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Chapter 1: 

The Goblin Market
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"We must not look at goblin men,

We must not buy their fruits"

***
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My name is Conn, and I am no man's son. My mother claimed to have gotten me from one of the Gentry. I don't know the truth of that, if my father was indeed one of the Sidhe, or if he was simply a silver-tongued peddler who never thought again of the girl he left behind him in Hunter's Dell. All I know is that for my whole life, it was just my Ma and me in our little hut by the edge of the forest. Ma... well, the folks in the village called her Wise Meg, or Uncanny Meg, or Meg the Witch, and they came to her for their charms and simples and all the things that made the parson look down his long nose at us when we came to market. Ma told their fortunes and read their palms, made their love charms and uncrossed their cows, and before she died, she taught me her art. Now the village comes to me. That was how it all began.

I had been in my garden that morning, trying to convince the small patch of stubborn dirt that I needed radishes more than I needed rocks. When I saw the rider coming up the road, I knew that he was coming to see me. I leaned on my hoe and waited, and was surprised to see that it was Patrick Grady who was riding up to my gate. The richest man in the village, Grady looked down at me from atop his tall horse like I was something he'd rather not have found under his boot. Then he swallowed his pride, nodded a curt greeting, and cleared his throat, "I've need of an uncrossing."

I nodded. "Is it a cow or a horse you're asking for?"

The expression on his face wouldn't have been out of place if he'd swallowed a live toad. "Neither. 'Tis my daughter."

I dropped my hoe. "Something's happened to Bess?"

He didn't answer, turning his horse back down the road. "Will you come?"

He must have known that I wouldn't have said no, that I would never turn my back on Bess. She was my childhood playmate, a bold, headstrong girl who'd been willing to defy her father because she wanted the village bastard for a friend. She'd wanted to have me as something more, too; the night of her sixteenth birthday, she'd brought me into the hayloft of her father's barn. Grady and his men found us there, both of us half-dressed; Grady dragged his daughter off to the house, leaving his loyal pack of rowdies with instructions to 'deal with the bastard.' They did, hanging me by my wrists from the hayloft and laying my back open with a horsewhip, then leaving me there until one of the stable-boys took pity on me, cut me down and took me home. A few days later, Grady had ridden up to our gate, and told my mother that if he ever caught me near his girl again, he'd kill me himself.

Since that day, I'd avoided the market, avoided going into the village. I couldn't bear the thought of seeing Bess and not being able to go up to her, talk to her, share everything with her the way we had since we were small. But I never stopped thinking of her, dreaming of her, recalling the few precious moments that we'd had in the hayloft before we'd been found.

What in heaven's name must have happened to her that could bring Grady to look for my help?
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GRADY'S HOUSE WAS THE finest in the village, and every time Bess had brought me here, she'd brought me in through the front hall to sit in the drawing room like an honored guest. This time, I went to the kitchen door, and found a familiar face there. Moira, Bess' old nurse, met me at the door, wringing her hands as she escorted me into the house and up the servants’ stairs.

"Conn, you can help her?" she asked, her voice cracking with fear.

"I don't know, Moira. I will try," I answered, trying to keep my own voice steady. "Where are we going?"

"Miss Bess' bedchamber." Moira led me to the second floor, and down the hall. Grady himself was waiting outside a door, and as I reached it, he opened the door and gestured me inside. I walked in and stopped, stunned at what I saw. Bess lay in the center of the wide, curtained bed, writhing and moaning like a woman possessed. Her fair hair was dirty and matted, and her fine gown was filthy, tattered and torn. Worst of all, her arms were spread wide, her wrists lashed to the bedposts.

I turned to Grady, "What happened here?"

At the sound of my voice, Bess turned. She saw me standing in the doorway, smiled with delight, and called my name. I'd heard her say my name like that once before, and it had made my blood race. Now, the heat in her voice and the wildness in her eyes horrified me. I couldn't imagine what could have caused this. Grady gestured for me to join him in the corridor, closing the door firmly behind me.

"Tell me what happened," I said, trying to ignore the fact that I could still hear Bess through the door, whimpering and crying, calling my name.

Grady shook his head, not meeting my eyes, "We don't know. She went for a walk one evening, and didn't come home. The next morning, we found her wandering in the sheep pasture on the east side of the village, looking like she'd lost her wits. The doctor has been here, and the parson. She attacked the parson, tried to get out of the house. That's why she's bound." Grady stared at the door. "It's been three days, and she only gets worse."

I nodded. He was lying about something, but what, I had no idea. "Let me back in," I said. "I need to look at her, see if I can see anything."

Grady pushed me none-too-gently towards Bess' door. "Moira, go with him," he growled. Then he turned and stalked down the hall.

Moira held the door open for me, then followed me into the room. Once she had closed the door, I turned to face her. "What is he not telling me?" I demanded.

She looked at me and whispered, "He'll have me out on the streets if he finds out I've told you anything."

I met her eyes. "Moira, tell me what I need to save her."

She looked past me, staring for a moment at the struggling girl on the bed, then nodded, "The Master has arranged a marriage for Miss Bess. To Lord Faraday."

I hissed at the name. Lord Faraday was our liege lord, but that didn't mean I had to like the man. He was a heavy-handed man, I'd heard, and he'd buried four wives that I knew about. Moira nodded again.

"When he told Miss Bess, she refused. She told him..." she paused and then looked at me. "Conn, she told her father that if he forced her, she'd go to the goblins. They didn't find her in the sheep meadow. They found her at Hunter's Oak."

I turned and stared at the bed in shock. She had gone to the goblin market?

If you were to wander in the gloaming towards the hollow where the tree that the old folks called the Hunter's Oak had once stood, you would hear the goblins, calling to the unwary: 'Who will buy? Come and buy!' No one knew for certain when they had first come to Hunter's Dell. There were some, my mother told me, who were foolish enough to go into the hollow and take what the goblins offered. But when they returned to the hollow, seeking more of the same, they found it empty; the goblins never came twice to someone who had tasted their wares. All of those poor souls had died horribly within a few days, refusing food and drink, pining for whatever they had found in the hollow. Ma had told me once that she thought there might have been a way to save them, if there had been someone brave enough to try it. I wasn't brave, but I cared for Bess, and I was bound to try and save her.

I crossed to Bess' bedside and sat down next to her; she leaned towards me as much as her bonds would allow, whimpering softly.

"Conn," she moaned. "Touch me, please." Her eyes met mine, and I was stricken to not see the joy that usually shone from behind her own eyes. There was only need there, and want, only what the goblins had thrust upon her. I cupped her cheek and leaned forward to kiss her forehead.

"I'll bring you what you need, Bess," I whispered. "I swear it." Then I pulled back, reaching into the satchel I wore over my shoulder and pulling out a small, brown bottle that I handed to Moira, "Give her this, a full dram mixed into some milk. It will make her sleep. I should be back before she wakes, or very shortly after."

Moira looked at me in horror, "Conn, what are you going to do?"

I looked back at Bess, who was crying and calling for me to come back. It near broke my heart to turn away and leave her.

"I'm going to the goblins."
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I TOOK A LONG BREATH, gathered my courage, and walked down the hill into the hollow. I could hear the goblins calling from somewhere down near the stream, but until I came up to the remains of the oak, I couldn't see them. And once I did, I had to stop and stare.

Ma had never told me that goblins were beautiful. I'd been expecting monsters. Instead, I was facing angels. They were tall and thin, taller than any man, and covered from head to heels in sleek, glistening fur that reminded me of the otters that played in the forest pool. They were dressed solely in long, beaded loincloths that swayed in the evening breeze, and they moved with a fluid grace that made them look like they were gliding on air. When one of them turned to look at me, I could see its eyes were
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