocean, took in a deep breath, and dove.

			At first, I could see nothing. The water swallowed me whole, pushing against me as I swam deeper, my arms searching for the rough surface of rock. I went on and on, until my lungs began to burn. Had it taken this long for Woferl and me to find the grotto’s entrance when we last entered it? Had it only been a nice memory, the warm, sweet water and the glowing cavern?

			What if it was no longer there? Perhaps I was too late, and the Queen of the Night had perished alone.

			Just as I thought my lungs might burst, my hands scraped along rock that curved inward into a tunnel. I pushed myself frantically through the black water, reaching blindly, until I hit the end of the tunnel and felt it curve sharply upward. My legs kicked with the strength of my last breath.

			I surfaced with a terrible gasp.

			The cavern had grown darker since the last time I saw it. The blue flowers that had draped down from the cavern ceiling in sweet garlands, filling the air with their heady scent, had withered and died, leaving behind their shriveled shells. The night flowers that crawled along the walls, lighting the space with their blue glow, had turned scarlet as they died, their skeleton husks littering the cavern floor with an ominous red hue.

			I swam toward dry ground. As I went, the silhouette of a figure hunched against the rock walls, her head in her hands, came into view.

			Her shoulders shook as she cried. Her legs were still melted into the cavern floor, trapped eternally there. Her wings looked even more tattered and faded than I remembered, hanging limply against her back—but tonight, there was a golden glow about her, as if some remnant of magic were stirring in her blood.

			The twin moons. Their alignment. I remembered that this would be the night when her power would be at its height, and then I recalled the Sun’s love for the queen, how he had bestowed her with the magic of his fire.

			She did not look up at my approach until I pulled myself out of the water. It must have been the sound of my dripping against the rock that shook her out of her reverie. Her face jerked up, and her dark gaze locked straight on to mine. There was no white in her eyes at all. Suddenly I remembered Hyacinth’s old warning to me, that she was a witch who was not to be trusted, and I felt myself yearning, even now, to heed his advice.

			Then her sobs quelled some as she took me in, tilting her head this way and that. At last, a glint of recognition appeared.

			“You tricked me,” she said. Her blue lips curled into a snarl as her voice echoed off the cavern walls, repeating the words over and over. You tricked me, you tricked me. “Hyacinth’s little Fräulein.”

			I forced my hands to stop trembling and myself to move forward. “He tricked me too,” I whispered. “He told me that you were the Queen of the Night, but not that you were once the queen of Back.”

			At my words, she froze. She eyed me suspiciously, as if not quite believing me, and for a moment I thought that perhaps she didn’t remember her past at all.

			Then she said, “How do you know this?”

			I could barely force the answer from my lips. “Because Hyacinth entered the tallest tower of the castle and killed the princess confined there.” There were tears in my eyes now. “Because I did not know any better, and helped lead him there.”

			The queen’s suspicion changed to shock. In that shock, I suddenly saw not a faery, nor a creature, but a woman who’d once had a son and a daughter. Her dark eyes blinked, turned moist, filling up until fresh tears ran down her cheeks. It had been her daughter in the tower, and the realization made her crumple there, defeated.

			I waited, frightened, for her to unleash her wrath on me. Instead, she looked up at me with a sad gaze and shook her head. “He tricked you,” she said. “Just as he’d once tricked me.”

			“What do you mean?” I whispered.

			“The girl in the tower was you, child,” she said. “You still live, just as your brother does. But Hyacinth will take you both tonight, if you are not careful.”

			Both of us. I trembled, struggling to understand her.

			If Woferl was the princeling of Back, then I was the princess. It was why I saw so much of myself in the girl trapped at the top of the tower, how I’d felt like I was looking into a mirror. Perhaps it was even why I seemed to feel the pain of Hyacinth’s teeth sinking into her in that moment, why I woke with visions of blood staining my hands.

			She was me, and I was her.

			Hyacinth had devoured the part of my soul trapped in that castle. What he really wanted now was the rest of my heart. The entirety of me. And after I brought him my brother tonight, he would let the illness overcome me and take me with him too.

			“Wicked souls always seek to trap us,” the queen told me. Her voice was so lyrical, so sad in its sweetness, that I could feel the crack it made against my heart.

			“What did he do to you?” I whispered.

			“I was a young queen who loved her husband and was eager to rule her kingdom. Oh, I had so many ideas! The king would sit and listen to me for hours, writing down all I wanted to do for the villagers. Give food and homes to our poor.” Her eyes shone for an instant with the past. A wistful smile played on her lips. “And then, in the woods, I encountered a young faery.”

			I could see it now, the queen’s first encounter with Hyacinth, how she must have been as hypnotized by his charms as I once was.

			“He cast a spell on me and led me farther and farther from home. When I tried to find my way back, I only stumbled upon the white sands of this shore.” She looked away. “He imprisoned me in here, cursing my legs to forever be trapped as part of this cavern, until the day someone came to free me.”

			She turned her eyes up to me again. The glow around her pulsed with a life of its own. “Here I am. And here you are. Have you come to free me? Or are you his messenger again, to put me out of my misery?”

			I stared back at her, remembering her fury and frustration the last time I’d seen her.

			“Is it possible to find what you’re looking for?” I finally asked her. “Is it possible to get what you want?”

			“These are questions I cannot answer for you, child,” she replied. “But we must still try.”

			My gaze shifted to the night flowers growing along the wall. There were only a few left now, dying because the spirit of the queen was dying as well. I walked closer to one and ran my finger delicately along its enormous black petals. It cast its scarlet light against my skin.

			Fill the night flower with water, the queen had said to me when I last stood in this grotto. Pour it on my feet. Free me!

			I closed my fist around the stem of the flower. I pulled hard. The stem cracked, the flower coming free into my hand. I walked to the grotto’s pool and knelt over it, filling the flower with water. Then I returned to the queen and held it over her feet.

			“Perhaps,” I said, “we should have helped each other all along.”
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			THE RETURN OF THE QUEEN

			From a distance, we must have looked like a timid pair, the queen and me. She walked behind me, her form small and fragile in a riding cloak. Beneath her hood, I could see nothing but the line of her lips. But there was a strength about her tonight. When she looked at the night sky, to where the twin moons hung aligned, her shoulders straightened and she tilted her head up as if to soak in the sight. The light of the moons was a reflection from the Sun, I realized, and even this small bit of heat seemed to feed her heart. I could feel the warmth emanating from her skin, see the yellow glow growing around her, highlighting her features underneath the cloak.

			Her breaths quickened as the distance between us and the castle shortened. When the first tall spires began to peek through the trees, she paused in her tracks, as if she could no longer bring herself to move forward. I stopped to look at her.

			She had not seen her kingdom since it had first fallen. Her memory of this place was one steeped in beauty, filled with the love of her people and the affection of her king. Now it was emptied, the square no longer packed with smiling crowds or bustling merchants, the moat filled with dark water.

			She stayed still for a long time, seemingly lost in thought. I wondered if she didn’t have the strength to go any farther.

			Then she took one step, and another. She came to my side and we walked together, our strides even. The glow around her strengthened the closer we drew to the castle.

			As we reached the thorned bridge, the stems seemed to shrink away in fear from the heat that radiated from her. I gritted my teeth and continued to move forward. In my mind, I pictured my brother’s blinded face, his weak gasps on his deathbed. The bridge trembled as the queen’s bare feet walked across it. But she did not slow in her steps, and the thorns did not give way. They held together until we had reached the other side. Then the thorns, seemingly weakened from her magic, finally crumbled, falling into the churning waters below.

			Hyacinth was already standing at the front gates of the castle, waiting for us.

			His once-lithe body was now stripped of color, tall and sinewy like a creature of the forest, and his once-boyish cheekbones and delicate features had now grown so angular that he looked nothing like a human and every inch a faery. Perhaps this was what his appearance had always been, and I had simply never seen the real him.

			His glowing eyes stayed fixed on me as we approached. He smiled as I stopped a few steps away from him. His gaze darted to the figure beside me, veiled behind the cloak. She stayed very still and did not move.

			“My darling Fräulein,” Hyacinth said to me. He drew closer. All around him tittered his ever-present faeries, their blue glow dancing from spot to spot. They whispered harsh, eager things at me. “You’ve done so well. You’ve brought him, as well as yourself.”

			As well as yourself. I stared into his lying eyes and saw the hunger there. The queen’s warning echoed in my mind. He did not care if my wish was fulfilled. He would take me tonight, along with my brother, and neither of us would return to the world beyond.

			I looked behind us. The path we’d come from had now closed entirely, the thorns cutting off the bridge and the moat.

			“I’m here, as you asked,” I said slowly.

			Hyacinth’s eyes darted again to the cloaked figure beside me. She stood so calmly. For the first time, I sensed in him a hint of doubt. His faeries flitted about, irritated and skeptical. Hyacinth lifted his face to the sky, closed his eyes, and took a delicate sniff. Then he looked at me again, and when he did, his pupils were narrowed into slits.

			“Your brother?” he whispered to me.

			I looked back at him as steadily as I had once looked at my father. I realized that I was not afraid now. When I didn’t answer, Hyacinth swiveled his attention back to the cloaked figure and peered into the darkness that shrouded her face. His eyes then went to her hands, to the faint golden glow that came from her palms. When he peered more closely under her hood, he noticed the warm light against her features.

			That was when the first hint of fear showed on his face.

			“Who is this that you’ve brought with you?” he whispered to me.

			I didn’t move from my spot. I only looked to the figure at my side as she removed her hood.

			“The queen,” I replied, “the one who truly belongs here.”

			He took a step back. A stricken look came onto his face, replaced quickly by anger. In it, I saw a thousand realizations—who I’d brought before him, who had freed her, what she wanted.

			The queen stared back at him with an unflinching expression. A small smile tilted up the edges of her lips. She was taller now, her bearing more regal. I wondered how I’d ever mistaken her for anything other than a queen.

			“I thought we had a bargain,” Hyacinth said to me. There was real terror in his eyes now. “Bring your brother to me, when the time has come, so that he may take his place in the kingdom. You betrayed me.”

			“My brother is on his deathbed,” I replied, finding my strength, “because of you. If I’d brought him here today, you would keep him here eternally, so that he will disappear from my world. You would do the same with me.”

			“I am your guardian, Nannerl, not your demise.”

			I narrowed my eyes at him. “Everyone always thinks they are protecting me.”

			His mouth twisted into a grimace. His faeries flitted wildly, unsettled and angry. He did not like the look of understanding on my face. “Don’t you want your brother gone? Isn’t this what you’ve always wanted?”

			Once, perhaps, when I didn’t understand myself, I’d wanted it.

			The queen stirred then, and Hyacinth backed uneasily away from her. She fixed her intense gaze on him and refused to let him look away. “The last time I saw you, you came to me with your glowing eyes and a charming smile on your face,” she said. “You led me away from my children, and into a cavern where you imprisoned me.”

			Hyacinth growled, a low rumble that began in his chest and rose through his throat. “Stupid queen,” he said, then glanced at me. “Stupid girl. All your life, you wanted nothing more than to stand tall next to your brother. Now you will be reduced to nothing but a brief mention in history. Perhaps not even that. And for what, my darling? Because you’re afraid to harm your brother?”

			I kept my face resolute. “Because I will not make a bargain with a liar. There are too many lies in my life.”

			His eyes slid anxiously to the queen again. Suddenly, with his persuasion taken away from him, he seemed weaker, his figure less menacing. The queen stood so tall that I couldn’t even remember how she’d looked in the cave. Her skin began to glow with gold. Every line of her looked regal, unflinching and unafraid, finally ready to face the one who had brought her so much misery. The warmth from her wrapped around me in an embrace.

			“You are in a castle where you don’t belong,” the queen said to Hyacinth. As she spoke, the castle stirred and sighed beneath its ivy-choked walls and soot-stained paths, as if remembering its mistress’s voice. “Go back to the woods and torment us no more.”

			Hyacinth sneered at her, but already the castle was changing, revitalized by the magic of her warm presence, and as Hyacinth stood there, the thorns and ivy that had started to choke the courtyard walls began to crumple away. I heard the echo of laughter from long ago, the merry voices of villagers who had once strolled this place.

			Hyacinth’s smile reappeared. To my horror, his eyes were shifting . . . molding into something that looked surprisingly like my own eyes. “Little noble lady,” he taunted. “So abruptly changed. But it is too late for you. You have made your choice, and you have decided to be forgotten.”

			This was a final lie. It was not too late yet.

			Beside me, the queen lifted her glowing hands. Hyacinth shrank back in terror. His faeries darted away in a uniform wave.

			“You’re afraid of the light,” I said to him. “Of warmth. Fire. Life.”

			“You will not do it,” he said. His voice had turned into a whimper now as he looked between the queen and me. “You know I am your only chance to fulfill your wish. We have always helped each other, Fräulein. If you turn away from me now, there is no coming back.”

			“I’ve had enough of your temptations,” I replied. “You are not the guardian of my destiny. I have already found my own way. You will not take my brother, and you will not steal me away to die.”

			“Everyone dies,” Hyacinth said. He laughed, a high, nervous sound. “But not everyone, my darling, will be remembered.”

			I thought of what I’d written, the sonatas published under my brother’s name. I thought of our oratorio, the measures of my own that I had kept. I thought of my brother’s wide, admiring eyes, the way he would imitate my style, my composition, my music. I thought of his last words to me, his small voice, his hand in mine. It was my wish, in a form I could only now recognize.

			All I’ve ever wanted was to be like you.

			Perhaps I would never be remembered in the same way as my brother. Perhaps, in the world’s eyes, I would never be what I wanted to be. Perhaps the only one who would ever hold me in his heart would be Woferl. But when I was gone, my work would survive, immortalized on paper, embedded in my brother’s mind. Locked away inside me, carried on through him. No one could take that piece of my soul away.

			“What you offer me,” I replied, “I have already achieved.”

			Hyacinth lunged toward me. The queen stepped forward, her arms outstretched, to protect me. The glow of her hands flashed a brilliant golden light, as bright as the Sun itself—and all at once, the entire castle seemed drenched in heat. Fire engulfed the dark grass near my feet, eating it away in great gulps. The queen lifted her arms to the sky, and the flames before us surged at her beckoning.

			Hyacinth shrieked in anger and fear. Fire raced in a ring around me and swallowed the crooked black trees, the winding path, the vines and ivy and leaves, the clusters of mushrooms. It devoured the faeries in its path, the ivy staining the walls, the soot-charred stones. It devoured the ghosts of the past and the weight of the air. It fed on the dead silence of the castle, filling it instead with the roar of flames.

			Hyacinth tried to run. He leapt over one column of fire, then another. For a moment, I thought that perhaps we would not be able to trap him at all, that he would end up escaping still into the woods, until the next time a poor fool crossed his path and he decided to use their lives for his pleasure.

			Then the flames caught his arm. Hyacinth yelped, dancing in agonized fury amidst the flames and burning trees. His skin melted in the heat. His screams grew higher and higher. I watched as the flames ate away at his figure until he was no longer a tall, foreboding figure, not even the shy and mischievous boy I’d first seen so long ago, his eyes large with fear and his wide mouth twisted into a smile. He danced as he died, his body a column of fire raging in unison with everything around him.

			Fräulein! he called to me as he went. Help me!

			And even now, in spite of everything, I could feel the pull of his presence against my heart. But the queen and I watched in silence, until that pull weakened and weakened into nothing.

			Then the fire engulfed him, and he at last turned to ash.

			Before us was an empty castle, cleansed of its poison, drenched in light. The strange music that had always permeated the kingdom, the wind of Hyacinth’s whispers, was gone now. In its place lingered something different. A sound as sweet as the earth, made not of magic but of something real and warm and alive. The music of a heart.

			In the sky, the moons had begun to set. For the first time, I saw the beginning of a glow at the horizon, the first hour of dawn before sunrise. I stood transfixed by the pink streaking the sky.

			The queen finally turned to me, her eyes steady again. She was no longer a cursed witch, but a human, her faded wings now transformed into her velvet cloak.

			I didn’t know what to say to her. What could I? I had let her stay trapped in her prison for so long. But when I couldn’t speak, she did.

			“Now I am free,” she said. “And so will you be.”

			I didn’t answer. I would return to my world, where Woferl would publish music and I would not. Where my future had already been laid out before me, a path that I could not hope to change.

			The queen seemed to see my thoughts in my eyes, for she leaned forward and touched my chin. When she replied, I heard my mother’s voice. “It is a long battle to fight,” she said, “but you must still fight it. Speak for those less fortunate than yourself, who will need your help. Speak for the ones who will come after you, looking to you for guidance. Stay true, daughter. One day, you will see it all go up in flames.”

			She smiled at me, then turned back to her empty castle. Already, I knew she would transform it, change this broken place into something worthy again. Already, I knew I would never be able to return.

			I turned my back and walked away. The thorns were gone, as was the moat. I followed the path until the streets of Olmütz returned and the cathedral reappeared before me. The fire left behind an abrupt silence. No traces of the kingdom remained. Only a few streaks of ash smeared against the street, already being washed away by a light drizzle.

			I wrapped my arms around myself and began the journey back to our house.
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			THE END OF THE BEGINNING

			When spring arrived again in Salzburg, and the fear of the smallpox had long since faded, my father decided it was time to begin touring again.

			I saw the carriage waiting on the Getreidegasse. For a moment, I stayed in the music room, seated on the bench of the clavier, tidying the white layers of petticoats that peeked through my blue silks. Down below, Mama looked on as the coachman helped Papa drag the last of his and Woferl’s belongings into the carriage boot. They were headed to Italy, where my brother would play for the Hapsburgs and the Roman public.

			The clavier, usually occupied in the mornings by Woferl, sat unopened and covered with a white cloth. I had not touched it in several weeks. Over the winter, I’d spent less of my time in this room and more time with Mama, reciting poetry with her and learning how to stitch a lace pattern.

			Now I sat at the bench and ran a hand lightly across the instrument’s covered surface. My hair hung loose about my shoulders, waves and waves of it, untouched and unruly. I smoothed it back as well as I could, then pushed it behind my shoulders with a few pins. It was not unlike the style I’d worn so long ago, on the bright autumn day when a court trumpeter had come to listen to me perform. I had been eight years old then.

			I had turned eighteen in January. My years of performing before an audience were over.

			Finally, when I felt ready, I rose from the bench. On the Getreidegasse, I saw my brother tilt his head up toward my window. He waved a hand at me. I smiled at him, then headed downstairs.

			The air was warm today, the breeze ruffling the curls of my hair. I made my way to where my brother stood alone. When he heard my footsteps against the cobblestones, his eyes lit up and he ran at me, wrapping his arms around me in a tight embrace.

			“Woferl,” I said, laughing. “You are such a child, to run at me like that.”

			“I don’t care,” he said. “I will miss you. I’ll write you letters, of course, and tell you everything that I see. You will feel as if you are right beside me.”

			I smiled at him. He had been growing steadily all winter, his limbs turning thin and awkward. Pockmarks lingered on his face from the smallpox, forever prominent, but through them I could still see the face of a young boy, at once too naïve and too mature for his age. “I will look forward to them every day,” I said. I touched his cheek. “Tell me everything, Woferl. Even what you eat for breakfast.”

			He laughed. Behind him, Papa and Mama conversed in low voices with the Hagenauers. They were financing part of this trip, and I could tell in Papa’s gestures that he was thanking them for their continued generosity. Again, our rent was delayed. It was our endless state of being, teetering on the balance scale of the world, hoping always for better tidings.

			“You will be safe here, with Mama?” Woferl asked. He stepped closer to me so that the others would not hear him.

			I had told him, after he’d begun his recovery from the smallpox last autumn, what had happened to the kingdom on that night in Olmütz. That the kingdom was consumed by fire, that it was gone and had been rebuilt, and that we shouldn’t talk about it anymore. He had taken it all in stride, as if the end of my imagination of it was the end of his as well. Since then, I had not been visited in my dreams. Neither, I think, had he, although he did not speak of it. There were no more visions of edelweiss growing on sheet music, or silhouettes of faery creatures waiting in our music room. There was no more magic permeating our lives, aside from the magic of the real world. Of music, his and mine, real and true.

			“We will be safe, I assure you,” I told him.

			Woferl looked down. “Promise me you will write me too, and tell me everything. Send me your compositions. I hope you continue to write them down. I swear to you that I will not let them end up in our father’s hands.”

			“I will send what I can.” I opened my arms to Woferl and hugged him tightly.

			Woferl’s voice sounded muffled against my dress. “I’ve never been without you,” he murmured.

			I held him to me for a long time, savoring his embrace, and said nothing.

			When Woferl finally released me and climbed into the carriage, I walked over to stand with Mama and said my goodbyes to my father. He patted my cheek and touched my nose with the tip of his finger.

			“Be good, Marianne,” he said to me. “Take care of your mother.”

			I nodded. He had stopped calling me Nannerl as soon as I’d turned eighteen. “Have a safe trip, Papa.”

			He smiled at me. Something sad lingered in his eyes.

			For a moment, I wondered if he regretted leaving me behind, that he had also regretted what he’d done in Vienna, that forces outside of his powers made him act as he did. I thought for an instant he could see something in me, and he wished he could have created more with it.

			Then it was gone, as always, and he leaned in to kiss my forehead. “I will write to you and your mother,” he said.

			I stayed at the music room’s window long after their carriage had vanished down the Getreidegasse. I sat until the sun had shifted the shadows in the room and my mother called for me to join her. Only then did I rise, smooth my skirts, and leave.

			Before I did, I stared out the window one more time and remembered the Kingdom of Back as I had first known it, with its upside-down trees and white sand beach, the little path and the wayward signpost. I remembered that first blustery day in autumn, ten years ago, when it had appeared in my dreams. I thought I could see it again now, a ghostly image imprinted over the Getreidegasse’s wrought-iron signs and balconies, the faded castle rising up behind the buildings like a forgotten cloud.

			It was the temple of my youth, the representation of so much that I had hoped for. Perhaps it had always existed and would always exist, ready for the next little girl to make a wish.

			I did not imagine Hyacinth in the kingdom. I had long ago forgotten what he looked like.

			Later that evening, I put away my old music notebook and my broken pendant, storing them in a place where I would not look every day.
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			TWENTY-THREE YEARS LATER

			SANKT GILGEN, AUSTRIA

			1792

			In February, as I rest in Sankt Gilgen with my  husband and children, I receive a familiar guest from Salzburg  who is coming to speak about Woferl’s childhood. He arrives on a sunny, cold afternoon, right as I am braiding my daughter Jeanette’s hair.

			I have been expecting my guest. When my husband greets him at the door, he walks in with his usual air of merriness, shaking his hand before turning to me. He is slower now, his bones more brittle. Still, though, he is energetic in the way that he brushes leaves from the velvet of his justaucorps, and turns to smile at me.

			I smile back, help Jeanette off my lap, and curtsy to him. “It is good to see you, Herr Schachtner,” I say. “Thank you for coming. I hope you’ve been well.”

			He looks at me. How much has changed since that first blustery morning when he heard me play. I am married now, mother to three young children. As for Herr Schachtner himself, he has become an old man, bent from the world.

			“Thank you, Frau Berchtold,” Herr Schachtner says. He bows to me. “How have you been keeping?”

			“Well enough,” I say. “Better than before.” My words lodge in my throat for a moment before they come free. “It is slowly getting easier to accept Woferl’s absence.”

			He gives me a sad smile and shakes his head. “Ah, I’m glad to hear it.” We stay silent for an awkward moment, the consequence of many years apart and the lack of my father’s presence. Papa would have known what to say.

			Then Herr Schachtner clears his throat and reaches for a chair. “Let’s begin, then,” he says. “What is it that Herr Schlichtegroll needs to know?”

			“He wishes to compile a biography of Woferl,” I reply, “and has requested some information from his early life. I would like to have another’s voice added to my own, so I thought of you. I’m sure you may remember some things about Woferl that I may have forgotten.”

			Herr Schachtner nods. Some of his early energy disappears as he begins to think of my brother. “Very well,” he murmurs. He has brought with him a stack of papers, old letters and concert announcements, and he starts to sift through them. I bring over a stack of my own, and together we sit to pore over each one.

			“Did you have a chance to speak to him before he died?” he asks me after a while, after we’d begun to compile a small list of anecdotes.

			I look at him. “No,” I say. “I spoke to him once, several years ago, but I did not know of his illness last winter until he had already passed.” I pause there, suddenly uncomfortable with a topic that I’ve already needed to discuss on several occasions. I do not like to remember it. Sometimes I still wonder, on nights when the others have fallen asleep, what had ultimately caused my brother’s early death. Woferl had been in the middle of a composition shortly before he fell ill. I never tried to ask his wife what the composition was. I was too afraid of recognizing in it some familiar, ethereal sound.

			Perhaps Woferl had always been the boy suspended between worlds, never meant to stay here for long.

			“There are still masses, you know,” Herr Schachtner says. “All Salzburg mourns for him. I’ve heard of gatherings held in Vienna and Prague as well, attended by hundreds.”

			I picture Vienna, a city once plagued with smallpox, now in silent mourning for Woferl. I wonder how grand his mass was, or if it was simple like that of his funeral. I wonder if Marie Antoinette, the little archduchess to whom Woferl had once proposed, would have attended his mass if the French had not imprisoned her in the Tuileries Palace.

			Herr Schachtner and I trade stories, some that we both know, some that I have to remind him gently of. I recall how Woferl had picked out thirds on the clavier with me, and his little frown when one of the keys seemed out of tune. Herr Schachtner remembers his fervent composing, even at a young age, and the tears that would spring to his eyes whenever he was forced to pause. I bring out my old music notebook, now yellowing with age, and point out pages where Woferl had composed menuetts or where my father had written notes. When Herr Schachtner asks me about the page torn in my notebook, I simply shrug and tell him I cannot be sure what had happened.

			“You and Woferl were so close,” Herr Schachtner remarks, when I become carried away in telling one of his childhood stories. A smile emerges on the edges of his mouth. “You were quite the pair, weren’t you? You played for the kings of Europe, those who have changed our countries and written our histories.”

			The memory returns of our jostling carriage rides, the stories my brother and I would make up to entertain each other. I smile too, cherishing the warmth of this nostalgia. “Yes,” I reply gently. “I suppose we were.”

			Herr Schachtner returns to his stack of papers, pulls out the next one, and holds it out to me. “Sebastian, your old servant, had this in his possessions. I found it and thought you might know more about it than I will.”

			I stare at the paper, momentarily unable to speak. It is the old map that Woferl and I had once asked Sebastian to draw for us, a map of the Kingdom of Back. Some of his sketching has faded away now, and the castle on the hill is smudged and ruined. I look at the little moat Sebastian had drawn, the upside-down trees and the white sand beach. I hear in my mind the crunch of leaves beneath our feet, the splash of water as we swim in the kingdom’s ocean. I remember the dark, damp stairs in the castle tower, the scarlet sky and the children and the winding, crooked path.

			I do not try to remember the faery’s name.

			“It was a childhood memory,” I say after a while. “We called it the Kingdom of Back.”

			“The Kingdom of Back?” Herr Schachtner laughs a little. “How did such a name come about?”

			Woferl had whispered it to me one afternoon, a long time ago. But to Herr Schachtner, I say something different. The kingdom, and all its secrets, were meant only for my brother and me. “I can no longer be certain,” I say. “We used it to pass the time we spent in the carriage and on our journeys.”

			Herr Schachtner studies my face, as if he knows that there is more I want to say about it. I choose my words carefully, changing the kingdom into something that the rest of the world can understand. “We thought of ourselves as the rulers of this place,” I say. “I suppose it was where we could escape to, with our joys and sorrows, and let them out to play.” I look at Herr Schachtner. “Just a simple childhood game.”

			Herr Schachtner nods, satisfied with my story, and moves on to the next paper.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			We sit together late into the afternoon. When it finally comes time for him to leave, he promises to visit me again and bring gifts for the children.

			“I will let you know how Herr Schlichtegroll does with his writings,” I say. “I hope he will portray Woferl as a great man.”

			Herr Schachtner bows to me. Then he seems to remember something and pauses halfway out the door to face me again. His hand digs into the pocket of his jacket. “I’m sorry,” he mutters. “I’d almost forgotten. I have something for you.”

			I wait patiently.

			The Herr pulls out a tiny package for me, wrapped in white silk and tied with a simple ribbon. “His widow, Constanze, told me that she found this among Woferl’s possessions shortly after he died. She said that he meant this for you, as he had a little note on it with your name. She asked me to give it to you.”

			I turn the package over in my hands. Sure enough, a tiny scrap of paper is attached to its bottom. Für Nannerl, it says. I look at Herr Schachtner, who holds out his hands to me.

			“I’ve no idea what it is,” he says. “But I’m sure he would have liked you to receive it.” He bows once again, tipping his hat to me. “Farewell, Marianne. History will remember the Mozart name.”

			I thank him, curtsy, and then watch his coach leave.

			When he is gone, and I am still alone, I return to my seat and open the package. It’s very light, as if it holds only air, and for a moment I think that when I open it, the silk will simply fall away to reveal nothing at all, a final bit of mischief from Woferl.

			But when I unfold the silk, I find in my lap a seashell painted bright blue, a shell shaped like a near-perfect circle, with flecks of white showing through the paint inside its grooves. Like grains of sand.

			“Mama,” says a small, sweet voice beside me. I look down to meet the wide eyes of my little Jeannette, who has tilted up onto her toes to see what I am holding. “What is it?”

			I smile at her, then lower my hand to show her the shell in my palm. “It is a gift from your late uncle,” I tell her.

			She studies it, turning her head this way and that at the curious object. Her hair is like mine, dark and wavy, held back in a simple state with pins. “Where did it come from?” she asks.

			I am prepared to tell her something brief and careless, so that she does not ask again. Perhaps it is not worthwhile to mention the dreams and fears of our youth, of all that I had experienced. Perhaps it is unwise to trouble such a small girl with the pains of my past.

			Then, from some distant place, a memory stirs. It is a whisper in the air, the voice of a mother.

			Speak for the ones who will come after you, looking to you for guidance.

			I fold the shell back into the silk wrap, re-tie the ribbon around it, and put it in the pocket of my petticoat. Then I pick Jeannette up to sit in my lap. My arms wrap securely around her. She snuggles against me.

			“I am going to tell you a story you already know,” I say to her. “But listen carefully, because within it is one you have never heard before.”
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			The Kingdom of Back is actually a story I first wrote twelve years ago and have been finessing ever since. I grew up playing piano; Mozart’s music always impressed me because it was easy to learn but incredibly difficult to master. And to think that he wrote so much, so young! How was this possible? I found myself constantly drawn to movies, articles, and books about him—but in what I read or watched, there was never any mention of him having a sister. The only hint that she existed lay in occasional paintings I came across online depicting Mozart as a boy or young man, playing the violin while a young woman accompanied him on the clavier. Who was she, and why did she appear so frequently at his side?

			It wasn’t until I read Mozart: A Life by Maynard Solomon (a wondrously detailed book I highly recommend) that I learned Wolfgang had a sister—and not just a sister, but one who both played the clavier with extraordinary skill and composed as competently as her brother. Nannerl, as she was affectionately known, was five years Wolfgang’s senior and every bit a child prodigy. Before their father, Leopold, began teaching Wolfgang how to play the clavier, he taught Nannerl, marveling at how quickly she learned. In 1764, Leopold wrote in a letter, “My little girl plays the most difficult works which we have . . . with incredible precision and so excellently . . . although she is only 12 years old, [she] is one of the most skillful players in Europe.”

			A twelve-year-old girl who was one of Europe’s most skillful players. I couldn’t believe I’d never heard of Nannerl. Her brother was so celebrated! Yet here was his sister, his equal in talent, almost completely forgotten by history.

			I learned that Nannerl and Woferl were incredibly close as children, often performing together as their father toured them throughout Europe. Woferl idolized Nannerl his entire life, as is evident in his letters, and most likely was inspired to play music because of her. It was during my reading of this time in their lives that a tiny detail caught my eye. With nothing to do during the long months they spent traveling in carriages, Nannerl and Woferl invented for themselves a magical place they called the Kingdom of Back. It became their way of passing the time during their often years-long tours, and they became so absorbed with it that they asked their manservant, Sebastian, to draw a map of the kingdom for them.

			A world of fantasy and magic, invented entirely by the Mozart children. It was too interesting a premise for me to pass up, and I immediately knew I wanted to write a story around it. As the book evolved, it became a broader tale about Nannerl herself, what dreams and wishes she might have had, and what her compositions might have meant to her. How must it have felt to love something that the world refused to let her pursue? I am a writer, and telling stories is as much a part of me as my heart—I cannot fathom the agony of being barred from writing simply because of my gender. The thought of Nannerl living during a time when she not only couldn’t share her compositions but also had to watch her brother take the world by storm . . . it turned her story into a personal one for me.

			While there is no conclusive evidence that Nannerl ever composed under her brother’s name, there are claims that her handwriting appears in the music notebook that belonged to her and was also used by Wolfgang during his lessons. In fact, a 2015 Telegraph article by Jonathan Pearlman reports that an Australian professor may have identified Nannerl’s musical handwriting in pieces that her brother used to practice piano. What’s more, we know that she composed her own music. In letters exchanged between the siblings, Woferl would enthusiastically ask her to send him her compositions. Could she have lent her hand to some of his work? We may never know for sure, but I’d like to think it is possible.

			Tragically, none of her work has survived . . . under her own name, at least.

			In the end, Nannerl lived to be seventy-eight years old. Her brother Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart died when he was only thirty-five, but in a way attained immortality through his work.

			What legacy could Nannerl have left if she’d been given the kind of attention and access that her brother enjoyed? What beautiful creations were lost to us forever because Nannerl was a woman? How many other countless talents have been silenced by history, whether for their gender, race, religion, sexual orientation, or socioeconomic circumstances?

			I wrote this book for the Nannerls of today and tomorrow, in the hopes that when they are ready to share their brilliance with the world, the world is ready to give them the attention and honor that they deserve.
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