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      For my family. Because of you, I always knew where I belonged. 

      

      And for my friend Joellen Kemper, who dances so bravely in the dark.
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      Grik the goblin shuffled his feet in time to the music that floated up from the orchestra pit. As one of the janitors of the Metropolitan Dance Hall, he was supposed to be cleaning, but he had crept away from his work to hide in a tangle of ropes and equipment so that he could peek at the dancers from backstage. And at one dancer in particular. 

      The troupe soared across the stage, their soft, pastel-colored costumes swirling around them. Twelve young elven women bent and swayed and leaped like flowers tossed before a breeze in a delicate display of marvelous skill. 

      But it was Rosanna, the lead dancer, who was the most magnificent. She danced as if it were more natural to her than walking, or even breathing. Her violet-colored eyes were bright with happiness and her golden curls—the same honey color of the floor in the troupe’s practice studio—bobbed around her flushed face. A perfect face, with perfect skin utterly unlike Grik’s. But it was her dancing that really made her come to life. It was her dancing that kept her from looking like a perfect doll and turned her into something real and vibrant and gloriously alive. As she performed a dizzying leap and spun effortlessly in front of her cavalier, Grik was absolutely certain that she was magical. She had to be; it was the only explanation.  

      And he was in love with her. 

      He thrust his mop into the air the way the cavalier had lifted Rosanna above his head. He wondered what it would be like to have his hands on Rosanna’s waist, to hold her close like that. His face went hot at the mere thought of it, and his pulse pounded in his ugly head.

      He watched Rosanna dance and sighed to himself as he swayed awkwardly to the music that she danced to so effortlessly. Not only was she the most beautiful dancer in the troupe, she was the most graceful and the most talented. But, better than that, she was the kindest. As a janitor, Grik had observed more than his share of backstage drama. He winced at the barbed words and the accusations that seemed to drift through the air like the powder the dancers brushed across their cheeks before each performance. But then Rosanna would dart into the room like a gentle butterfly, inserting herself softly and earnestly between arguments and soothing hurt feelings. She always had a kind word for everyone, even the lowliest workmen who rarely received even a glance from the dancers. 

      Even for Grik. 

      Elves and goblins didn’t really mix. They lived side by side and worked in the same buildings, but their worlds, their culture, and their conversations were still largely separate. Some were prejudiced against one another, but, for the most part, relations were friendly, though distant. They bore very little ill will; they just didn’t understand one another. And the thought of an elf and goblin fancying one another was unheard of.  

      That was Grik’s secret. He liked the elven world—and he liked Rosanna. 

      Sometimes he dared to believe that Rosanna liked him too. 

      He always froze when she looked his way. When she spoke to him, it seemed to take all the breath out of him and he could only mumble awkward responses before running away to hide, utterly overwhelmed that she deigned to see him. Despite his shyness, Rosanna still made a point of singling him out in crowds with her smile. 

      As if he was something special. As if she cared about him. 

      If she had been merely beautiful and merely kind, Grik didn’t think he would have fallen in love with her—for that would be like falling in love with a pretty statue. 

      She had a wound. He had seen it in her face. Sometimes the happy smile wavered and her eyes flinched, as if wincing at some secret pain. Sometimes he saw her wiping away a tear and hiding a sob in a handkerchief. Sometimes, when she practiced, she would suddenly miss a step that Grik was certain she knew by heart, suddenly as clumsy as a goblin and looking as if she didn’t know who she was. When that happened, she looked like the loneliest person in the city. 

      Grik knew what that felt like. He had felt so alone in the world; he had always assumed he was the only one to carry a secret wound. But Rosanna had one too. Perhaps they weren’t separated by an impassable chasm after all. Perhaps Rosanna was more like a goblin than he had ever dared to dream. That secret pain, and the ugliness of all hurts, somehow bound them together. Rosanna wasn’t utterly unlike him. That was what made him love her. 

      Grik tapped his huge fingers in time to the music and removed the single rose he had slipped carefully into his toolbox earlier that evening. He held it close to his heart, letting the petals tickle his chin. Tonight, he would finally tell Rosanna that he was her secret admirer. 

      For months he had been leaving little gifts and notes in Rosanna’s dressing room. He wanted to shower her with jewels and pretty clothes and sweets and all the wonderful things in the world. But, for now, he had to content himself with flowers, chocolates, and fanciful, homemade gifts that he spent many hours laboring over by candlelight. 

      Grik scraped and saved to buy the little luxuries. He didn’t mind—not when it was for Rosanna. At night, lying in his stone house in Stone Town, he would clutch the thought of those presents to himself as if they were a warm cup of broth. Every hour of work flitted by easily on the wings of anticipation as he thought carefully over how he would surprise and delight Rosanna. 

      His anonymous gifts caused a great stir in the theater. The backstage gossip was rampant as everyone tried to guess who could be leaving Rosanna presents. 

      And tonight he was going to admit that it was him. 

      Grik had thought that he would never, ever be brave enough to confess his feelings to Rosanna. The very thought of it still made him feel sick—but not as sick as it made him feel to go on not telling her. His secret spun and jumped inside of him in its own wild ballet, and it had to get out, to leap onto the stage, despite the audience, a bit of music that had to be danced to. 

      He watched Rosanna twirl, and the expectation of speaking with her made him as faint and dizzy as if he had been the one spinning around and around. But he was also filled with a strange optimism. Perhaps it was the smile Rosanna had given him earlier that day when he had opened the front door of the Metropolitan for her. Maybe it was the way she had said his name when he had timidly wished her good luck for the performance. 

      “Thank you, Grik!” The words rang in his ears like the sweet music from the orchestra, giving him hope. Giving him courage. 

      He blinked and clutched his rose as he looked towards the stage. The music was over, and the enchantment on stage ended. The curtains closed in a whoosh of velvet, muffling the wild applause that still poured from the audience.

      Grik pressed back deeper into the shadows as the dancers filed off the stage, complaining of tight slippers, tittering over handsome faces in the crowd, congratulating themselves, or yelling at assistants to help them in their dressing rooms. 

      Only Rosanna remained behind on the stage. She looked as if she couldn’t bear to step off of it. She didn’t look towards the curtain and the applauding audience beyond it, as other, vainer dancers might have. She was looking at the floor, as if she were gazing at some invisible pattern that her slippers longed to follow. 

      Grik waited for her to go back to her dressing room so that he could finally have a moment—one private moment—to tell her how he felt about her. 

      He looked from Rosanna to the stage. The audience had thrown dozens of flowers at her, and all he had was a rose. He comforted himself with the thought that his rose was the best rose to be had in the flower markets of La Caen—he should know; it had taken him hours to pick it out. And it was her favorite color—a deep, rosy pink. The same color as her mouth, Grik thought, feeling warm all over. 

      Rosanna twirled half-heartedly in the center of the stage and, for an instant, was almost as clumsy as Grik. He saw the pain travel across her face again, like clouds brushing away sunshine. Her shoulders slumped a little, as if all the euphoria that had made her dance so lightly had been replaced by a horrible weight. Grik’s heart lurched as a tear trace its way down her cheek. 

      Rosanna finally walked off the stage. A stagehand began to tease Rosanna about her secret admirer, saying that he was the reason her head was in the clouds, and they hazarded a guess about who he might be. Grik held his breath, fearing that he would hear some other name on Rosanna’s lips . . . and hoping that she might whisper his. 

      Rosanna didn’t respond to the stagehand or make any guess of her own; she only smiled a little at his talk as she headed down the hallway to her dressing room. 

      Grik shuffled after her, ducking past stagehands as they hurried to dismantle the set. People rushed back and forth, talking, shouting, and working. Life behind the stage was its own little world, but it was one that Grik only occupied on the outskirts, for the fear that he might not actually belong in this place, just as he feared he didn’t belong anywhere. 

      After many years of practice, Grik had become adept at staying out of people’s way. He knew how to make himself as small as possible and was fast at giving way to everyone else and tucking himself into corners. But tonight he was so consumed with thoughts of Rosanna that he wasn’t paying proper attention to where he was going. He suddenly collided with a hard, tall object. 

      “Hey! Watch where you’re going, you little fool! You nearly made me fall!” 

      Grik craned his misshapen head back to look up at the man he had bumped into. A dashing and handsome man clad in the scarlet uniform of the National Army towered over him. He was one of the many elves who fought on the borders of Auverne to keep their country safe from marauding orcs and monsters. The epaulettes on his shoulders and the medals next to his lapel showed that he wasn’t just any soldier, but an officer and a hero of his regiment. 

      Grik looked up at the striking face above him and was ashamed all over again by how he must appear in this man’s eyes. 

      Grik had the same pointed ears, but the similarity ended there. Where their skin was pale and smooth, his was rough and mottled and vaguely green—more like the skin of a lizard. His hair was not the smooth, perfect blond or brown tresses of an elf, but black and stubbly. Elves rarely grew taller than five feet, while goblins were far stubbier, a mere three to four feet in height. 

      The soldier’s smooth voice jerked Grik from his unhappy thoughts.

      “Goblins,” he growled. “I spend my life defending our country from monsters, and then I come home on leave and I’m tripping over them in the hallways of our public buildings. It’s a disgrace.”

      The man’s voice was as smooth and rich as cream, and Grik was painfully aware of his own rough and scratchy voice as he muttered a half-hearted apology.

      Proud blue eyes looked Grik up and down with distaste from beneath thick, straight brows. He had dark hair and a chiseled face with pale skin and delicate, pointed ears—not like the huge, hideous things stuck haphazardly to the side of Grik’s head. The only thing to mar the soldier’s outward perfection was his obvious injury. He carried an expensive cane with an ornate handle that he leaned heavily upon. He was slightly out of breath, as if walking pained him. 

      “What are you looking at?” the soldier snapped. 

      “Your leg,” Grik answered and then wished he hadn’t, for he thought the soldier might grab him by the neck and throttle him. For a moment, the soldier flushed as red as his uniform, but then a lordly expression chased away the brief flash of anger and shame.  

      “A mere war wound. I got this in the line of duty, defending our country from vermin that looked something like you.” His gaze skimmed over Grik with open disgust, and he suddenly smirked. “Being a credit and of actual use to my country . . . unlike you . . . janitor.” 

      Grik stared up at the elf, speechless with hurt and fury. He might be ugly, but a goblin was just as much a person as an elf. He wanted to fly at the man, to punch him in the leg, where it would hurt the most, but before he could speak or do anything, the soldier flicked a thin, graceful finger to the rose in Grik’s hand. 

      “Dear me, don’t tell me you fancy one of the ballerinas here.” The soldier laughed, long and cruelly. 

      Grik writhed inwardly with outrage, but his shame was greater than his pride, and he mumbled hastily, “It’s not from me. I’m . . . I’m delivering it for someone.” 

      The soldier smirked. “Well, that at least makes sense.”

      He pushed past Grik, but his attempt to strut was pathetic since one foot dragged along behind him. 

      Grik wanted to laugh at the soldier, to mock him, but as he took a step back he felt his own awkward gait and knew it was just as ugly—uglier—than the soldier’s limp. 

      Grik looked after the soldier and hated him with every fiber of his being, a rage that was swallowed up in helplessness as the soldier stopped in front of Rosanna’s dressing room and knocked on the door. 

      Grik pressed the rose to his chest, mind swirling. Who had he been fooling? How could a goblin janitor compete against an elvish soldier? This man was used to fighting for what he wanted and destroying anything that got in his way. Grik had no doubt that the soldier would easily stomp on him if he dared to interfere in his wooing—and enjoy doing it.

      The soldier knocked again on the dressing room door, and it swung open. Rosanna had already changed and was clad in a soft wool coat. Her hair had been removed from its bun and was now spilling around her face and shoulders. 

      Rosanna greeted the soldier with a smile. “Why, Paul! Hello.” 

      So that was his name. Grik hated it. He wondered desperately if her expression was a shade friendlier than usual. He loved Rosanna’s friendliness, but why did she have to be nice to Paul?

      Rosanna was exclaiming softly over Paul’s wound. One slim hand reached out to rest on the soldier’s shoulder. 

      Grik’s gaze dimmed in a kind of red fury and horror, as if his whole vision was swallowed up by that cursed scarlet coat. 

      Paul’s chin was up as he smiled and rattled on in a way that made Grik want to tear him to shreds. The soldier suddenly pressed a bouquet into Rosanna’s arms—a bouquet that Grik had been too upset to notice before. 

      They were dark-pink roses. Rosanna’s favorite. The soldier had known. 

      Grik crushed his own rose so tightly he heard the infinitesimal snap of the stalk. 

      Rosanna looked down at the soldier’s bouquet. For one very brief moment, she seemed sad. Before Grik could wonder why, he saw Paul looking at Rosanna, no longer prideful, no longer showing off, but with his heart in his eyes. 

      It was like looking into a mirror—only not. For this face was handsome, and Grik’s was not. 

      Grik watched them, and envy nearly choked him. He had never felt uglier in his life.

      Paul offered Rosanna his arm to escort her, and she took it. 

      Grik turned and ran through the Metropolitan Dance Hall, pushing past the workmen. He didn’t stop until he shoved against the big door to the side entrance and slipped out into air so cold, it shocked him into breathing again. 

      The soldier had a pain, not a real one, but enough of one to make Rosanna offer her kindhearted sympathy. He would use his wound to steal her compassion, and then he would steal her heart. 

      Grik eased down the narrow set of rain-slick steps that led to the alleyway, moving unsteadily—but not just because it was wet. 

      The lampposts had been lit all up and down La Caen’s main boulevard, casting a bright light up into the dark night but doing little to illuminate the alley. The capital of Auverne was far away from the skirmishes along its border, deep in the heart of a country full of beauty and glamour. 

      At the end of the alley, Grik could hear the talk and laughter of a crowd of theatergoers, saying their good-nights to people who cared about them and returning to something they called home. 

      Grik hopped off the last step and onto the curb, kicking at a pile of early autumn leaves and wiping hard at his eyes. Rain had fallen the day before, turning the leaves into moldy, wet piles that had been shoved against the curb, where they would be least noticed, all the bright color trampled out of them.  

      Grik didn’t like nights like this so much; they reminded him of himself, as if the whole world had turned into a mirror to show his own ugly reflection.

      He looked up at the stars, but all he could see was that horrible memory of Paul gazing at Rosanna with that brief look of curiosity and yearning. He too had seen the wound in Rosanna. Her wound had recognized his own hurt and that shared moment had been like a kiss. 

      Grik left the alley and stood on the edge of the main boulevard, watching the people go by in pairs—always in pairs. 

      The city’s famous onion-domed buildings were illuminated with the glow of the thousand lanterns that were lit every night to dangle fifty feet above the streets in long, bobbing chains. The domes were gilt, a myriad of soft pastels—and their shape and color reminded Grik of the skirts of the dancers he had seen perform tonight. Everything about this city was as light as the goblin town below was heavy, as bright as his world was dark. A city dedicated to art and scholarly pursuits, trusting in the world beneath them—a goblin culture dedicated to the practical things of life—to keep their sewers maintained, their buildings tidy, and their roads in good repair. Goblins and elves got along well enough, but they were always separate. 

      He turned to look at the Metropolitan Dance Hall one last time. He could just see them: her hair glowed in the streetlights like a fallen star. Rosanna and the soldier were standing at the foot of the steps and they were catching a hansom cab to leave . . . together.

      Grik stood on the corner, hot, furious tears slipping down his face and plinking onto the cobblestones at his feet. 

      He let the rose drop into the gutter and jumped after it, because that was where goblins belonged.
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      Grik traveled down into the depths beneath the city, moving mechanically down the abandoned grain elevator that led to the subterranean world of the goblins, his heart sinking inside of him with every inch that he descended. 

      He preferred the world above, where there were streetlights and sky and stars. Being underground reminded him of who and what he was, and he wanted to forget. 

      Moving through a miserable haze, he shuffled into the basement of the old granary and down a tunnel until he was standing in the subterranean chamber beneath the city’s carriage service, a building that dispatched cabs all across the city. In a fine display of irony, the goblins had built their own station beneath the carriage station. 

      It was the main hub for the goblinways, the system of hundreds of pneumatic tunnels that ran beneath the elvish city in an intricate web. Goblins didn’t like horses, and carriages were impractical. And since they always traveled underground, why would they use carriages? Tradition was tradition.  

      The goblinways were the crowning achievement of goblin society. The tunnels were a loosely kept secret, and had been built in some of the most difficult places to access. For anyone but a goblin. 

      Goblin children were taught to memorize the system since they were mere babes and up-to-date reports on the state of the tunnels were provided for free every morning at the Stone Town Town Hall—which was under the elves’ Town Hall. These updates let commuting goblins know which tunnels had collapsed and when they were due to be back in service again. They let them know which entrances had been breached by monsters, and what alternate entrances had been discovered. 

      Navigating their way underground was the goblins’ form of art. Goblins were supposed to like being underground. Grik didn’t dare admit that he didn’t like it very much. He didn’t hate it, but he didn’t love it. Every time he glanced up at the ceiling of rock above his head, he felt as if he would be crushed. The walls that surrounded him on all sides seemed like a too-fitting reminder that his options in life were limited, the path ahead already set by centuries of other goblins. 

      Conformity and uniformity were the most important things in goblin life. They all did the same things, wore the same things, built their houses the same way. They always had; by all appearances, they always would. 

      “Normal” goblins didn’t fancy elves—they simply didn’t find them attractive. “Normal” goblins didn’t long to take rides in the new hot air balloons that the elves had devised. A normal goblin kept his feet on solid ground, preferably beneath it. “Normal” goblins didn’t want to wear blue—they should always want to wear brown or grey, good, solid, earthy colors. 

      He wasn’t even precisely sure what would happen to a goblin that was different—would they be exiled? Laughed at? Treated like a poisonous mushroom that had to be avoided at all costs? 

      No matter what their reaction, he would be treated as different—and the horror of being different, of being inherently wrong, was stronger than his yearning. 

      He passed through the turnstile and then into the circular hub that allowed the flow of arriving goblins to sort themselves out into the tunnels that led to the goblinways of their choice. 

      Grik chose the right tunnel and padded down the narrow hallway that was lit with luminous mica and then stepped into the narrow atrium, where the platform for the route to Stone Town lay. 

      There were three other commuters waiting there—other goblins who worked in La Caen. Grik glanced at them out of the corner of his eye and wondered if they felt as unhappy as he did. But they didn’t look unhappy, only tired and hungry. And yet, if they worked amongst elves, they must surely love it there, just like he did . . . surely he wasn’t the only person in the whole world who felt this way. Was he?

      The glass tube that each goblin rode in was sent rushing back with a whoosh of air, and the subsequent buzz from the bell above them confirmed that the track ahead was clear. 

      The pneumatic tube was sent away and back again three times before Grik could catch his ride, a wait of perhaps fifteen minutes in which he was left with nothing but his miserable thoughts as he shifted from foot to foot. Finally, it was his turn, and he had the wild rush of the tube ride to distract him as it sent him hurtling through darkness and then jerked to a halt a few minutes later.

      He filed mechanically out onto the platform, wiggled through yet another atrium, and he was home. This particular route led directly into Stone Town’s local square, and he was immediately plunged into the bustle of the underworld. 

      Goblin town squares might be in the middle of a village, but they were never built in the middle of a cavern. Goblins didn’t like open spaces; they liked walls and edges. Consequently, this square, like many others, was a semicircle against the north side of the immense cavern, built around a long, silver waterfall that tumbled into a long pool surrounded by an iron fence to keep little goblins from tumbling in and ringed with stone benches for citizens to enjoy the view. 

      It wasn’t a bad view. But he liked the river view in the city above just as much. Maybe—guiltily—a little more. 

      There were small booths of shopkeepers selling food and snacks to travelers. Other booths sold handheld gas lamps and small weapons, in case goblins had to fight off whatever else might be using these subterranean tunnels. One could buy flowers or treats to bring home to the wife or lady and toys to distract the children on their way to goblin school. There was a post office, where all the mail was sorted and picked up every morning, and even a constable to keep order, though there were rarely any scuffles to break up. Goblins were not warlike people. 

      There was a large display in the center of the chamber with a freshly updated schematic of the goblinways, but there were always hawkers making their way about the place with their own maps that allegedly showed alternative and secret routes—not all of them accurate. 

      Grik shuffled up to Beck’s booth—a grizzled, old goblin whose booth was open twenty-four hours and always served hot food. Grik cast a dismal eye over the board that advertised the day’s specials, but nothing looked appetizing. He found himself thinking of one of those powdered sugar pastries that the elves sold in street booths up above. 

      The goblin in front of him collected his paper bag of food and shuffled off and Beck turned to Grik with a snaggletoothed grin.

      “Hey, Grik! How’s the elf world?” 

      “It’s beautiful,” Grik mumbled.

      Beck cocked a hairy eyebrow as if he hadn’t heard right. “Eh? What was that?” 

      “Uh, I mean, it’s . . . the same as always.” 

      Beck nodded, his face clearing. “That’s right, same old elf world, not for us goblins, eh? I don’t know how you stand it.” 

      “I don’t know how I stand it either,” Grik muttered. But he wasn’t talking about the world above. 

      “All that crawling about on the surface.” 

      . . . free as a bird, with nothing weighing you down, Grik thought. 

      “No nice, cozy cocoon of rock to make you feel safe. Not to mention all those nasty smells of fresh air—a goblin can’t breathe.”

      I can, thought Grik. I can breathe better there than I can here. Up there, it’s like I’m breathing for the first time. 

      “Ugh, it doesn’t bear thinking about. It’s so . . . 

      Don’t say it. 

      “. . . different.” 

      For a moment, Grik was tempted to pick up one of the sandwiches and slam it into the seller's face. He would even pay to do it. 

      But, deep down, he didn’t want to hit anyone in the face with a sandwich. He simply wanted to be different without being wrong. 

      He wanted something he could never have. 

      Beck gave a little shudder and then brushed the subject away with the gesture that he might have used to push away an invasive slug. “Now then, what did you want for your dinner?” 

      “I’ll have—”

      Grik suddenly realized, with a horrible, sinking feeling, that he was standing in front of the same food booth that he had gone to every night for the last year. That he was doing exactly the same thing, just like everyone around him. 

      “I changed my mind,” Grik sighed. “I’m not hungry.” 

      “You’ve got to eat something, brother,” Beck urged, possibly because he was more distressed at seeing a sale walk away than by the emptiness of Grik’s stomach.

      Grik thought of that soldier again, and his last hunger pang disappeared. “No, thank you,” he mumbled, shuffling away. 

      He shuffled down the cobblestone street so like the streets above them, except these were grey stone, not rosy brick. Most things here were grey, including him. He was tired of grey. He had once worn a blue necktie, for novelty.  He thought it was nice to have a bit of sky wrapped around his neck, but when he got odd looks he had put it away. 

      He was at his apartment door. He had once thought of offering to swap with someone else on his street—all goblin houses looked more or less the same inside, but at least he could change location. But he hadn’t the nerve to ask. 

      He opened the door with his key and then turned for a moment on the threshold, watching his neighbors and fellow goblins rush about their evening’s work. 

      He liked them, he really did. But they made him feel sad, because they didn’t understand him. There wasn’t a single person here in which he could confide his heartache. He had a few friends who would be sympathetic and kind if he told them his heart was broken, but he couldn’t tell them who had broken it. They wouldn’t understand. And he didn’t want a piece of partial sympathy, he wanted someone to understand. 

      He was different. Were there other goblins who felt the way he did, and they hadn’t admitted it? Other goblins worked up top. Maybe they felt like Grik. Why else would they get jobs in an elvish city? Maybe they were there for the better pay, but it was possible they were there because they liked it. Maybe there were dozens of goblins who felt as Grik did. But none of them were brave enough to admit it. None of them had yet dared to be different. 

      Grik writhed at his own cowardice, at the cowardice he imagined all of the up-top goblins hiding, and at the expectations of those down belong that kept them from speaking out. 

      He shut the door. Grik looked around the familiar living room. A tiny kitchen and a sturdy table with a chair. A nice stone shelf that served as a bed—good and hard, with a rough, wool blanket for warmth. 

      It was a perfectly nice house. It was neat and comfortable and traditional. There was nothing wrong with it. 

      He just didn’t like it anymore. He wanted a change. Another thing goblins didn’t usually yearn after. 

      Once, he had tried to redecorate, even though it wasn’t usually done. When he visited other goblin homes, they never had elvish decorations on their walls. He told himself to be brave and start a new fashion and hung up a very small painting he had bought in a secondhand shop in La Caen. 

      He thought they looked rather nice side by side—the delicacy of elvish art and the sturdiness of goblin décor made a nice contrast to his mind. But then a distant cousin had come for some sludge tea and commented, “That looks funny.” 

      Grik had been hurt as well as mortified. “I thought it looked nice,” he had muttered. 

      His cousin had shaken his head as if he had seen something very strange. “Goblins and elves don’t mix.” 

      “Yes, we do, every day,” Grik mumbled, sounding rather sulky. 

      “Hmm, yes, well, some goblins might try to fit in up there,” his cousin said tartly. “But normal goblins don’t. Our lives, our tastes, they look ridiculous when we try to put them together. It’s not done.” 

      Grik shrank inside his tunic. After sitting through a tea he couldn’t enjoy, he took the painting down and hid it beneath his bed. He gave up on the rest of his idea—bringing a little goblin décor into the elvish theater—and threw out the pretty rocks he had been going to give out to the stagehands when he remembered that in all the elvish buildings he had been in, he had never seen any goblin works of art.

      Maybe everyone else was right—the two races didn’t mix. 

      He kicked at a table, then jumped up and down, clutching at his toes and groaning. The table had been stone—like everything else in the house. He really was getting used to the world above if he had forgotten his table wasn’t made out of wood.

      He took a deep breath and then closed his eyes. Beyond the shuttered windows, he could hear the hustle of the streets. 

      Stone Town was always rather loud, full of talking and traffic and, beyond that, the sound of the mines. They didn’t have a theater, and their music was the working songs that the miners perpetually sang with no instruments but the click of their chisels and the thud of their hammers. It was a familiar and comforting beat that he clung to now. But, all the same, he wished for new things, for shining, otherworldly strings to be melded with the hearty, dark rhythms of his home. 

      He wished for the impossible. 

      He pulled the scratchy goblin blanket over his head and dreamed of an elf.
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