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To Louise, the magic and music of my life

 

I bid the chords sweet music make, 
 And all must follow in my wake.
  —Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

For he led us, he said, to a joyous land, 
Joining the town and just at hand, 
Where waters gushed and fruit-trees grew, 
And flowers put forth a fairer hue, 
And everything was strange and new; 
The sparrows were brighter than peacocks here, 
And their dogs outran our fallow deer, 
And honey-bees had lost their stings, 
And horses were born with eagles’ wings.
 —Robert Browning, The Pied Piper of Hamelin
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Prologue

Oskar dreaded the rats. But he steered his wagon for 
Hamelin nonetheless.

He hunched forward on the wooden seat, urging his 
weary horse up the hill. The old yellow wagon groaned; pots 
rattled, wheels creaked.

“Hah! Get up, Rosie, old girl. Almost to Hamelin,” he 
encouraged.

The aged mare plodded on.
The old peddler ran a hand through his grey hair. He had 

not plied this route for over a year. But business had been 
dreadful in Elze, so he decided to cross the mountains to fair 
Hamelin, tucked in beside the Weser River.

Fair, but overrun with rats. Last visit, even his favorite 
inn, The Tong and Anvil, had vermin scurrying under the 
tables and darting through the kitchen. And the smell had 
made the air all but unbreathable.

Gunther Braun had apologized over and over. “Those foul 
rats are everywhere, Oskar. There’s no ridding Hamelin of 
this pestilence. They’ve even bitten babes in their cradles.”

Ah, well, thought Oskar, shifting his weight on the seat. 
Maybe they would buy some of his powders and potions to 
kill the fi lthy creatures, although he doubted they’d do much 
good. And despite the rats, Gunther would surely have a bit 
of mutton or a nice stew ready.

“And some oats for you, girl,” he called. “A bit of rest after 
your long pull. A bit of rest for us both.”
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He squinted ahead. The sun had started its descent, 
sending a harsh light into his eyes. It shaded the edges of 
the clouds with red and gold. The evening air smelled fresh, 
bracing. “Almost, old girl.” He pulled his hat lower on his 
forehead.

The road changed pitch under the wagon and they crested 
the pass. “Yes! There it be. We made it!”

Rosie snorted, a new eagerness in her step.
But long before they reached the town gates, Oskar grew 

uneasy. No one traveled the road—not a herd boy bringing 
in the cows, not a wagon laden with hay, not a single traveler 
to be seen.

The banners on the ramparts hung limp in the still air. 
And all of them were black.

He passed through the gates and entered the silent town, 
the street bordered by closed doors and shuttered windows. 
He saw no sign of an attack. He caught no odor of the plague. 
Nay, it smelled of stale fires and neglected refuse .

Not even a rat lurked in the shadows. The silence sent a 
shudder up his spine.

He guided Rosie over the grimy cobblestones toward The 
Tong and Anvil. He could usually barter a room for whatever 
pots or spoons or tools Gunther needed.

The inn stood locked and dark. No scent of mutton 
turning over the fire or bread baking. Not even a wisp of 
grey smoke drifting from the chimney.

What had happened to Hamelin?
A scraping noise beyond the inn caught his ears. A young 

boy limped around the corner.
“Child,” called Oskar. “Come here.”
The boy froze, his eyes wide with fear. His clothes hung 

on him, filthy rags that had seen much wear.
“Lad, where is everyone?”
The boy swallowed, huge brown eyes darting back and 

forth. “In…inside,” he stammered.
“It’s not yet sundown. What are they doing?”
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The boy’s gaze fastened on the wagon. “Do you…have 
food?”

“Yes, of course,” said Oskar gently. “Come, share a bit of 
bread.”

The boy edged toward him. His sunken eyes spoke of 
hunger and fear at once. He dragged a twisted leg behind 
him.

At last, he snatched the bread Oskar offered and sat on 
the ground, leaning against the large yellow wagon wheel. 
He tore off chunks with his teeth and swallowed with little 
chewing.

Oskar settled beside him. He knew it would hurt to get 
back up, but he needed to know what this boy could tell him. 
“What’s your name, lad?”

“Simon,” he mumbled through a mouthful of bread.
“I’m Oskar. A tinker. Maybe you’ve seen me come through 

Hamelin before.”
Simon nodded. “I like your yellow wagon.”
“As do I. So, tell me,” said Oskar, “what is everyone 

doing?”
Simon stopped chewing, staring down at the dust. “Most 

of them are crying.”
“Crying? Why?”
Simon’s chin trembled. “The rats—they were terrible. 

Everywhere, they were. But—” He squeezed his eyes shut.
“Aye. I well remember the rats. Go on.”
“Then the man came.” 
“What man was that?”
“Wore yellow and red, he did. Played a pipe. Piped all the 

rats away. Right into the river.”
Oskar had heard such tales before, although he had 

doubted the truth of them.
Simon continued to stare at the ground, his bread 

forgotten.
“There’s more, isn’t there?” said Oskar softly.
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Simon peered up at him through moist eyes. “I’m the last 
one.”

Oskar frowned. “The last what, child?”
“All the others…he took them. Just like the rats.” Simon 

ground his fists into his red eyes. “I’m the last child of 
Hamelin.”
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Chapter

A  baby wailed in the darkness.
Pieter sat up, wide awake. Below his sleeping loft, Agnes 

gasped in air as she gathered herself for another cry.
A deep voice thundered through the house. “Quiet that 

brat! Right now!”
Pieter threw off his blanket, just as the baby howled. He 

crawled toward the ladder, his heart pummeling his ribs. 
The cooking fi re had burned out, shrouding the room below 
in deep black.

“Martha!” growled Father. “Get out of bed and do 
something before I do.”

Pieter knew what his father would do—spank Agnes or 
shake her or even hit her.

He heard the creak of the ropes of his parents’ bed. Alarm 
shot through him. Pieter found the ladder and swung his 
feet over the edge of the loft. He scrambled down so fast he 
lost his purchase on the rungs and slid to the bottom. He hit 
the dirt fl oor on his hands and knees, sprang up, and dashed 
toward the cradle.

Before he could get there, he heard a thump. Something 
crashed. Agnes screamed. He tried to cry out to her, but the 
words caught in his tight throat. Somehow Mother managed 
to light a candle. The meager light showed the cradle on its 
side, with Agnes sprawled on the fl oor. Father hovered over 
her, one huge hand raised.

Pieter dove past him and threw himself facedown over 
the baby. Father’s blow caught him in the side of the head. 

1
Sixty Years Later
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His head snapped to one side. Pain shot down his neck. He 
rolled on the floor in agony.

“Karl!” Mother cried. “Leave them alone. The baby’s sick, 
that’s all.”

Father turned slowly, still in a crouch. He started toward 
Agnes, glaring and snarling. He hadn’t had time to sleep off 
his drunkenness, and his anger burned the hottest when he 
was awakened.

Pieter raised himself to his knees, scarcely able to breathe. 
He scooped up the baby. He bolted for the ladder, clutching 
her to his chest. With one hand he clambered his way into 
the loft.

Agnes’s cries resounded through the house. “Get back 
down here!” yelled Father.

Pieter scooted into the back corner of the loft, until he 
smacked his head on the sloped ceiling. The loft shook, and 
Pieter knew his father was coming up the ladder.

Pieter held Agnes tight, a warm bundle against his chest. 
Too warm. Her entire body radiated heat. Sweat and tears 
dampened his shift.

Nails shrieked as they pulled from wood. The ladder held 
for a moment, then tipped backwards. He heard his father 
crash onto the floor. Pieter crept forward and saw the man 
seize the ladder in both hands and throw it across the room. 
It hit a chair, which burst into kindling.

Pieter retreated to his corner. He tried to keep his 
body from shaking, but it wasn’t possible. When Father’s 
rage reached this point, he needed to do more than throw 
things—he needed to hit someone.

Since he couldn’t reach him and Agnes, Pieter knew 
Mother would be his target.

Indeed, he heard the sound of a slap. And then Mother 
screamed. The candlelight vanished. After a pause, the front 
door smashed closed so hard the floor of the loft shook.

Then the only sounds were the soft sobbing of his mother 
and Agnes crying in his arms.
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Without leaving his spot, Pieter called out, “Mother?”
“Do you have Agnes?”
“Aye. But—”
“Keep her up there with you,” Mother said. “Is she 

injured? Are you?”
“We’re fine. Did Father hurt you?”
Pieter was certain he had, but she said, “All is well. Just 

keep her the rest of the night.”
“Of course. But Mother, she’s so hot.”
“I’ll toss up a wet cloth.”
As soon as he had the cloth, he laid it on the baby’s brow. 

As he settled on his mattress, the reeds inside crackled, a 
familiar, comforting sound.

He pulled the blanket off Agnes. It was a warm night and 
she was making plenty of her own heat. Already his shift was 
soaked where she lay against it. Her crying had dropped to 
a hiccupping sob.

Agnes even smelled sick, a sultry, cloying odor that drove 
fear through Pieter’s chest.

The wet cloth warmed quickly. He didn’t want to leave 
her to get another, and he had no ladder anyhow. He almost 
called for Mother, but held himself, knowing that she was 
no doubt in pain.

Agnes seemed to grow heavier, and Pieter hoped that 
meant she was falling asleep. Would Mother be able to sleep 
as well?

He sat staring into the darkness, thinking about what 
had happened. What would Father do when he returned? 
He didn’t have to be drunk to be in a mean temper. Pieter 
carried fear like a rock in his gut. He could not remember a 
time it hadn’t been there.

Compared to his brawny father, Pieter was a scrawny 
boy, with thin sticks for arms and legs. But he was fast, 
faster even than other twelve-year-olds. He could get away 
from his father if he had to, but that left Mother and Agnes 
to face his anger.
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Still, once his father was at work, Pieter would escape 
Hamelin for a while. That, of course, would also anger 
Father, but then everything seemed to. As soon as he had a 
chance, he would slip away toward the mountains.

Half the morning passed before Pieter had a chance 
to leave. Mother, quite good with tools when she needed to 
be, had repaired two broken rungs in the ladder and set it 
against the edge of the loft.

Agnes still had a fever. She lay listlessly in his lap, by the 
fi re. He watched her when Mother left for the market. Pieter 
didn’t mind, although he was eager to be gone before his 
father came home.

Father hadn’t returned during the night. He’d probably 
found more ale and ended up passed out in a ditch 
somewhere. Pieter had seen his jugs stashed behind a trunk 
in the blacksmith’s shop.

When Mother returned with a long loaf of bread and a 
head of cabbage in her basket, Pieter laid Agnes in the cradle 
and slipped out the back door.

His mother never stopped him, as though she understood 
how much he needed his escapes. He slipped out the back 
door, leaped the low stone wall, and threaded his way 
through the alleys and back ways of Hamelin.

When he reached the east side of town, he heard voices 
raised in anger. He darted behind a sprawling laurel hedge. 
Ahead, on the north side of the road, stood a cottage. A 
strange old man had lived there forever. What was his 
name? Simon?

He knew who the boys were—Hans and his pack of 
ruffi ans. They had harassed Pieter many a time, although 
they had yet to catch him.
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He peered from behind the hedge. Rocks flew through 
the air, peppering the walls and roof of the cottage.

“Hey, you old geezer!” one of them shouted. “No one 
wants you here.”

Aye, that was Hans, no doubt. Pieter scowled. Why were 
they bothering a harmless old man?

“We don’t want your curses in Hamelin!” yelled another. 
“Take your black magic somewhere else.”

Curses? How strange. Pieter shrank back and began a 
wide circle around the cottage and the boys. I should help 
the old man. But what could I do against Hans and his 
gang? Hans was the same age as Pieter, but probably twice 
as big.

So often he had been the target of Hans’s malice. Pieter 
had no idea what sparked the boy’s hostility. Perhaps he 
merely wanted to show the younger boys that flocked around 
him how very tough he was.

And of course, Pieter, being small and wiry, was the 
perfect prey.

Once one of them had caught Pieter humming. The 
bruises on his face had taken weeks to heal. Father had 
glared in disgust each time he saw those purple and green 
welts—proof of his son’s weakness.

For a moment Pieter considered how he could help 
Simon, but of course there was nothing he could do. Nothing 
that wouldn’t result in another beating at least.

His father’s thrashings were enough.


