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Author’s Notes

The sonnet contained in this story is Shakespeare’s Sonnet 26. 


Chapter One

 

 

Word spread quickly through the court; Oberon’s new servant was going to be a problem.

Foremost in the compilation of evidence were his legs. They made up two thirds of his height and were rarely covered in much more than a butterfly-wing skirt that barely afforded him decency and dozens of tattoos that made it seem as though his skin was sprouting leaves.

Ignoring them was a fool’s errand. When the new servant walked, he strutted, and when at rest, he would lean against walls, furniture, and often Oberon himself, his gorgeous legs stretched out for all to see.

“Shameless,” tutted Titania’s maids, each one of whom would have happily murdered her sisters for a chance to trace one of the painted leaves with her fingertips.

What made it worse was that he was clearly a foreigner, with his peculiar accent and curly black hair. No one could work out where Oberon had found him, although rumours abounded. Some said he had come from the moon. Others said he was actually the child of a demigod, abandoned among mortals until Oberon had espied him and stolen him away. And even others said he was a lump of clay into which Oberon, for his own personal amusement, had breathed life.

Nevertheless, whatever their opinions on his origins, all agreed it was in no way proper.

“King Oberon has not walked below my branches for days,” sighed the willow.

“His Majesty lavishes all his attention on the newcomer,” muttered the river sprites bitterly.

“Our sweet and fearsome king has not asked us to sing for him in weeks,” wept the swallows, and in their sorrow, they departed for warmer climes; though it was a most unseasonal time to do so.

Titania, for her part, was delighted.

It was no secret that theirs was an unhappy marriage, and her husband’s new toy had a knack for keeping them out of one another’s hair. What was more, he was unfailingly polite, and his presence seemed to boost her handmaidens’ morale.

“You could go far, Puck,” she told him, seated on her throne of peacock feathers.

He bowed. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

“My only concern is whether or not you will be able to cope with my husband’s temperament in the long run. He can be…difficult.”

With wide eyes, black and bright as two beetles, Puck said, “I am honoured to serve my king and my queen in whatever capacity they ask of me.”

Titania, who was no fool, merely smirked and sent him on his way.

* * * * *

Puck found Oberon standing alone in the grove where the hedgehog mushrooms grew, his arms clasped behind his back. He was brooding.

This was not an uncommon state of affairs. Despite the fiery façade his liege presented to the world, Puck had come to realize that Oberon was, by nature, deeply melancholic.

“Majesty,” he said, bowing as he approached.

Oberon growled, the noise deep and not unlike that of an ancient crocodile Puck had once known. As a greeting, it was less hostile than habitual; his liege was not given to pleasantries.

“What do you want, sprite?”

A quick flutter of his wings took Puck to Oberon’s side, where he stood in the shade of a large toadstool. He was considerably shorter than the fairy king, who, at eight inches, towered over most of his court; the top of his pointed ears were barely level with Oberon’s breastbone. “Merely to greet my gracious lord and inquire as to whether I might be of service to him this day?”

He laced his tone with enough insinuation as to make his meaning clear. He had now been in service to Oberon for half a summer, but despite performing—if he did say so himself—magnificently and proving himself the equal of any task Oberon could throw at him, his master had not yet made use of his body.

Puck wasn’t quite sure why.

That the king had no taste for women was an open secret. That Puck was exactly to his taste seemed indicated by the number of times he had caught Oberon glancing at his legs. However, thus far there had been no solicitation, much less seduction. The two occasions on which Puck had attempted to flirt had gotten him nowhere at all.

It was all very frustrating. The prospect of weaselling his way into the bed of the most powerful fairy alive had been one of the main factors motivating his decision to surrender his wandering ways and settle at Oberon’s court. He’d been confident of his ability to bend the king to his will within a week, but at this point, he was seriously beginning to suspect he had made a mistake.

When Oberon did not answer—but did not indicate his desire for Puck’s departure by taking a swipe at him, as was his way—Puck bit his lip and peeked at his master’s face. He only allowed himself two or three such peeks a day, fearing that overindulgence would immolate him or, at the very least, expose his intentions to all the world.

But ah, what a face it was. Strong jawed, sharp eyed, lean and cold and cruel, like a wolf in winter. Oberon wore no beard—and indeed, what an injustice it would be to conceal a chin like that—but his silver-grey hair grew down to his shoulders, thick and mane-like, and Puck had often dreamed of burying his face in it. Alas, Oberon had no wings—speculation as to what had happened to them was rife among gossipy sprites—but his broad, tapering back more than made up for it.

“Titania inquires after your welfare, master,” Puck said to fill the silence (and to disrupt the flow of his own thoughts, which, thanks to the nearness of Oberon’s scent, were becoming progressively obscene).

“Did the queen send you in search of me?”

“She thinks she did. But sweet Puck would not have disturbed his master’s peace upon her orders; sweet Puck was already in search of you, my liege.”

And, as Puck knew well, he had only found him because Oberon had desired his presence. Had he truly wanted solitude, he would have turned himself into a tree, or a star, and Puck would have scoured the face of the earth in vain.

Tentatively, he added, “Has there been some quarrel, perhaps?”

It was, of course, a facetious question. The queen and the king quarrelled as often as they breathed.

“She desires my presence tonight. It is our anniversary,” said Oberon, in black tones.

Ah.

Oberon and Titania’s engagement had been a complicated business. The circumstances under which it had come to be were lost to the mists of time, and it was possible that, at one point, both of them had been quite happy with the prospect of an eternity in one another’s company. Even so, it had always been a political marriage and, as such, had come with certain expectations and obligations placed on both parties. Fairies being fairies, the wedding ceremony had included a recitation of vows enforced by ancient, powerful incantations, the breaking of which would activate a host of particularly nasty curses. The upshot was that, until such time as an heir was provided, husband and wife were bound by magical law to make, at the very least, one attempt each year to produce one.

By mutual agreement, this attempt took place on their anniversary. By all accounts, in nearly one thousand years, it had not once resulted in anything more than two utterly filthy regal moods that lasted for weeks on end.

“Perhaps she will have a gift for you,” Puck said. “Or perhaps you would like me to find a gift for you to give to her? I have some ideas…”

“We do not exchange gifts.”

“Oh. Well, maybe a nice meal, or some charming musical entertainment to commemorate the occasion…”

Oberon glared at him balefully.

“…or not.”

Puck racked his brains. He snapped his fingers. “My liege, consider this; what if I were to go deep into the woods, procure a squirrel or weasel, and devise some spell to transform it into a fairy child? I am a skilled craftsman; no one would ever know. You could show it to the world and…”
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