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When Taryn let the axe fall to the ground, all that was left was devastation. A stronger person could have swung the weapon high enough to reach the holiest carvings at the top of the shrine, the many-winged and wheel-eyed angels. Someone who had been trained in war, logging, or, indeed, in cabinet-making, could have found the structural joints and brought the whole thing crashing to the ground.

A woman as angry at one singular person as Taryn would have done exactly as she did: gone down the row of age-blackened figures depicting the king's lineage, cutting off the head of each king, queen, and ultimately each horse-lord, smashing their beautifully-carved, spindly limbs to matchsticks.

The king himself had arrived to watch the final, most damning act, as Taryn wrenched the seated figure of his mother from where it sat, looking sideways over the hall, and threw it to the flagstones. The neck broke immediately, and she made short work of the rest of it, the axe ringing as it cleaved through the wood and into the stone.

Only when the axe came to rest at her feet did he stride forward and yank it from her grip.

“You little monster,” he said, his voice low, reasonable, furious.

“Send me home,” Taryn said.

“I will not.”

“Send me home.”

“I cannot,” he said flatly, and Taryn flew at him, her mind a sticky, opaque cloud of despair. She couldn't have said what she meant to do—whether she meant to seize the axe or pull the long knife from his belt or scratch his eyes out, or—or—

But the king seized her wrists in his brown hands and held her away from him. “Kandar,” he said over his shoulder, his voice echoing against the far wall. Taryn saw now that a cluster of his horsemen stood in the shadows there, their eyes wide and their mouths shut tight. She felt her stomach clench and drop as Kandar stood forward. He did not meet her eyes.

“My lord,” he said.

“Prepare Lilith.”

Taryn jerked violently, but his hands clenched, and she could not pull free as he dragged her away from the shrine.
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When the goblin king had stepped into the court of Taryn's father, he had been a slice of darkness through the color and sparkle. He wore no flashing cape nor ruffled collar nor gilded mask. The other fairies turned their faces away when they noticed him, and even the most terrible among them—the chimera and the sphinx chained to the walls on either sides of the throne, the redcaps skewered in grimacing positions among the topiary lining the walls, the harpy on her perch in the gallery—shifted uneasily.

Oberon himself— her father's name was not Oberon, except that name had always sat upon the throne, and now that was his place, so that must be his name as well—had made himself over all in silver, with a dozen pairs of shining wings exploding from his back and a shifting, glimmering train that draped to the ground between them. In the normal way of things he was a small, hunched, insect-like person, with hard, clawed hands and a mouth that tended to go sideways, but he had made himself magnanimous and resplendent for this night.

He made Taryn resplendent too, stretching her limbs and neck longer, making her hair shine with strange colors, tugging at her pupils and her irises until they were slitted and golden like a cat's. Her skin and bones ached, and she smiled her best mysterious smile. She loved her father, and she wanted him to love her. She knew he found the arch of her nose indelicate, her thick black hair and heavy black eyebrows coarse, and the thick flesh of her arms and chest and thighs repulsive, and she tried to forgive him changing her to look better, more lovable.

She vaguely knew there had been another daughter, a better daughter, before; that daughter could change her own face and her own hair. She could make Oberon laugh, not only in contempt, but at her clever words and wicked tricks.

Taryn thought of very little except pleasing her father, or at least—she hadn't—

The goblin king was a slice of darkness through the noise and brilliance, and all the fairies turned their faces from him; but the moment he stepped into her view she could look at nothing and no one else. He was very tall. His face hooked into a half-smile, deepening the lines around his black eyes and wide mouth. In the court of Oberon he wore tusks in his lower jaw and claws on all his fingers and toes, but it was easy enough to see that these could be shed if he wished to pass unnoticed through the shadows.

He walked to the edge of Oberon's dais, without a single fairy raising a hand or wing to stop him.

“Bug-lord,” he said, and a little panicked murmur ran around the crowded court, before their conversations continued, faster, at a higher pitch, as though they could ignore the goblin king out of he room. The sphinx clicked her tongue, and the harpy muttered.

“Bug-lord,” the goblin king repeated. He was tall enough to look Oberon in the eye as he sat on his throne. “I made you a promise, but I have not kept it.”

He looked at Taryn, then, with his eyes black to the very edges, and she went very still and did not look away. She felt like she was dropping down into a very deep well, a well that was so deep that it opened up into sky and stars on the other end.

“More wine!” Oberon yelled, clicking and jingling his silver wings. He, too, refused to let his eyes touch the goblin king. “More beer! Bring in the dancers!”

“I promised to return to take your daughter, who I will make my queen,” the goblin king said, in a voice that made all of Taryn's bones shake.
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Lilith had six legs and hooves of razor-sharp iron. Her four eyes blazed red, and smoke curled from her nostrils. She was the only one of the king's horses who would carry Taryn, reeking of fairy magic as she did. The king threw her up into the saddle and mounted behind her, one hand resting against the pommel, the other arm banded tight around her waist. Lilith needed no reins to guide her.

They rode away from the castle on the way that went up the hill, crossing the high bog that stretched for days and days into the gray distance.

At first Taryn tried to struggle away from the king. If she could twist from his grip, she could throw herself off the road into the strange, stinking peat. There were paths that slipped between the pools and stands of bracken in any bog which led into Oberon's lands, and deep meres that had doors into his palace at their bottoms. This she knew from humans she had met in his court who had lost their way.

But the king's arm never loosened, and Lilith's teeth-rattling pace never slackened. Her hooves cracked into the ground like a great chain being snapped across the dirt again and again. The land grew dark around them, until Taryn could see nothing at all but the faint, reflected red glow from Lilith's eyes on the fabric covering her husband's chest, and hear nothing except the clattering of iron hooves and his furious breathing. Sometimes she thought she heard him whispering over her head; but surely that was the rushing of the wind around them.

The sky lightened and darkened and lightened again, and the bog rolled by them in swathes of green and gray. Lilith ran on. Taryn, who had never slept in the court of her father, fell into a doze, curled against the king.

On the fourth or fifth day the path went down at steep slope, and they rode out of a bog into a dark forest. The smell of pine was so sharp that Taryn woke fully for a moment and looked around her. The trees interlaced tightly overhead, and only a glimmer of sunshine made its way to the floor. There was no longer any road. Lilith ran over a carpet of dull red needles, snaking between trees and occasionally trampling bushes.

Time passed strangely on the bog, but it passed yet more strangely under the trees, where it was always shadowy. The tiny bits of light that reached them could have been the moon or the sun or the electricity of a storm; it was impossible to say. Every once in a great while, a cry echoed under the branches. Taryn dug her fingers into the king's arm and wondered if they had run back into Oberon's domain after all. But it was too gray for that, and there were no sparkling eyes at the back of the darkness all around them.

The king pulled Lilith to a halt in front of a tree that would have filled his whole hall from throne to arched entrance with its trunk and shaded the whole of his castle with its outstretched branches. Acorns littered the ground below it. Taryn came abruptly to appreciate these with her backside, as the king lifted her from the saddle and dropped her to the earth. She landed with a stunned thud, sending leaves and acorns swirling and spinning away from her.

The king looked down at her and pressed his lips together as though he would say something. Instead he set his knee against Lilith's shoulder. The mare turned her nose away from Taryn, sliding through a gap between two bowed hemlocks. Taryn heard the muffled sounds of hoofbeats for a minute, before she was left utterly alone in the wood.
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Taryn could not remember passing from fairy lands into the goblin kingdom. She had let the king take her hand, and at his gesture she stood up from the pouf where she sat just to the side of her father's feet. Even when she was not stretched out by magic, Taryn was much taller than Oberon, and when she stood on the dais her eyes were level with the goblin king's.

He smiled in a secret way that she recognized—but underneath the smile was something peculiar which she did not. It was that strangeness, perhaps, that she followed without hesitation, allowing the king to wrap his hands around her waist and lift her down from the dais. She could feel his fingers through her dress. She could not take her eyes away from his. He twined his large hand around hers and pulled her through the hall, his face hungry and just a bit hopeful.

The fairy courtiers and nobles parted ways for him just as quickly as before, without commenting or even seeming to notice that he took their lord's daughter away from him.

The goblin king tugged her through one of the arches that supported the harpy's gallery and around the corner, where he opened a door that had not been there before.

New doors opened into and out of Oberon's court at a cough or a whisper, mostly leading from one part of his palace into another, but sometimes crossing into another fairy's hill or one of any number of enchanted woods. This door had not been any different than any of those doors. They walked close together, her hand in his, through a room filled with gold vessels, and then a hall draped in jeweled fabrics, and then a low, wet cave that dripped and hissed. In the cave, Taryn felt the pad of the goblin king's thumb press into the center of her palm and trace a small circle. She stopped, uncertain, and he glanced back at her. She saw that his eyes had gone from purest black to a many-hued brown, amber and walnut and clay all glowing together.

They walked on, and somewhere along the way they passed from where her father held power to where he did. The ground stopped emitting its own light, and objects stopped moving once they were out of her peripheral vision. Everything grew duller and more solid. They walked out of a narrow dark hallway filled with unseeable objects into dull twilight. They came to the top of a stony crag, and above them a hard white light had begun to pierce the blue-gray sky. On a higher, rockier hill just ahead, a blackened castle stood, partly ruined. When Taryn turned back, the narrow dark hallway had gone, and a gray moor spread in all directions where it had been. When she looked past the castle, the land softened into a bog.

“This, you will be queen of,” the king said. “If you choose.”

It was not quite a question.

Taryn stared up at the blackened castle, and then she looked at the tall brown figure next to her. He was, she suddenly understood, very beautiful, with a wide face, big nose, glowing eyes, and that half-hooked smile; his body was put together like it had been formed by someone who loved him deeply. He had drawn his own shadow so tightly about him in Oberon's court that he had been hard to see at all. When they had come out onto the hill, the shadow had dropped to the ground, and now he stood in his own glory.

Taryn's skin and bones hurt, worse than they had before. They often did after a ball when Oberon had changed her into something different, something more magnificent and interesting, as they slid over each other and reknitted themselves in what they had been. But now her gut and her chest clenched as well, as she looked at the beautiful king and what he offered.

“I will,” she said.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

5


[image: image]


Taryn sat in the acorns for a long time, feeling hurt and a little stupid. She hadn't really been able to think since she had picked up the axe to destroy the shrine. She had been so angry and then—if she were honest with herself—so bewildered and afraid, that she had not been able to put together what the king meant to do.

It seemed he had meant to abandon her in a forest.

Maybe he thought it was fitting punishment for destroying the icon of his mother, Taryn thought, getting to her feet. Her tailbone felt bruised, and several acorns dropped slowly from where they'd hooked themselves into the back of her dress. Most humiliatingly, her stomach squalled.

She had never felt hunger when she lived in her father's palace, Taryn thought automatically, and flinched. If she had destroyed one of Oberon's things with an axe, even a small thing for which he cared little, he would have poured hot coals into a box and locked her inside of it.

That knowledge fought with the terrible anger she felt toward the king, her husband. Her stomach twisted against itself. Rather than listen to it in silent misery, Taryn walked around to the other side of the tree.

The forest looked exactly the same on that side, but when she completed her circuit the two hemlocks where Lilith had made her exit had both disappeared. Taryn sighed. The acorns were still there, and she wondered briefly if she could eat them. If this were in fairy lands, she'd then be obliged to the tree for a thousand years, but the oak didn't feel sentient.

She made another circuit of the tree. This time when she passed the acorns, a maple sapling with brilliantly red, out-of-season leaves stood where the hemlocks had been.

Taryn narrowed her eyes and put her hands on her hips. She put her back to the tree and walked directly toward the sapling.

Whatever door or portal was there fizzed softly as she walked through it, and suddenly she was no longer in a dark, gray forest, but a different wood altogether, this one older and browner and filled with light. Undergrowth, blackberry brambles and currant canes and other scrubby things she could not name, tumbled and twined around every tree. All had green, hoary lichen growing on only one side of their trunks, unlike the black, slimy bark of the forest where the king had left her.

For lack of a better choice, Taryn faced the lichen and started walking.

The forest heard her footsteps and shifted around her, making some paths longer and others shorter, pushing some places farther away and pulling one, particularly, very close.

The ground rose, enough that Taryn had to scramble over several large roots and pull herself up with the help of clumps of grass and low-hanging branches. At the top of the rise, she stopped.

She had never seen a witch-fence before, but knew immediately she was looking at one now. It was waist-high, woven of willow and hawthorn branches, with hanks of dirty wool tied around certain sections. It buzzed with a sound like a hornet trapped under a glass, though no part of it moved. When Taryn stepped closer, the buzzing intensified, and she saw that from each hank of wool hung a small, crude basket.

Curiosity drove her closer yet, and she peered into the nearest one. Inside was a chunk of brown-gray hair, still attached to the piece of skin it had grown from.

In the next basket was a finger.

Taryn drew back hastily. She looked down the length of the witch-fence and saw that every so often, the basket was replaced by a skull, wrapped in thin twine and tied tight against the snaking willows.

It was a powerful bit of magic. Taryn doubted that even Oberon could have crossed the fence, let alone any of the more minor fairies. A small lump of fear curdled in her stomach at the thought of meeting whoever had made this thing.

The forest would not let her turn away from the fence; no matter how she spun she ended up walking alongside it.

“I suppose I will see the witch, then,” she said aloud, and the forest, gratified, brought her to a place where the fence followed the ground down into a hollow and wrapped around two great rocks to make a gate that opened into a dark copse of trees. The lintel stone had toppled down from the top of the gate and now was a wide, smooth flagstone before the entrance.

Taryn knew about gates and invitations, and if the forest would have let her she would have walked backward into its branches. As it was, she sighed deeply, before clearing her throat and calling out.

“Hello? Is there anyone there?” And then, even though she did not want to, “May I come in?”

The response came almost immediately from an invisible presence somewhere on the other side of the gate. “Good day, traveler. What do you mean to do here?”

“I am lost,” Taryn said automatically. She almost burst into tears when she realized that it was true. “I want to go home. I won't be long.”

“Come in, then,” said the voice, and she walked through the gate.
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