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Author’s Notes

Early in the story, Oberon addresses Puck with a piece of flattery taken from Shakespeare’s Sonnet 54.




Chapter One

 

“And what do you want?” Oberon demanded of the next supplicant.

In Puck’s opinion, she didn’t look as cowed as she should have, standing in the presence of her king. Few of them did. Oh, they went through the motions—approaching the throne with their wings down and their shoulders hunched, bowing obsequiously before presenting Oberon with their pleas. But there was a reason that whenever Titania went abroad to visit her relatives in the East, the throne room found itself knee deep in people who wanted things.

The reason, Puck thought, was nothing more or less than the fact that his master was known to be the softer of the court’s reigning monarchs. Not that many would have thought so to look at him, seated in his throne of fox bones, his onyx-encrusted diadem and the black jewels on his fingers making him appear menacingly regal. Puck had chosen Oberon’s adornments for exactly this purpose. He had noticed a disturbing trend of supplicants trying to flirt their way into the king’s good graces and wanted to give them reason to think twice.

“Please, Your Majesty,” the fairy maiden quavered on her knees before the throne. “I apologise for bothering you. My family has fallen on hard times, and I find I must, in humility and shame, request a loan.”

“I see,” said Oberon, his eyebrows arching severely. “What sort of loan are you in need of?”

“Only a small one, sire. Some nuts, a bit of dried meat, anything you might have to spare. Enough to last me until the baby’s weaned. Then I’ll be able to get back to foraging myself.”

“You are married, I understand? To…what’s his name…Mustardseed? He’s a competent hunter. Why isn’t he keeping your larder stocked while you contend with the child?”

“He’s run off, sire. Found himself a goblin girl half his age. I’m all alone now, except for my sister.”

Puck sat at the foot of Oberon’s throne, playing cat’s cradle and humming to himself. As one of Oberon’s advisors, his proper place would have been standing behind the throne with his hands clasped and his expression blank. He’d done his best for the first hour; then boredom had overcome him. He’d started to fidget and then to make rude faces at the supplicants, before finally sitting down and nestling against Oberon’s left calf. At least the reprimanding looks and occasional prods from Oberon’s boot served to break up the monotony. By all the gods, governance was a tedious business when you got right down to it.

He listened as the maiden gave Oberon her story in more detail, a story which had much in common with those that had been offered up by the twelve supplicants who had preceded her. Beyond an errant partner, there was also the problem of a sister who gambled and a sickness in the child’s stomach which was taking up all her time. Puck did not doubt that it was all true. He also did not doubt that had Titania been the one to receive her, the supplicant would not have sniffled and sighed half so often. It was well known that the queen had no patience for emotional excesses. Oberon, however… Oberon was a dear. Puck could see sympathy beginning to well up in the corners of his master’s eyes, his expression softening as the list of her woes grew ever more heartrending.

When she was finished, Oberon sat with his thumb resting against his chin and his brow furrowed in thought, as though he hadn’t already made his decision. Then: “Very well. Given that the circumstances you describe were beyond your control, the throne will loan you enough food to see your family through the next six months. You will meet tomorrow with one of my advisors so that together you may plan for winter and ensure that you do not find yourself in such a position again. As for your husband, I will send word to the goblin prince and have him retrieved. Upon his return, you may do what you like with him.”

The supplicant burst into messy tears and departed, praising him to the heavens and back again.

Putting aside his string and tapping Oberon’s leg, Puck whispered, “Master, that is the eighth loan you have granted today.”

Oberon scowled at him. “What is your point?”

That if you keep going at this rate the throne will be bankrupt by the end of the week, Puck thought. Of course, he wouldn’t dream of addressing Oberon thusly in front of the gathered supplicants and courtiers, and he had no wish to provoke a public quarrel. “No point, my liege, other than the observation that you are doing sterling work.”

He made a mental note to arrange a placatory meeting with Redleaf, who managed the royal treasury and threatened either resignation or suicide once a month. Not that Puck would have minded all that much if he went through with either; Redleaf had had aspirations towards Oberon’s bed before Puck’s arrival, and even now, he tended to address the king with what Puck felt was an unseemly level of familiarity. That said, Titania would not be pleased to find her court bereft of a treasurer upon her return.

Before Oberon could turn away, Puck added, “I am obliged to remind you that the feast is in a few hours. We should depart soon if I am to get you ready in time.”

The last sentence he said softly, allowing his tongue to flicker over his lips. That did the trick. Oberon’s throat worked, and then he announced to the room at large in his booming voice that he would receive all remaining petitioners tomorrow. As he stood up from his throne, he offered Puck his hand. This was something that had only started happening quite recently, and Puck derived as much joy from the dozens of jealous glares he received as from the feeling of Oberon’s warm skin sliding against his palm.

* * * * *

“By the rank breath of Cerberus,” Oberon proclaimed some ten minutes later, rubbing his brow. “How is it that I always forget how much Titania does?”

He sat sprawled in Puck’s acorn chair, long legs splayed out so far they almost touched the opposite wall, while Puck prepared a restorative brew made from almonds and honey. They had adjourned to Puck’s dwelling knowing that by now, Oberon’s private quarters would be under siege by yet more supplicants.

“The queen is one of nature’s administrators,” Puck replied. “Believe me, master, she enjoys it.”

“She has a better head for numbers than I,” Oberon said, raising a goblet to his lips. After draining it, he assumed a threatening visage and added, “Don’t think I didn’t notice you rolling your eyes, sprite. Need I remind you that it is not your place to undermine my authority in front of the court, regardless of your opinion of my decisions?”

Puck inclined his wings in a show of submission. “My apologies, master. Your servant forgot himself.”

Oberon didn’t believe for a moment that that was an end of it. His Puck did not surrender so easily; later, he had no doubt, they were going to have one of those lengthy squabbles where Puck’s agile tongue and wit tied Oberon’s sound arguments in knots. Oberon suspected that the only reason he was getting off so lightly now was that Puck was aware of how frustrating and tiresome Oberon found governing in Titania’s absence, and he was being merciful.

I am in love with a fiend, but a kind fiend, he thought. Placated, he accepted the apology and the kiss that accompanied it. “This feast… I suppose there’s no way to get out of it?”

“I fear not. The court would consider it a bad omen if their king was not there to celebrate the solstice with them. Besides, I do think you’ll enjoy it this year. We’ve arranged fire-dancers and a pixie choir, and there’ll even be a cad-baiting before dessert. You love those.”
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