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    Once upon a time, a little boy fell from the sky.  
 
    And it really, really hurt. 
 
    “Ow,” he moaned softly, too dazed from the shock of impact to give it any more effort than that. Eventually the freezing rain on his back and the lumpy pile of cornstalks that lay crushed beneath him became uncomfortable enough to snap him out of it, but as his mind cleared it was almost immediately clouded again by the sudden confusion he felt at having no idea what had just happened. He remembered falling, of course, flailing helplessly at the air as the cornfield rushed up to meet him, but… how? What had he fallen from?  
 
    The boy reluctantly rolled onto his back to investigate, letting out an elaborate groan in the process, but as he looked up at the sky all he could see was the storm. Could he have fallen from the clouds, he wondered? They weren’t generally very solid things, clouds, but maybe there was something behind them. Figuring he might as well go take a look, the boy pulled himself up out of the mud and indulged in a quick litany of “Ow”s as a variety of bruises made themselves known. Then, after checking to make sure nothing was broken, he took a deep breath, spread his wings and… didn’t fly.  
 
    “Huh,” said the boy, furrowing his brow puzzledly and hopping a bit to see if it would help him get into the air. It didn’t, so instead of a hop he tried a jump. When that didn’t work either he tried a running jump, which also failed but it was his last idea so he kept with it. Soon enough he was leaping and bounding through the cornfield at a reckless rate, growing more and more desperate to get off the ground every second that he couldn’t. “I can’t fly,” he muttered to himself frantically, scrambling to his feet to try another take-off even though the last one had just sent him face-first into the mud. “Why can’t I fly?”  
 
    Eventually his blind, panicked leaps took him out of the cornfield and into the path of an oncoming car. He finally became airborne at this point, but since it came as a result of being hit at full speed by the aforementioned car and abruptly ended with him bouncing violently across the pavement, the boy considered it to be something of an empty victory. “Oh my gosh,” came a voice from nearby, closely followed by the sounds of a car door slamming and someone sprinting across the gravel. They slid to their knees as they reached the boy’s side, and as their face came into view above him he saw that “they” were a very nervous-looking young man with big round glasses and a goatee. “Oh my gosh,” the man said again, his hands hovering uncertainly in the air as if he wanted to use them to help but wasn’t sure how. “Are you all right?”  
 
    “No,” the boy said numbly, staring past him at nothing in particular. “I… I can’t fly.”  
 
    “… What? Look, don’t try to move. I’m gonna call an ambulance or something.” The man pulled some kind of device the boy had never seen before out of his pocket, held it out in front of him in various positions, and then, with a growl of frustration, chucked it into the cornfield. “Aagh, I can’t get a signal! What am I supposed to—?” He bit his lip and looked around fretfully for a moment while the boy just laid there in silence, letting the tears fall from his eyes. Then, seeming to have come to a decision, the man looked down at the boy and said, “Okay, look, I just—don’t worry. You’re gonna be okay. I can drive you to the hospital myself. It’s not very far, so—well, no, it’s kinda far I guess, but I’ll speed, so it won’t seem like it. Anyway, my back seat’s pretty trashed, so just, uh—just wait here while I go clear it out, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” the boy sighed miserably. The man gave him a quick, sympathetic kind of look, then ran off to do what he’d said. The boy tried to sit up, and in the process he couldn’t help but notice that his right arm and a few of his ribs were broken. He also couldn’t help but cry out in pain, which brought the man running back to him in a flash.  
 
    “What? What’s wrong?”  
 
    “My arm…” 
 
    “What, is it broken?” Apparently the man only had to glance at it to find out, if the way he winced was any indication. “Oh. Okay, yeah, that’s definitely broken. Just, uh—just try not to move it, okay? The doctor’ll fix it once we get there.”  
 
    “Will he fix my wings, too?”  
 
    The man gave him the oddest look. “Your what?”  
 
    “My wings. They’re not working.”  
 
    “… Yeah. Look, just hold on, kid. I’ll be right back.”  
 
    Since he couldn’t get up the boy figured he really had no choice but to “hold on”, and he did so for what felt like an eternity before the man finally came back for him. Scooping him up as gently as he could, the man carefully carried the boy back to his car and, soon enough, they were on their way to the hospital. Neither of them said anything for a while, but the man seemed to be the kind of person who couldn’t tolerate silence for long so eventually he broke it with, “My name’s Jack, by the way. Sorry I hit you, but you kind of came out of nowhere, you know?”  
 
    “Yeah, I know.”  
 
    “So what’s your name?”  
 
    “Frotwoot.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Frotwoot.” 
 
    “ ‘Frotwoot’?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “… Are you sure?”  
 
    In fact, the boy wasn’t sure. He’d answered instinctively, not even thinking the word before he’d said it, but he couldn’t remember anyone ever actually calling him “Frotwoot”. It felt right, though. But since a feeling and a certainty were two different things, in the interest of honesty he answered, “No.”  
 
    Jack laughed in disbelief. “What? How can you not be sure what your name is?”  
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Okay,” said Jack, sighing and shaking his head. “So, uh… where are your parents?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” said Frotwoot, tensing up with sudden concern at his own answer.  
 
    “What’re their names?”  
 
    “I… I don’t know.”  
 
    “Oh, right. You probably just call them mom and dad, don’t you?”  
 
    “I don’t know!” said Frotwoot, voice rising in panic as he tried desperately to remember something, anything about his parents. There was a space there, somewhere in the back of his memory, but it was empty. He tried to think back, to remember what he’d done or where he’d been or who he’d known before he fell, but… there was nothing there. He wasn’t even sure he remembered his own name. And why couldn’t he fly?  
 
    “Hey, are you all right?”  
 
    “No!” Frotwoot snapped, heart pounding as he tried again and again to remember his life before now. He knew he’d had one. He must have, but… there were no memories, no evidence to back it up. Jack said something else, probably trying to soothe him, but he couldn’t hear. He couldn’t even think. He could only feel, and it did not feel good. It was too much. Whatever was left inside of him broke… and everything went black. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next thing Frotwoot knew there was bright daylight pouring through his eyelids, there was the unmistakable feeling of a bed underneath him, and there was the sound of a new, unfamiliar voice speaking nearby. He couldn’t focus on the actual words for a while, but once he could the ones he came in on were, “… This sounds very much to me like post-traumatic stress.”  
 
    “Really?” said a voice he recognized as Jack’s. “I thought it was amnesia.”  
 
    “Amnesia is often a symptom of it, Mr. Crossley.” This voice was decidedly female, and thickly accented. “Also, from some of the things you told me it sounds as if he’s created a fantasy world for himself. This, along with amnesia, is a fairly common coping mechanism.”  
 
    “… So, like, is this my fault, you think?”  
 
    “No, I doubt it. Based on the fact that he was running around in shorts made of leaves and trying to fly, I’d say this condition existed long before you, ha, ran into him.”  
 
    “… What is that? Why’re you smiling? Was that a joke?”  
 
    “Yes. You see, ‘ran into him’ can have two meanings here and—”  
 
    “I get it. It’s just not funny.”  
 
    “Maybe not right now, but I’m sure you’ll think so later.”  
 
    As Jack vehemently assured her that he would not, Frotwoot finally decided to stop pretending he was asleep and opened his eyes. The new person, who was standing in front of his bed and smiling bemusedly at Jack, had dark brown skin and a mess of curly black hair tied up tightly near the top of her head. She was also wearing a long white coat and was, in Frotwoot’s opinion, quite beautiful, an opinion which immediately grew stronger as she turned to look at him and smiled. “Oh, look who’s awake!”  
 
    “Hi,” Frotwoot said softly, glancing at Jack and wishing he’d give him a reassuring smile too. The nervous way he was looking at him was kind of depressing. “Who are you?”  
 
    “My name’s Doctor Azikiwe, but that’s really hard to say so you can just call me Bunmi.”  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    “What shall I call you?”  
 
    “Frotwoot, I think.”  
 
    “You think?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m not… I don’t remember things. You know, the—the things about me.”  
 
    “So I’ve heard,” said Bunmi, her smile growing a little sad. She sat gently on the edge of his bed and held his hand. “Tell me, what’s the first thing you can remember?”  
 
    “I was falling.”  
 
    “Falling from where?”  
 
    “The sky.”  
 
    “I see. And how did you get into the sky?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” said Frotwoot, looking down and shaking his head in frustration. It was at this point that he finally noticed the plaster cast on his arm, and as a result, something very important suddenly occurred to him. ”Hey, did you fix my wings?”  
 
    “Ah,” Bunmi shot Jack a look. ”Well, you see, that’s… why don’t we talk about that later? First, can you tell me what you look like?”  
 
    “What I look like?” 
 
    “Yes. 
 
    “Can’t you see?”  
 
    “Of course,” laughed Bunmi, echoing Jack. “I just want to see if you can remember.”  
 
    “Oh, okay,” said Frotwoot, his brow furrowing with concentration. ”Well, um… I look like a boy.”  
 
    “Yes, and? What color’s your hair?”  
 
    Frotwoot opened his mouth to answer, but, much to his dismay, nothing came out. After a moment or two he tried to take a peek but his hair was too short. “Gah!” he half-growled/half-groaned in frustration, hiding his face in the palm of his hand as Jack walked over to give his shoulder a reassuring squeeze.  
 
    “It’s dark blond,” Bunmi told him gently. “Do you know what color your eyes are?”  
 
    “No,” said Frotwoot, not even trying this time.  
 
    “They’re brown. Here, see for yourself,” said Bunmi, pulling a compact mirror from her pocket and offering it to him. He took it after just a moment’s hesitation, and after another moment of hesitation flipped it open to see a completely unfamiliar face looking back at him. “Do you recognize yourself now?” Bunmi asked.  
 
    Frotwoot shook his head and started to hand the mirror back to her, but then he spotted something that made him jerk it back—or more accurately, he didn’t spot something. “Wait, where are my wings?” he demanded, frantically angling the mirror back and forth and twisting his neck to get a better view of his back.  
 
    “Ah,” said Bunmi, shifting uncomfortably and looking as if she were bracing herself for something. ”Well, you see… I’m afraid you don’t have any wings.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I said—”  
 
    “What’d you do to them?!?!”  
 
    “I didn’t do anything to them, Frotwoot. You never had any.”  
 
    “Did so!”  
 
    “Do you remember having them?”  
 
    “I—” Frotwoot froze, and a pit opened up in his stomach. Not this again… “No.”  
 
    “So why do you think they should be there?”  
 
    “Because… because they should be!” Frotwoot choked, just managing to get it out before bursting into tears. Bunmi didn’t hesitate to wrap him up in her arms, and for the next several minutes she held him close, doing what little she could to comfort him as he sobbed deeply into her shoulder. This went on for quite a while, and by the time it was over Frotwoot felt thoroughly embarrassed.  
 
    “Don’t be embarrassed,” said Bunmi, rather intuitively. “It’s okay to cry if you have a good reason.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Jack chimed in weakly, giving his shoulder another reassuring squeeze. “And, y’know… if it makes you feel any better, we don’t have wings either.”  
 
    Frotwoot looked up sharply at him, then at Bunmi; he hadn’t noticed their winglessness before. “Did you lose yours too?”  
 
    “No,” Bunmi chuckled. “It is like I said, you never had any, and neither did we. No one has.”  
 
    “But then… why do I feel like I used to?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” said Bunmi, shrugging. “But we can try to find out, and if you’d like we can also try to help you remember the things you’ve forgotten.”  
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    “Maybe. I can’t promise that it’s possible, but if it’s possible then I can promise that I will.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Frotwoot, brightening up a little as he felt hope for the first time not only in recent memory, but in memory, period. Over the weeks that followed Jack and Bunmi did their best to keep that hope alive, visiting and working with him almost every day (Bunmi kept telling Jack he didn’t have to be there; he just kept telling her that he did), but try as they might they never seemed to make any progress. Then, on one especially grim day, inspiration struck and Bunmi declared that she’d simply been trying to heal Frotwoot’s mind in the wrong direction. “Let’s make some new memories,” she said, and from then on things weren’t just different; they were wonderfully, joyfully different.  
 
    Instead of focusing on the life he’d lost, Frotwoot began—with Bunmi and Jack’s help—to live a new one. He still had to stay at the hospital, of course, but only in the sense that “stay” meant the place you slept, because they were hardly ever there. Under Bunmi’s “close supervision”, Jack took Frotwoot everywhere that he thought a childhood should include, starting with every amusement park in the state of Indiana and continuing down the list until they’d repeated it twice. Soon they were all too exhausted to keep having so much fun so frequently, so they decided to start only going out on the weekends and to spend the weekdays at Jack’s apartment.  
 
    At first this seemed like a pretty poor trade-off, especially when you considered that Jack’s “apartment” was just a couch and a TV that he kept in the attic of his guitar store, but Frotwoot soon grew to love it there. The three of them would mostly just sit around watching movies and playing board games, Bunmi occasionally sneaking in some psychology when they least expected it, but the feeling Frotwoot got from it was better than anything he’d ever known. No carnival or zoo or whatever even came close to it. 
 
    This went on for a few months, broken up only by the occasional move to a new facility (and the various failed attempts by those facilities’ doctors to take over Frotwoot’s treatment), but then, just a few weeks before Christmas, everything changed.  
 
    Frotwoot barely even noticed it at first; he’d see Jack and Bunmi holding hands sometimes, or shooting each other looks that seemed markedly different from the way they looked at him, but he didn’t really think anything of it. Then, on Christmas Eve, as they were eating pizza and watching Die Hard (Jack had insisted that it was an “essential holiday tradition” and Bunmi, for some reason, hadn’t argued), Frotwoot caught them stealing a kiss out of the corner of his eye, and he certainly thought something about that. 
 
    The next day, Jack came to his hospital room alone and sat on the edge of his bed, looking nervous.  
 
    “Hi Jack!” said Frotwoot, jumping fully-dressed out of bed to put on his shoes. “Did Santa come to your house already?”  
 
    “What? Oh, yeah, yeah, he did,” Jack chuckled, shaking his head. “Bunmi’s already there, too. But, uh… before we go, there’s something I wanted to talk to you about—”  
 
    “Can we talk about it after presents?”  
 
    “No, I kind of wanna talk about it now.”  
 
    “But Jack—”  
 
    “Kid, I asked Bunmi to marry me.”  
 
    Frotwoot fell silent for a moment or two, then shook his head and said, “What?”  
 
    Jack laughed and put an arm around him. “I said I asked Bunmi to marry me.”  
 
    “Did she say yes?”  
 
    “She did.”  
 
    “… Wow.”  
 
    “I know, right? But here’s the thing… Bunmi and I, we love each other. But we love you, too. So, we were wondering… since, y’know, we’re starting a new family and everything, if maybe you’d, um… I don’t know… if maybe you’d like to be a part of it.”  
 
    Frotwoot gave him a funny look. “You want me to marry you too?”  
 
    “What?!?! No, no, that’s not—no. No.” Jack laughed and shook his head before trying again. “We wanna adopt you, kid.”  
 
    “What’s that mean?”  
 
    “… Seriously? Oh, right, you’re like, five. It means that we’ll become your parents, basically.”  
 
    Frotwoot’s eyes went wide. “You can do that?”  
 
    “Yeah, why not? I mean no one’s ever come looking for you or anything, so that’s not gonna be a problem. Bunmi thinks she might have to resign because of, you know, ‘ethics’ or whatever, but once she’s done that we’re pretty sure they’ll let us have you. Well, if you want us to, I mean. I’m not telling you here, I’m—I’m asking you.”  
 
    “So… what, you’ll be my dad?”  
 
    “Yes, I’ll be your dad.”  
 
    “And Bunmi will be my mom?”  
 
    “That’s usually the way it works, yeah.”  
 
    “… Are you sure we can do this?”  
 
    Jack laughed. “Pretty sure, yeah. But, like I said, we won’t unless you want us to.”  
 
    “Well, geez, of course I want you to!” 
 
    “Really?” said Jack, grinning at him and jumping to his feet with a burst of sudden, unrestrained excitement. “Kid, you just gave me the only thing I really wanted for Christmas!”  
 
    Frotwoot stared at him incredulously for a second, then rolled his eyes and let out a big theatrical groan.  
 
    “I know, I know,” laughed Jack, voice cracking a bit as he knelt down to hug him harder than he ever had before. “I don’t know what came over me… I guess I just get kind of sappy when all my wildest dreams come true.”  
 
    Frotwoot groaned even louder this time, but he also hugged him even tighter.  
 
    And with that, they lived happily ever after. 
 
    … Or for about ten years, anyway. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    2 
 
      
 
    Frotwoot Crossley—now a decade older, a little sister richer, and not a bit closer to getting his memory back—jerked awake as his phone started to go off somewhere near his head. He instinctively started to fumble around for it, but stopped when he realized what time it was. There was only one person who called him in the middle of the night like this, and since the least inane reason they’d ever done so was to hear Frotwoot’s thoughts on “chocolate omelettes” (it had been a moral dilemma… somehow) he figured that whatever it was they were currently calling him about could probably wait till morning, if not forever.  
 
    Unfortunately, the person on the other end of the line seemed to disagree quite strongly with that assessment, making several more back-to-back calls after the first one was ignored. Eventually Frotwoot realized that they weren’t going to give up, so with a growl of frustration he ripped the battery from his phone and flung it across the room. But then, before he could even breathe a sigh of relief… the house phone started to ring.  
 
    “Oh, come on,” Frotwoot groaned, scrambling out of bed to answer it before it woke his parents. The battery he’d just thrown tripped him up before he could even reach the door, though, so by the time he’d managed to get back to his feet and burst out into the hallway it was already too late.  
 
    “Hello?” Bunmi half-yawned into the phone, turning her head to focus on Frotwoot as he came into view. “… What? Wes, do you not have clocks in your house? Do you not know what time it is?” She shook her head, closed her eyes and sighed as Frotwoot’s friend Wes responded. That was what most adults did when they talked to him. “If it’s an ‘emergency’, Wes, then why are you calling my son? Isn’t there someone else you can, and probably should call? Is Frotwoot some kind of superhero now and I don’t know about it, or…? Ah. I see. Then it’s not actually an ‘emergency’, is it? I do not think you know what the word means.” She looked at Frotwoot, who smiled and shrugged as apologetically as he could. “Do you want to talk to him, or should I give him what he deserves and hang up?”  
 
    “Sorry mom,” whispered Frotwoot, taking the phone from her and putting it to his ear. He waited till she’d gone back into her bedroom, then snapped as harshly but also as quietly as he could, “Dude, what’s wrong with you?”  
 
    “Hey! Crossley! What’s up, bro? Something wrong with your other number?”  
 
    “No, I just didn’t wanna talk to you.”  
 
    “Oh. Well, that’s pretty rude,” said Wes. It was all Frotwoot could do at this point not to smash the phone to pieces. “Anyway, I know it’s late—”  
 
    “You do?”  
 
    “Aww, c’mon, man… you’ll wanna see this, trust me.”  
 
    “See what?”  
 
    “Okay, are you next to a computer?” 
 
    “Hold on,” Frotwoot sighed, setting the phone down for a moment while he went to grab his laptop. “Okay,” he said as sat on the floor with the computer set up in front of him and the phone wedged awkwardly between his shoulder and face. “Now what?”  
 
    “Well, you know that website I made for our band?”  
 
    “What, you mean that blog we deleted, like, two years ago?”  
 
    “Yeah! Except after you guys deleted it I brought it back.”  
 
    “… What.”  
 
    “It was a good way to get our name out there! Anyway, we’re getting a little off-track  
 
    here—”  
 
    “Wes, Astrid is going to kill you.”  
 
    “What? Why? I took most of the bikini pictures down after I brought it back…”  
 
    “Most of—?” Frotwoot groaned and covered his eyes with his hand. “That’s not even the point, man. Her family’s in Witness Protection.”  
 
    “I know. I took all our addresses down, too. Anyway, back to what I was saying—”  
 
    “Are you still listing the times and places that we’re performing, Wes?”  
 
    “WOULD YOU JUST FOCUS FOR A MINUTE, CROSSLEY? GOSH!!!”  
 
    “I’m just saying, she’s going to kill you and I’m not going to stop her.”  
 
    “Okay! Fine! Now, can we get back on-topic?”  
 
    “Sure, whatever,” said Frotwoot, shaking his head and laughing to himself in disbelief.  
 
    “All right. So, go to the blog—you remember the address?” 
 
    “No, but Google found it pretty quick. Why are there so many results for ‘Starfishy Sky’, anyway?”  
 
    “I don’t know, I thought it was pretty original back when we picked it for our band. Anyway, log in as the blog’s, like… author or whatever—” 
 
    “I don’t know the password or the username, man.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Well, it’s WesIsTheBest—”  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Shut up, I was 12. So, it’s WesIsTheBest12—shut up!—and the password is, uh…” Wes hesitated, then said something to Frotwoot that was decidedly unfit for print.  
 
    “Dude, that’s disgusting.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Wes laughed. “I know. Anyway, are you in?”  
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “Okay, now go to the private messages.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Frotwoot, clicking on the little envelope-shaped icon. There was only one message in there, and as soon as he saw the subject line Frotwoot could tell why Wes had called his attention to it. “ ‘TO FROTWOOT—URGENT!!!’,” he read, clicking on it with probably just a bit less urgency than was being called for. “Did you already read this, man?”  
 
    “Yeah. Sorry.”  
 
    “Wait, so you apologize for that but not for—whoa,” Frotwoot stopped short as the side of the screen changed to show the profile picture of an absolutely gorgeous girl. She had unusually pale skin, thick, shoulder-length black hair that curled at the ends and the saddest, prettiest blue eyes he’d ever seen. “Who’s that?”  
 
    “What, you don’t know? I only read part of it, but she acted like she knew you, dude.”  
 
    Frotwoot reluctantly tore his eyes away from the picture and began to read the message itself: 
 
      
 
    Hey Frotwoot, it’s Maeve!!! I can’t believe that after ALL this time I’ve finally found you! I don’t know why we got split up, but it looks like you landed pretty close to where I did if you’re in Indiana because I’m in CHICAGO! Can you call me when you get this? Like, as SOON as you get this? My number’s— 
 
      
 
    “… ‘Landed’?” Frotwoot muttered in disbelief. “Hey, Wes? Can I call you back?” 
 
    “What, are you gonna call her right now?”  
 
    “No, I just… I need to think on this for a while.”  
 
    “She’s pretty hot, huh? Aren’t you glad I woke you up now?”  
 
    “Kind of, yeah. Thanks.”  
 
    “No problem. I just hope she’s not a dude or something.”  
 
    “Bye Wes,” laughed Frotwoot, hanging up and focusing all of his attention back on the computer screen. The word “landed” kept jumping out at him and twisting his stomach up, even though it was quite possible that she hadn’t meant it literally. Then there was the picture… it was weird, but even though the girl didn’t look familiar to him at all he got the distinct feeling that she should. It was like having the name of something on the tip of your tongue, but decidedly worse.  
 
    Eventually he went back to bed, figuring he should try to get some sleep before morning, but “try” was about all he could manage. By the time breakfast rolled around he was completely exhausted, and as long as this “Maeve” person was on his mind he was sure he’d stay that way.  
 
    “Hey kiddo,” said Jack as Frotwoot staggered into the kitchen. “What’d Wes want?”  
 
    “Oh, you know… just some stupid thing.”  
 
    “Well, that’s not a surprise,” sighed Jack, rolling his eyes and turning back to the eggs he was making. It was a good thing he was distracted, Frotwoot thought, because otherwise he’d probably be able to tell that his son was hiding something. And then, once he’d told Bunmi, she’d be able to coax it out of him with little to no effort. And then, once they knew, Frotwoot was sure they’d make him call Maeve right away, and since at this point he wasn’t even sure if he wanted to call her at all, well… it was just a good thing he was distracted, Frotwoot thought.  
 
    “Jack!” Bunmi scolded her husband as she entered the room, interrupting Frotwoot’s neurotic little episode. “What have I told you about insulting Frotwoot’s friends?”  
 
    “I don’t know, I probably wasn’t listening,” Jack said with a shrug and a wry smile. “Anyway, it’s not an insult, it’s an observation.”  
 
    “An insulting one!” said Bunmi, grinning despite herself and slapping him playfully on the arm.  
 
    “Hey, I can only observe what the kid actually does, right? It’s not my fault that everything he does is stupid.”  
 
    “It’s fine, mom,” Frotwoot assured her as she gasped and opened her mouth to respond. “I’ll just grow to resent dad over time and eventually rebel against him.”  
 
    Jack and Bunmi both laughed, startling their daughter Molly as she walked groggily into the kitchen. “Hey Molly!” said Frotwoot, scooping her up and sitting her in his lap. “Wanna go see my band play today?”  
 
    Molly shook her head, then laid it just a bit too roughly on the table in front of her in an unlikely attempt to get back to sleep. “She’s our biggest fan,” smirked Frotwoot, setting her in her own chair so he could take the plate of food Jack was handing him.  
 
    “Where’re you guys playing tonight?” asked Jack as he finished serving everyone else and sat down to eat.  
 
    “Some place in Chicago. We’re practically doing it for free, but you know…”  
 
    “It’s not about the money, it’s about the music?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.”  
 
    “If only it could be about both, right?”  
 
    “It is when you don’t suck.”  
 
    Bunmi flicked him on the arm with her fingers. “Oh, now don’t talk like that! Your band’s very good, Frotwoot.”  
 
    “I know. I just like to make you say it.”  
 
    Everyone laughed again except for Molly, who, as usual, just lifted her head up to glare at them all. 
 
    When breakfast was over Frotwoot volunteered to wash the dishes, suddenly eager for an excuse not to call Maeve now that it was a more decent hour. Once he’d reached the point where he couldn’t drag it out any longer (a dish could only get so dry), he found Molly and asked her if she wanted to “play dolls or something”. She did, having woken/lightened up considerably more by this point, but it wasn’t long before she got bored with what Barbie and her friends were doing and wanted to watch cartoons. Frotwoot joined her until a show came on that he just couldn’t stand, at which point he wandered off to find something else to help him procrastinate; which was pointless and kind of silly, he knew, but he couldn’t help it. As curious as he was about this “Maeve” and the possible window to his past she represented, he was scared that something she knew about him would… change things, somehow. And, quite frankly (no offense meant to the concept of “change”, as it could often be quite positive, and as a concept was in no position to be offended anyway, and obviously he was going a bit crazy again), he liked things just the way they were. 
 
    Once he’d run out of things to do around the house, Frotwoot went around the block to help Jack out at the guitar store. “Oh good,” said Jack as he walked through the door. “Now I don’t have to do all those things I hate.” 
 
    “You never do anyway,” Frotwoot laughed. 
 
    “I know! I save them all for you!” 
 
    Frotwoot finished doing everything in the store that needed doing (and a few things that kind of didn’t) just a bit earlier than he would’ve liked, having decided about halfway through tuning all the instruments that if he could just make it until his band had to leave for their gig tonight—which, since they had to take the train from Rensselaer to Chicago, was actually going to be pretty soon— then he could easily put off calling Maeve until tomorrow. He’d pretty much have to, really. So, knowing that his dad would never say “no” to such a request, Frotwoot asked Jack if he wanted to jam for a while, and the two of them were still doing that when the rest of Starfishy Sky showed up to get him.  
 
    “What’re you doing, Crossley?” his friend/ex-girlfriend Astrid Swope (a perpetually angry-looking teenage girl with a few ill-advised piercings and a crazy, multi-colored hairdo spiked up to match the store-bought, pseudo-punk clothes she’d recently started to wear) demanded as she and Wes Cameron (a tall, beefy young man who might pass for a stereotypical frat boy if not for the orange mohawk he’d worn since Kindergarten and his almost pathological aversion to sports and education) walked into the store. “You know your hand always cramps up when you play too much before a show, man!”  
 
    “Yeah, it’s already cramping up now, actually,” said Frotwoot, giving his dad a quick little side hug as he got up to leave. “But you can’t be mad at me.”  
 
    “Why not?” Astrid said defiantly, like it was a challenge.  
 
    “Because Wes put our band’s blog back up two years ago and didn’t tell us. You have to be mad at him.”  
 
    “Crossley, no,” Wes whimpered, actually flinching as Astrid turned to look at him.  
 
    “Be safe, kids,” Jack called to them as they filed out the door.  
 
    “We will, Mr. Crossley,” Wes and Astrid droned in unison before returning to their respective states of terror and rage. For the next few blocks Astrid randomly punched and constantly screamed at Wes, only stopping when Frotwoot started to feel bad and “accidentally” knocked over Wes’ drum caddy. This brought both of them together to yell at him instead, so by the time they got to the train station the mood had pretty much evened-out.  
 
    “Stupid,” muttered Astrid, hitting Wes one last time as they sat down to wait. Wes winced and rubbed his arm, shooting Frotwoot an accusing look. “Thanks a lot, man,” he snarled quietly. Then, after thinking about it for a moment, “I meant that sarcastically, by the way.”  
 
    “Yeah, I—I could kind of tell by the context.”  
 
    “Did you at least get a date with that chick, Maeve? Because I’ve suffered for it now, man. I’d hate to think it was all for nothing.”  
 
    “No, I didn’t even call her.”  
 
    “What?! Dude, what is wrong with you? Call her right now.”  
 
    “No, Wes, I—”  
 
    “Here,” Wes cut him off, forcing his phone into Frotwoot’s hands. “Do it. Right now.”  
 
    “But I don’t want to—”  
 
    “NOW, Crossley! Her number’s already on the phone, go ahead.”  
 
    “What? Why’d you put her number on your phone?”  
 
    “… That’s not important right now. Try to focus.”  
 
    “Hey!” Astrid said sharply, making both of them jump. “What’re you two talking about?” Not having much of a choice, Frotwoot and Wes took turns quickly filling her in, and when they’d finished she asked, “Okay, so why don’t you wanna call her?”  
 
    “It’s complicated, Astrid.” 
 
    “Everything interesting is, Crossley. And I’m interested, so what’s the deal?”  
 
    Frotwoot hesitated for a moment, then let out a heavy sigh and gave in. “Okay, here’s the thing: I don’t know her, but she knows me. Since there’s no way she has me confused with another ‘Frotwoot’, then that can really only mean that she knows me from… before.”  
 
    “ ‘Before’…?” said Astrid, furrowing her brow and looking at Wes, who did the same back to her. Then, realization seemed to hit them both at the same time, prompting them to look at Frotwoot as one and say in a knowing chorus of understanding, “Ohhhh.”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “But don’t you want to know what you forgot?” Astrid asked.  
 
    “No, not really. I mean… what if she knows who my birth parents are? What if she knows where they are? What if they wanna meet me, or take me away, or—”  
 
    “Dude, I just thought of something,” said Wes, eyes going wide as a look of inordinate excitement suddenly lit up his face. “What if Maeve’s your sister?”  
 
    Frotwoot’s jaw dropped, and it kind of just stayed there while he failed to form any kind of meaningful reply.  
 
    “Dude! You thought your sister was hot!”  
 
    “No! I mean—well, yeah, I did, but—” Frotwoot protested, feeling slightly ill.  
 
    “Why are we acting like we know this for a fact?” Astrid snapped, glaring at Wes as he threw his head back and shook with laughter next to her. “She could just be a friend or something, right?”  
 
    “Gosh, I hope so,” said Frotwoot, trying to remember if Maeve had actually looked anything like him. She hadn’t, really, but Luke Skywalker didn’t look much like Leia, either…  
 
    “Okay, wait,” said Astrid, thumping Wes in the chest with the back of her hand to shut him up. “So you’re just gonna leave this girl hanging, then?”  
 
    “Uh… well, it sounds kind of bad when you say it like that.”  
 
    “That’s because it is bad, Crossley. For all we know, you’re her only link to the past, too, and she’s been sitting by her phone all day—”  
 
    “That message came last week,” Wes chimed in.  
 
    “—All week, Crossley, waiting for you to call. Did you even think about that?”  
 
    “Well, no.”  
 
    “Good. Because if you did you’d be a jerk. Now come on, the train’s here. You can call her on the way.”  
 
    Frotwoot really didn’t have an argument for that (and even if he did he made it a point not to argue with Astrid), so as they got on the train he reluctantly took Wes’ phone and sat slightly apart from his friends to make the dreaded call. His thumb hovered over Maeve’s name in the contact list for a while. Then, after he’d finally forced himself to tap it, his thumb hovered over the “send” button for an even longer while. That only lasted for as long as it took Astrid to walk over and press it for him, at which point his stomach twisted violently and he became more acutely aware of his own pulse rate than he’d ever been in his life. It only got worse as the ring cycle continued, so it was almost a relief when the call went to a machine… “almost” because the recorded message began only to be immediately cut off by a very live-sounding, “Hello?”  
 
    Frotwoot swallowed hard. “Hi. Is this, uh—is this Maeve?”  
 
    “No, I’m afraid not.”  
 
    “Oh, good.” He almost hung up then and there, but Astrid was still watching him, so: “I mean, um… is she there?”  
 
    “No, dear. She left just a little while ago. Would you like me to have her call you back?”  
 
    “No, no, that’s cool, I’ll just, um… I’ll just try again later.”  
 
    “All right, sweetheart. Good-bye.”  
 
    “Bye.”  
 
    Frotwoot hung up, sat back, and let out a big sigh of relief. Once his heart had stopped pounding he went to join Astrid and Wes, who stared at him in askance. “She wasn’t there,” he told them, shrugging and trying very hard to downplay how glad he was of the fact.  
 
    “You’re not getting out of this, Crossley,” said Astrid, pointing a cautionary finger at him. “You’re gonna call her again after the show.”  
 
    “And if she’s your sister you’re gonna hook me up,” Wes added, dodging Astrid’s resulting slap as instinctively as she’d thrown it.  
 
    They didn’t talk about Maeve for the rest of the ride, but that didn’t stop Frotwoot from thinking about her. Unfortunately, neither did taking the stage when they got to the awful little club Wes had booked (it was one of those places you wouldn’t feel comfortable calling a “dive” because it wasn’t quite classy enough for that), which made for a very distracted performance. No one outside of the band really seemed to notice, of course, since Frotwoot playing the guitar “badly” was roughly equivalent to someone else playing it “averagely”, but his singing was another matter altogether. When they got to the first song where he had lead vocals (none of them were especially good or bad at singing, so they all took turns), Astrid let him get about two verses into it before taking over as smoothly as possible, and after that they just skipped the rest. They didn’t even need to discuss it; he’d sung so horribly that it just seemed like the right thing to do.  
 
    “Geez, Crossley,” said Wes, getting up from the drums when it was time for a break and giving Frotwoot a friendly little punch in the arm. “You really suck tonight!”  
 
    “Yeah, you really do,” Astrid chimed in, not looking up because she was taking a second to tune her bass. “Your hand’s cramping up, isn’t it? I told you, man. Don’t know what’s up with your voice, though.”  
 
    Frotwoot ignored them, a sudden movement near the back of the club having just caught his eye. A girl was waving at him frantically, clearly trying to get his attention, and once she had it her obvious glee stood in stark contrast to the overwhelming panic he felt upon recognizing her.  
 
    It was Maeve.  
 
    “… I’ve gotta go,” Frotwoot muttered, spinning his guitar around to his back and jumping off the stage. For a moment he just stood there, staring into her eyes and wondering what he should do next, but then when Maeve started to make her way through the crowd, grinning at him as she inched forward at an alarming rate… he stopped thinking and started running. Wes called out to him as he burst through the emergency exit, but he barely heard him. Pure impulse had taken over, and it didn’t let him stop until the club was at least two miles away, at which point he ducked into a little coffee shop to hide while he made a phone call.  
 
    “Hello?” said Bunmi, answering her work phone after almost five rings. Oh crap, thought Frotwoot; that kind of delay usually meant she was with a patient.  
 
    “Hey mom, it’s Frotwoot.”  
 
    “Ah. Frotwoot, I’m—”  
 
    “With a patient, I know. And I’m sorry, but I need you to come get me. Like, I really, really need you to.”  
 
    “What, from Chicago? Call your father, Frotwoot, he’s not busy.”  
 
    “I know, but you’re almost an hour closer and I—I just need to get home.”  
 
    “Frotwoot—”  
 
    “Please, mom. I’ll pay for the rest of that guy’s appointment or whatever, just please come and get me.”  
 
    “Ha! You couldn’t afford it.”  
 
    “Okay, then I’ll sell my guitar, just—”  
 
    “That might cover five minutes or so.”  
 
    “I’ll get a job, then! I’ll do anything! Just please don’t make me wait for dad, okay? Please?”  
 
    Bunmi sighed heavily. “All right, Frotwoot. Where are you?”  
 
    Frotwoot quickly gave her the address, then thanked/apologized to her profusely until she hung up, at which point he turned around to see Maeve standing directly behind him.  
 
    “AHH!” he cried out, jumping back a bit and flailing ridiculously at the air between them.  
 
    “Hi,” said Maeve, looking nervous, confused, and happy all at the same time. “Sorry, I wasn’t trying to scare you, I was just—”  
 
    “How—how did you follow me?” Frotwoot cut her off, backing away from her even as she moved forward. “While I was running I kept looking back and you were never—”  
 
    “Oh, I flew.”  
 
    “… You what?”  
 
    “I flew,” Maeve repeated, just as matter-of-factly as before but a little quieter this time. “We really shouldn’t talk about that here, though. You never know who might be listening.”  
 
    Frotwoot glanced at the coffee shop’s two other patrons and its sole employee, and in response they all immediately acted as if they hadn’t just been staring at him. “I’m pretty sure they’re all listening, Maeve, so—wait, hold on,” stopping short, he shook his head to clear it and put up a hand as if to physically keep this conversation from getting away from him. “What do you mean ‘flew’?”  
 
    Maeve frowned as, apparently, she tried to puzzle this out. “Huh?”  
 
    “You SAID you FLEW!!!” Frotwoot snapped, making everyone in the shop jump a little. “What does that mean?!?!”  
 
    Maeve looked utterly lost, opening and closing her mouth soundlessly for a moment before managing, “It—it means what it means, Frotwoot. I flew. Like, in the air. You know? Come on, let’s go outside, everybody’s looking at us—”  
 
    “No, I’m not going anywhere,” said Frotwoot, jerking his arm back as Maeve tried to pull him outside by it. “I don’t know if this is a joke or if you’re just crazy, but—” He stopped at this point because Maeve looked very much like she was going to cry. “Oh… oh, hey, don’t—” Frotwoot began, but it was too late. Hiding her face in her arm, Maeve spun on her heel and ran out of the coffee shop in tears.  
 
    Frotwoot realized that he pretty much had no choice but to chase after her at this point, but he really didn’t want to, so he hesitated for as long as his conscience would let him (about five seconds or so) before following her out into the night. “Maeve?” he called out, glancing up and down the empty street only to see no sign of her. “Maeve! Where are you?”  
 
    Then, as he started off to search for her in as likely a direction as any, a faint sniffling sound from above made him stop and look up. “Oh my gosh,” he breathed, eyes going wide as they finally spotted Maeve sitting with her knees up to her chin and her face in her hands on the very edge of a nearby roof. “Maeve… what’re you doing up there?” he said carefully, wondering if he should call 911 or something. 
 
    “This isn’t how it was supposed to go,” she sobbed bitterly, not even looking up at him (well, down at him). “I mean, like… you ran away from me, for one thing. What’s that all about?” 
 
    “Well—” Frotwoot began, but apparently it had been a rhetorical question because Maeve didn’t wait for him to finish. 
 
    “And then—then, when I catch up to you, you start acting all crazy and yelling at me and—seriously, what’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I’m sorry,” Frotwoot said quickly, flinching as she emphasized the word “wrong” with a violent, tantrum-like motion that nearly sent her tumbling down onto the sidewalk. “Look, just… come down from there and we can talk all you want. I won’t run away anymore and I won’t yell, I promise.” 
 
    “What about acting crazy? Are you gonna stop acting crazy?” 
 
    “… Sure,” said Frotwoot, heroically resisting the urge to point out that almost nothing she had said or done in the past few minutes could really be classified as “sane”. “Just come down here and I’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    “Okay,” sighed Maeve, and with that she stuck out her legs and dropped straight off the roof. 
 
    “No!” cried Frotwoot, and as he rushed forward in a desperate attempt to catch her… a pair of glittering gossamer wings shot out from her back and safely carried her the rest of the way to the ground. 
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    “How—?” said Frotwoot, pointing at where the wings had been as she let them drop out of sight behind her. “How did you—?”  
 
    “Gosh, I hope no one saw that,” said Maeve, biting her lip and glancing around nervously. “Come on, we should go.” 
 
    “But—” Frotwoot began, feeling rather strongly that this whole “wings” thing merited just a bit more discussion. Unfortunately, he had no idea how to start that discussion, so, after waiting patiently for a second or two (in which Frotwoot managed to take at least three different conversational stances without uttering a single word), Maeve finally just smiled puzzledly and dragged him off by the hand. 
 
    Frotwoot kept a close eye on the back of her shirt as they moved, looking for any sign or evidence of what he’d just seen. There didn’t seem to be any, though, and as he looked closer, noting the complete lack of any holes or slits in the fabric, he not only had to wonder where’d they’d gone, but where they’d even come from. 
 
    “Okay,” said Maeve, stopping in the middle of a rather unpleasant-looking alley and half-turning to flash him a quick, shy little smile. “Let’s take off from here.” 
 
    “… ’Take off’?” said Frotwoot, going to all the trouble of narrowing his eyes only to have to widen them again as her wings reappeared, passing through her clothes like they weren’t even there. As they fluttered outward they passed through him, too, sending what felt like a more pleasant version of a static shock through his entire body… and distracting him just long enough for Maeve to get a few feet off the ground. “No, wait!” 
 
    Maeve looked at him, hovering in mid-air, and once again he wasn’t sure how to say what he needed to say. She waited for about as long as she had the first time, then shook her head and took off flying. Frotwoot instinctively lunged for her wrist, and, much to his surprise, he caught it. 
 
    Even more to his surprise, though, was that it didn’t stop her. 
 
    “Oh crap,” he said, frantically adding his other hand to her wrist as she rather easily lifted him off the ground. “Hoooly crap. Uh, Maeve? Maeve?!” 
 
    Maeve did a double-take at the sight of him, which, considering the fact that he was currently hanging off of her, was more than a little confusing. Couldn’t she feel him? The sleeves on her shirt were fairly thick, sure, but still… “What’re you doing?” she laughed, as if this sudden turn of events were a joke and not, in fact, utterly terrifying. “Get off me.” 
 
    “What?!?! No! I—” 
 
    “Get off!” Maeve laughed again, playfully prying away his fingers and letting him fall. 
 
    What came out of Frotwoot’s mouth next weren’t words, and what came out after that, as he lay on top of the parked car that had just done an awful job of breaking his fall, surrounded on all sides by the shattered remains of his guitar… well, they were words, but not printable ones. 
 
    “Frotwoot!” said Maeve, floating down next to him with a look of wild-eyed concern. “Oh my gosh, Frotwoot, are you okay?” 
 
    “… Yeah,” said Frotwoot. “Yeah, this is just the best. Thanks.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you fly?!?!” 
 
    “ ‘Why didn’t’—?!” Frotwoot repeated incredulously, shaking his head and wincing as he made an ill-advised but ultimately successful attempt to get up. “Why didn’t I fly?” 
 
    Maeve nodded and gave him a “well, yeah” kind of look. 
 
    “I don’t—” Frotwoot began, staring at her with his mouth half-open for a moment before shaking his head and trying again. “Are you—?” This also led nowhere, prompting him to growl in frustration, plop back down on the car and run all ten fingers through his hair. “… Okay,” he sighed, peeking back up at her to see a face that was as confused as he felt. “Okay, let’s just… okay. So.” He steepled his fingers and motioned them towards her. “You have wings.” 
 
    “Uh… yeah?” 
 
    “And you think I have wings.” 
 
    “… Uh-huh.” 
 
    Frotwoot spread his hands out in front of him. “Why?” 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why both!” 
 
    Maeve shook her head helplessly, looking very much like she wanted to answer but couldn’t because she didn’t understand the question. Which kind of made sense, now that Frotwoot thought about it; after all, he wasn’t the only one missing information, here. 
 
    “All right, look,” he said, patting the spot on the hood next to him. “There’s something I think you should know.” 
 
    Maeve looked understandably worried by this, but she sat down anyway. 
 
    “Maeve,” said Frotwoot, choosing his words very carefully even though a part of him (and not a very small part) still wasn’t convinced that this girl was real. “I—” 
 
    “Hey! What’re you kids doing to my car?!?!” 
 
    “—I think we’d better go talk about this somewhere else.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Amnesia?” said Maeve, leaning back in their booth at the coffee shop (a different one, of course) and regarding Frotwoot as if she actually couldn’t comprehend what she’d just heard. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “… Really?” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, like… how much amnesia?” 
 
    Frotwoot considered this question for a moment. “A lot of it?” 
 
    “No, I mean, like… what don’t you remember?” 
 
    “Oh,” said Frotwoot, resisting the urge to ask if she actually knew what ‘amnesia’ meant and taking a sip of his hot cocoa instead. “Yeah, I don’t know. Everything before I fell from the sky’s kind of just… blank.” 
 
    “Everything?” 
 
    “Yeah… pretty much.” 
 
    The look on Maeve’s face gave away what she was going to ask next, but it was still kind of heartbreaking when she said it out loud. “Even me?” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed and looked away. “Yeah.” 
 
    “But,” she said, leaning sideways in her seat to force him back into eye-contact. “But I’m your best friend!” 
 
    Not my sister, Frotwoot thought, breathing a quiet sigh of relief. “You are?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “… Oh.” 
 
    Maeve shook her head and looked out the window, clearly struggling not to cry and/or yell. “Okay, but wait,” she said, holding up a hand and turning back to him once she’d (mostly) managed to internalize her emotions. “If you don’t remember anything, then… what do you think we are?” 
 
    “Um… what?” 
 
    “Well, I mean,” she said with an exasperated sort of laugh, lowering her voice and looking around as if to make sure no one was listening. “We have wings, so…” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. About that—” 
 
    Maeve leaned forward to hear what he had to say, only to immediately gasp and shoot back with her hands over her mouth once he’d said it. “What?!” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged and smiled weakly.  
 
    “You’re—you’re joking, right? I mean, that’s not—how would you even—?” 
 
    “You can check if you want,” said Frotwoot, chuckling a bit at how, for once, his being wingless was being treated as less likely than the alternative. 
 
    Maeve stared at him for a second, then, much to his horror/surprise, jumped to her feet and darted behind him to lift up the back of his shirt. He squirmed away in discomfort, and she jumped back as if she’d just seen something particularly awful rather than, say, a perfectly normal back. “Where’d they go?!?!” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Frotwoot, laughing nervously for some reason and looking down at his cup. “They just… they’ve just never been there.” 
 
    “That’s not possible.” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t much care to argue that point, so he just shrugged and kept staring at his cup. After a while he felt Maeve squeeze in next to him, and then, after another moment or two, she wrapped him up in a warm, wonderful hug. It was possibly the most comforting thing he’d ever experienced, and even though he knew, of course, that it had to end, he sincerely hoped that it never wou— 
 
    “Okay,” said Maeve, releasing him rather abruptly to clap her hands on his chest, give him a quick, sad smile, and then, rather abruptly again, seize him by the hand to pull him up and out of the booth. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “… What?” said Frotwoot, making an unsuccessful grab for his cup as she dragged him toward the door. “Why?” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    “Well, where are we going?” Frotwoot didn’t ask, because Maeve had already spread her wings and taken off with him into the sky. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!?!” he demanded instead, clutching her body to his far tighter than it was generally appropriate to clutch the body of someone else to yours in public. 
 
    “I was just thinking,” she said, glancing behind her as if weren’t already far, far too late to make sure no one was looking. “Like, what if all you need to remember everything is for someone to tell you?” 
 
    “I MEANT MORE THE PART WITH THE FLYING!!!” 
 
    “Oh. I’m taking you to my house.” 
 
    “WHY?!?!” 
 
    “I don’t know, it’s just… more private there.” 
 
    “AND WE COULDN’T WALK?!?!” 
 
    “… You don’t have to yell.” 
 
    “NO, I ACTUALLY KIND OF DO!!!” 
 
    Maeve laughed. “Don’t worry. I’m not gonna drop you this time.” 
 
    “HOW ARE YOU EVEN CARRYING ME RIGHT NOW?” 
 
    “What? Oh, right… the amnesia thing. Well, I’m not really carrying you. My wings are.” 
 
    “HOW SO?!?!” 
 
    “Do you seriously still need to yell?” 
 
    “NO, I’M JUST DOING IT TO BE FUNNY NOW!!!” 
 
    Maeve smiled and shook her head at him. “Okay. Well, people can get fat, right?” 
 
    “That is the weirdest subject change ever.” 
 
    Maeve laughed. “No, no, it applies.” 
 
    Frotwoot waited for a moment, then, “And it’s not a rhetorical question?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Maeve laughed again, although this time Frotwoot couldn’t help but notice that it was with more than just a tinge of sadness in her eyes. It reminded him of when he’d done something wrong and someone he was talking to was pretending he hadn’t just to be polite, which, in his opinion, was much more awkward than the alternative. “Anyway, so yeah, people can get fat—” Maeve went on, rolling her eyes as he feigned surprise at this, “—So our wings have to be prepared for that, which means they not only have to be able to carry my current body weight, but also any weight that I might gain in the future.” 
 
    “That’s… smart of them.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, they’re magic. Magic can be smarter than nature sometimes.” 
 
    Frotwoot came very close to blurting out something incredulous about the existence of magic, but it was just a knee-jerk reaction and was easily thwarted by the fact that he was currently experiencing magic. “So, what, do you not even feel me right now?” 
 
    “No, I feel you,” said Maeve, saying it in such a way that, if she had been his sister, would’ve been much more uncomfortable. “I just don’t feel the weight of you. My wings think I’m just a hundred pounds heavier or whatever, so they’re taking it all.” 
 
    “A hundred pounds?!?!” said Frotwoot, mildly affronted. “What do you think I am, ten?” 
 
    “I said ‘or whatever’.” 
 
    “Still, though…” 
 
    “Okay, what do you weigh?” 
 
    “Uh… I don’t know. A manly weight. Are we almost there?” 
 
    Maeve snorted, and the two of them shared one of those irresistible little post-joke smiles, but Frotwoot’s smile quickly faded as they very, very suddenly swooped downward a few seconds later. Once the initial panic had passed he realized that they were just coming in for a landing (apparently, they were almost there), but there was just enough panic left over to send him dropping anxiously from her arms as soon as they were close enough to the ground. 
 
    “Wow,” Frotwoot muttered, and not in the positive way. The place she’d brought them to was clearly meant to be a backyard, but aside from a rather well-kept vegetable garden it was so overgrown and filled with junk that it would probably work better as a sneak preview of civilization’s inevitable demise. 
 
    Maeve landed lightly next to him, and—holding a quieting finger to her lips with one hand and taking his hand with the other—led him across the weed-choked ground to the back door of what Frotwoot couldn’t help but notice was a rather dilapidated-looking house. Well, he thought wryly, at least they match. 
 
    He immediately felt bad about all the mental smirking he’d just done as soon they stepped inside, as this was clearly the home of a lonely old woman. All of the classic hallmarks were there: Broken and worn antique furniture… décor consisting primarily of cherubic babies and cats… a lonely old woman sleeping on the couch…  
 
    “Who’s that?” Frotwoot whispered, to which Maeve understandably replied “Shh!” before stealthily pulling him through a hallway, down some stairs, and into an extraordinarily decked-out basement bedroom. There was a pool table and everything. 
 
    “That,” said Maeve, flicking her head in the old woman’s general direction now that the two of them were out of earshot, “Was Ruth. She’s just some old lady who took me in a long time ago.” 
 
    Frotwoot raised an eyebrow at the dismissive tone in which she’d said that, but he chose not to comment on it because it seemed less combative just to ask, “Why’d she do that?”  
 
    Maeve shrugged, answering him over her shoulder as she turned to go plop down on a nearby bean bag. “Because she was lonely, I guess. She caught me stealing food from her vegetable garden, and when I tried to run away she called me back. I’ve lived with her ever since.” 
 
    “Wow, that was nice of her,” said Frotwoot, trying to inject a little bit of a ‘hint, hint’ subtext into his voice. If the indifferent stare he got in return was any indication, though, Maeve probably didn’t pick up on it. “So does she know about the, uh—?” said Frotwoot, coming to join her on another nearby bean bag and making wings with his hands. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And she doesn’t think that’s weird at all?” 
 
    “No, she—she’s always believed that people like us existed, so—” 
 
    “What, people with wings?” 
 
    “No,” said Maeve, locking eyes with him rather sharply and letting a strange, excited little smile creep across her lips. “Faeries.” 
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    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at her and leaned back a bit. “… What?” 
 
    “Faeries, Frotwoot,” said Maeve, leaning forward and letting her wings flare outward. “That’s what we are. I mean, look at me. Look at our names. It’s kind of obvious isn’t it?” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Hey, are you okay? I know you’re probably like, in shock right now or something because you thought you were human, but—” 
 
    “What?!?!” 
 
    “Okay look, it’s not a big deal. You’re just—what’re you doing?” Frotwoot had gotten up and pulled out his phone, and was currently walking in no particular direction other than away from Maeve. “Who’re you calling?” 
 
    “I’m calling my mom,” said Frotwoot, rubbing the bridge of his nose with his free hand and doing his best to control his breathing. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because she’s also my shrink.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” said Maeve, getting up to place a comforting hand on his shoulder that he instinctively spun away from. “You’re not crazy, this is just—” 
 
    “You don’t need to be crazy to seek help, Maeve,” said Frotwoot, parroting one of Bunmi’s most frequently repeated phrases. “You’re only crazy if you think you never need to—Gah!” He grimaced in frustration when his call went to voicemail and shoved the phone back in his pocket. “She must still be driving. She always turns her phone off when she’s driving…” 
 
    “I don’t get this,” said Maeve, looking very much like she in fact didn’t get something. “Do you seriously not believe me? I have wings; how else would I have wings if I weren’t a faerie?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s—that’s logical,” said Frotwoot, scoffing and rolling his eyes as he plopped down on the nearest bean bag to stare at the floor. Maeve sat on the one opposite, watching him quietly, and after a while he looked up at her, shook his head and (hardly believing he was entertaining this nonsense) said, “Aren’t fairies supposed to be, like… little?” 
 
    “No,” said Maeve, giggling at him as if he’d just said something particularly ridiculous. “And it’s faeries.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what I said?” 
 
    “No, you said “fair-rees”, it’s “fay-rees”. 
 
    “I don’t hear a difference.” 
 
    “Really? Fay, fair… those sound the same to you?” 
 
    “Well, no, those don’t, but—” he shook his head and waved the topic away. “Whatever. So, like… are there other fairies?” 
 
    “Faeries. And yes, but not here.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Seelie,” said Maeve, giving herself a moment to be amused by his confusion before elaborating. “It’s the place we’re from.” 
 
    “Oh. Is it a city, or—?” 
 
    “It’s a world.” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head in disbelief, but he believed her. He believed everything she’d said, in fact, not just because the otherwise inexplicable existence of her wings pretty much backed it all up, but also because when she told him these things it felt more like she was reminding him. Maybe she was right, maybe this would cure his amnesia… he’d have to think of a way to give Bunmi credit for it, though, as she’d probably be crushed if his only breakthrough in ten years didn’t come from her. “Where is it?” he asked, just a touch of incredulous glee in his voice. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Maeve. “I just know it isn’t here.” 
 
    “But then, like… how’d we get here, if we’re from there?” 
 
    “That’s… well, that’s mostly what I brought you here to tell you,” said Maeve, bringing her legs up to sit Indian-style and leaning forward rather eagerly. “I’m not sure where to start, though. I mean, I used to imagine what we’d say if I ever found you again, but I never thought you’d have, um,” she blushed as what she’d just said seemed to catch up with the part of her that was supposed to have kept her from saying it, “You know, amnesia. So…” 
 
    “Just start at the beginning,” said Frotwoot, flashing her what he hoped was a reassuring smile. 
 
    “Okay, um… well, I was the princess of Fae, and—” 
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did you just say you were a princess?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Maeve, nodding toward the desk behind her at a small green circlet that seemed to be made of marble and inlaid with an elaborate design of amber leaves and branches. “That’s my crown over there. Anyway, I was the princess, so of course I lived in this big castle. My mom and dad used to let me play out on the grounds behind it with my big brother, but one day he didn’t wanna play with me so he kind of just… let me run around by myself.” She shivered a little and folded her arms across her chest, once again shifting how she was sitting so that she was up on her knees. “I thought it was great at first, but after a while there were these… these two men, just staring at me. I didn’t know where they’d come from, so I got scared and started to run away, but then one of them said something and there was a flash of light and… next thing I knew, I was waking up in what looked like a giant birdcage.”  
 
    “… What the crap?” 
 
    “I know, right?” said Maeve, trying to laugh but only managing a mirthless little laugh-like sound. “It was so dark, I—I couldn’t see much of anything, but I could tell that there were other cages hanging all around me. I didn’t know what to do, so I started to scream. Someone in another cage told me to shut up, and he sounded really scary so I did. I couldn’t stop crying, though, even though he told me to. It felt like I must’ve cried for hours, even though I probably didn’t, and when I was done I saw this… this little hand reach through the bars and wave at me.” 
 
    “Creepy.” 
 
    Maeve laughed, this time actually achieving some authentic mirth. “It was you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Frotwoot laughed back. 
 
    “Yeah, you were—I guess you were just waiting till I was done crying to talk to me. You wiped away my tears and said something in a language I didn’t understand, but it sounded sweet, and when the magic men brought us our food—” 
 
    “The magic men?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that’s—that’s what we called the guys who put us in our cages.” 
 
    “Why’d we call them that?” 
 
    “Well, they were… men and they could… do magic.” 
 
    “I still don’t get it.” 
 
    Maeve looked at him for a moment as if he were a complete idiot, but then he smirked and gave himself away, so she just rolled her eyes and continued. “Anyway, when the magic men brought us our food, you gave me some of yours and kept talking to me like I could understand you. I mean, you knew I couldn’t, but—yeah, I don’t know. It made me feel better. I started to talk back to you after a while (probably because there wasn’t really anything else to do), and then… then something really weird happened.” 
 
    “What, weirder than birdcages and magic guys?” 
 
    “Well… no. But probably as weird.” 
 
    “… What was it?” said Frotwoot, realizing with some amusement that Maeve was rather dramatically waiting for a prompt. 
 
    “Well, you know my crown? I was showing it to you to try to, like… tell you who I was or whatever, and you held out your hand like you wanted to hold it. So I let you, of course, and after looking at it for a minute you did what everybody does and tried it on. But then, as soon as you did, there was this, like—this big, bubbly flash of amber light, and when you freaked out and threw it back to me I… I could understand you.” 
 
    “… Huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, I—I don’t know how it happened, but as soon as I touched the crown I was speaking English instead of Seelish. I was pretty excited about it, because, you know, it was exciting, but you were like… I don’t know, you were really not happy.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know, you wouldn’t say,” Maeve shrugged. “But yeah, anyway… now that we could understand each other we started talking about our lives from before, and—” 
 
    Frotwoot tensed up and leaned forward. “What’d I tell you?” 
 
    Maeve shrugged. “Not much. I mean, we were just little kids so there wasn’t much to tell. All you really ever said was that you used to live with your mom in a cottage somewhere until the magic men came and took you away.” 
 
    “Just a mom, no dad?” 
 
    “Yeah, you said you didn’t have one.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Frotwoot, a strange pang of apparently forgotten angst suddenly hitting him in the gut. “Wow, okay. That sounds… familiar. Anything else?” 
 
    “No, like I said, we were just little kids. We ran out of stuff to tell each other pretty fast, so then we just started to make stuff up. It was like playing pretend, but in our heads.” 
 
    “Sounds kind of fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” Maeve said fondly. “And it really helped pass the time, too. I don’t know how long we were actually there, of course, but it was… it was definitely a long time. Like, at least a year, I think. Other faeries who spoke English would come in sometimes, so we’d talk to them, too, but they’d always leave after a while, and after that had happened enough times we… we started to figure out why we were there.”  
 
    “… Why were we there?”  
 
    Maeve smiled a smile that had no basis in happiness whatsoever and said, “To be slaves, pets… or test subjects.” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head and tried to think of something to say to that. He couldn’t though, so he wound up just making a noise of disgust and shaking his head again. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. The magic men would come in talking about it like it was nothing, and then they’d pull people out of their cages like they were nothing. We started to get really scared that one of us would be next, but there was nothing we could do about it, so—” She shivered again. Talking about her past seemed to do that to her, and, frankly, Frotwoot couldn’t blame her. “Well, eventually they came for me.” 
 
    “Oh no!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, they didn’t get me,” Maeve laughed. “I mean, they tried, but… okay, so they were putting the leash on—”  
 
    “Leash?” 
 
    “—And then the crown started to glow. They started to freak out about it, because I guess they didn’t know it was there, but before they could do anything you reached into my cage and grabbed it. It flashed, just like before, and then… well, then something awesome happened.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    Maeve smiled and looked off at nothing as if she were seeing the events replay themselves on an invisible movie screen. “You saved me.” 
 
    Frotwoot waited as patiently as he could for as long he could for her to elaborate, but she didn’t so finally he just asked, “How?” 
 
    “You pointed your hand at the magic men, who were already pointing theirs at you, and then you said something and—well, fire came out.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and cocked at his head at her. “What?” 
 
    “Fire just—it just came out of your hand, like magic. They ran out of there screaming, their clothes burning, and since my cage was already open I flew down to the floor and grabbed the keys so I could let you out. You didn’t need me to, though, I guess, because the next thing you did was wave your hand around the room and say another word that popped all the cage doors open.” 
 
    “… What.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was amazing! Everyone in the dungeon started to freak out and run away, so some other magic men ran into the room to try to stop them. We ducked down and ran past everyone, keeping low so they wouldn’t see us, and eventually we got up the stairs and into the main part of the castle. I started to fly towards an open window, but you stopped me and said the crown was telling you to go another way.” 
 
    “I—what?” 
 
    “Yeah, we both thought it was weird but we did it anyway, and pretty soon we were in a little room with a ring of black stones in the middle of it. You pulled me into the ring and listened to the crown some more, looking at all the stones till you—I don’t know, till I guess you found the right one. You touched it and it started to glow, and all the rest of the stones did too, but, like, only two at a time. You said that the crown said once they were all glowing we’d be home, but then a magic man burst in and he—well, I guess he ruined it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, he pointed his hand at the last stone before it could light up and shot it with lightning or something. The whole room exploded, everything went all—crazy, and then next thing I knew I was falling out of the sky and into a dumpster in Chicago. The crown came with me, but obviously you didn’t, so… I’ve been looking for you ever since.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Frotwoot, setting aside for a moment his concerns about apparently being able to do magic and communicate with headwear to focus on a couple of his more basic concerns. “So the same exact same thing happened to both of us, but only I got amnesia and lost my wings?” 
 
    “Um… I guess so, yeah.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but—are you like, kind of able to remember this stuff now, or…?” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head. “No. I mean, I’m getting kind of a déjà vu feeling, but that’s about it.” 
 
    “Well… that’s a good start though, right?” 
 
    Frotwoot started to say something pessimistic, but then he glanced up and saw the hope in her eyes and he just couldn’t do it. “Uh… it’s a lot more than I had before,” he said instead, giving her as convincing a smile as he could. In retrospect he realized that it was kind of silly to think his memories would just all come flooding back if he heard someone tell him what they were supposed to be, but even if it was silly he’d still kind of been hoping for it. “I just have one more question, though.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Is there, like… a boy version of the word ‘fairy’, or—?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s faerie,” said Maeve, laughing and rolling her eyes. “The word doesn’t have a gender where we’re from. It’s like saying ‘human’, or—well, no, I guess it’s more like saying ‘white’ or ‘black’, but—anyway, whatever. The point is, it won’t matter once we get back home.” 
 
    Frotwoot raised an eyebrow at her. “Wait, what?” 
 
    Maeve clapped her hands and jumped to her feet in a sudden burst of epiphany-based excitement. “Oh yeah, I forgot the best part! Our story has a happy ending!” Then, before Frotwoot could ask what she meant by that, she darted across the room and flung her closet door open, standing to one side and presenting its contents like a girl on a game show presenting a prize. 
 
    It looked like a pile of dirty laundry. 
 
    “Um,” began Frotwoot, but Maeve had already noticed his bemused expression and had turned with a groan to start throwing her clothes out of the way. Finally, when she was done, she stood back up and re-presented her surprise, albeit with a bit less enthusiasm than before. 
 
    “Wow,” Frotwoot said uncertainly, moving closer to get a better look because he wasn’t really sure what he was looking at. As far as he could tell, Maeve had stuffed her closet with a bunch of rocks. Granted, they were very shiny rocks, their uniformly-shaped black surfaces etched with a variety of complex-looking amber-filled designs that were quite pleasing to the eye, but still… they were just rocks. “… Cool.” 
 
    Maeve gave him a mildly exasperated look. “You don’t know what they are, do you?” 
 
    “Uh… nope.” 
 
    “Remember the ring of stones?” sighed Maeve, pulling the rocks out two at a time and placing them on the floor. “You know, the magical one that was supposed to send us home but sent us here instead?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Frotwoot, edging away nervously as Maeve started to form a circle around him with the rocks—or, as she’d said, “stones”. 
 
    “Well… this is one of those.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Frotwoot skeptically. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, really!” 
 
    “Did you, like… make it yourself?” 
 
    Maeve cocked her head at him and furrowed her brow in annoyance. “No, Frotwoot, I did not ‘make it myself’. It’s real, and it works. I just need you to activate it.” 
 
    “… Why?” 
 
    “Because when I try it doesn’t work.” 
 
    “No, I mean—wait, if you can’t make it work, then… how do you know it works?” 
 
    Maeve shrugged. “I don’t know, it just… it looks just like the one we went through before, so unless it’s broken it should—” 
 
    “Where did you get it?” 
 
    Maeve opened her mouth to answer, then apparently thought better of it and looked away. “Doesn’t matter. Look, I think I’ve figured out the pattern the stones need to be in, so all I need you to do is—” 
 
    “No, seriously, where did you get it?” 
 
    Maeve sighed, and after taking a moment to make sure her eyes were as firmly fastened to the floor as they could be, she said, “eBay.” 
 
    Frotwoot’s mouth fell open in a sort of disbelieving grin. “… What?” 
 
    “No, they’re real, though!” 
 
    “Well, of course,” said Frotwoot. “No one ever sells magical items on eBay that don’t actually do anything.” 
 
    “No, but listen… the guy wasn’t even selling them as magic, he just thought they were some pretty stones he found in the forest. He didn’t know what they were, but I did, so—” 
 
    “Why were you even looking for them there?” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” said Maeve, finishing the ring of stones with an overly-dramatic thump and locking eyes with Frotwoot as she rose slowly to her feet. Then, using their eye contact to direct his vision to the crown on her desk, she said, “It was.” 
 
    Frotwoot looked from the crown to her, then from her to the crown, and then finally back to her. “What.” 
 
    Maeve smirked, clearly realizing that she’d succeeded in getting him to take her more seriously. “One night I was messing around with it, just—you know, looking at it and trying to get it to talk to me, and then Ruth called me upstairs to do some stupid thing for her. I don’t remember what. Anyway, I put the crown down on the keyboard of my computer, and when I came back it was turned on, and these,” she spread her hands around to indicate the ring of stones, “Were on the screen.” 
 
    Frotwoot glanced uneasily at the crown, and then, barely even having to think about it, he said, “Oookay, that’s it for me,” and turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait!” said Maeve, hopping over the stones and grabbing him by the wrist. “You can’t just go! I need you to get me home!” 
 
    “… Fine,” said Frotwoot, stopping his exit but keeping a wary eye on what had prompted it. “But I’m staying here… on Earth. Okay?” 
 
    Maeve sighed and looked away. “Yeah, I thought you might. Can you like, come visit me sometimes, though? Like, take the stones home and—” 
 
    “Sure,” said Frotwoot, shaking his head and smiling. 
 
    “Oh, good. Maybe I can help you work through your amnesia some more, and… you know… maybe we could, like… go to dinner and a movie or whatever.” 
 
    Frotwoot did a mental double-take and furrowed his brow at her. “Are you asking me out?” 
 
    Maeve blushed but grinned. “Yeah, I am. I mean, why not, right?” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed and looked away for a moment, flattered but also slightly incredulous. “Yeah, why not? It’s not like this would just be the longest long-distance relationship in the history of long-distance relationships, or anything.” 
 
    Maeve smiled and shrugged. “Yeah, but maybe it won’t be that way forever, right? Like, maybe you’ll like Seelie more than you like Indiana and you’ll wanna stay.” 
 
    “I… don’t think that’ll happen.” 
 
    “Okay, okay… just don’t rule it out, or anything. You never know what you might remember. I mean… we used to be in love, you know.” 
 
    “… What, when we were five?” 
 
    Maeve giggled, which indicated, much to Frotwoot’s relief, that she knew she was being silly. “No, don’t be ridiculous… we were six.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” laughed Frotwoot, who then frowned almost immediately as what she’d just said fully registered. “Wait, six?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You knew me when I was six?” 
 
    “Uh-huh…” 
 
    “I’m sixteen?” 
 
    Maeve laughed and furrowed her brow at him. “You didn’t know that?” 
 
    “No! I thought I was fifteen!” 
 
    “… Really?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “That’s too funny,” said Maeve, who probably wouldn’t have thought so if she’d just spent the last year of her life not driving for no good reason. “All right, so for our date, let’s say… I don’t know, next week, maybe? I’ll be a princess again, so I’ll pay.” Apparently reminded of it by her own words, she quickly stepped away to get her crown, whose very presence creeped Frotwoot out to no end as she came back to join him at the edge of the ring. 
 
    “Is that all you’re taking?” said Frotwoot, resisting the urge to knock it out of her hands and stomp it into dust. 
 
    “Oh, no, I’m taking that bag, too,” said Maeve, indicating the clearly over-stuffed duffel bag that was sitting on her couch and then, because she might as well, picking it up and slinging it over her shoulder. “And… well… now I guess I’m ready to go.” 
 
    “Don’t you wanna say goodbye to that old lady, or something…?” 
 
    “Pfft. No, I’m good.” 
 
    Frotwoot suddenly decided that he just might not be showing up for that date after all. “Okay, so… what now? Which one do I press?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Why don’t you ask the crown?” 
 
    “Uh… no,” said Frotwoot, stepping past her into the ring and looking at all the stones carefully. “Let’s… let’s not ever do that. Ever. I’ll just figure it out myself.” 
 
    “But wait,” said Maeve, rushing to join him. “Don’t you wanna know, like… what it is? Why it’s been helping us?” 
 
    “No, I don’t really care,” said Frotwoot, touching one of the stones uncertainly and getting nothing in response. “In fact, I’d like to forget that that… thing ever even existed, or that it talked to me, or… yeah, no.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it creeps me out, Maeve,” said Frotwoot, trying another stone with similar (i.e. no) results. “It creeps me out so hard I’m actually wondering what’s wrong with me. So seriously, just forget it; I’ll figure this out on my—Whoa!” Frotwoot jumped back as the amber on the stone he’d just touched lit up like a light bulb, and watched in fascination as the rest of the stones began to light up themselves, going two at a time in a clockwise and counter-clockwise fashion from the one that had activated them. He moved to leave the ring, but was knocked back by an invisible wall of force that bubbled and flashed where he hit it. “Maeve, I can’t get out!” 
 
    “Uh-oh!” said Maeve, although her heart clearly wasn’t in it due to how excited she was for herself at the moment. “Try touching the first one again!” 
 
    Frotwoot tried, and when that didn’t work he kicked it; furiously. That didn’t work either, of course (as that tactic rarely does), so he made one more assault on the invisible wall before the final stone lit up and everything around him disappeared in an explosion of bubbling amber light. Something like a body-wide head rush swept over him at that point, and when it cleared he found himself bathed in sudden darkness, the only light he could see faintly emanating from the glowing circle of stones that surrounded him… stones that were kind of the same, but very obviously different. 
 
    “Okay,” he said with a sigh, turning to where Maeve had just been standing. “I guess it worked, but now what? Should I just turn it back on again, or—?” He stopped short, because there was pretty clearly no one there. “… Maeve?” he said into the pitch-black darkness, reaching out desperately all around him only to find empty air. “Maeve, where are you?” 
 
    She was gone. 
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    “Maeve?” Frotwoot said again, stepping cautiously out of the ring with his hands held out in front of him. He soon came to a wall that felt like it was made of soft, crumbling dirt, and after randomly deciding on a direction he felt his away along it until he came to an opening (of course, had he gone in the other direction, he would’ve come to it almost immediately). This led into a long and narrow passageway that subtly inclined up as it went along, forcing Frotwoot into a slight crouch before he finally reached the end of it. There was a sliver of light just above and in front of him, and after probing around it a bit with his fingers it became clear that what he had here was a wooden hatch of some kind. A bit nervous about what might be on the other side of it but way more than a bit curious, Frotwoot slipped his fingers into the light, took a deep breath… and pushed upward. 
 
    The hatch popped right open, its hinges squeaking horribly as Frotwoot squeezed himself about halfway through the hole its opening had made to take a look around. Now, he hadn’t had much experience with castle courtyards, the castle scene in Indiana having been fairly lacking, but he was still pretty sure that that’s what this was. There was grass all around him, but it ended at the dark, castle-y looking stone walls that encircled it. Cut into said walls were several stories of circular walkways, each lined with a variety of benches and heavy-looking wooden doors; these reached all the way to the extraordinarily high ceiling, which was made of a murky, domed glass that only allowed the dusty sunlight from outside to pour through it in scattered shafts. There was quite a bit of shade, too, and as Frotwoot turned to see why, he… well, he certainly saw why. 
 
    Towering above him and making him feel very, very small was what simply had to be the biggest tree ever. The cracks and grooves of its bark were filled with the same softly glowing amber substance that had been etched into the magic stones below, but this stuff was moving and flowing, like thousands of tiny little rivers that never went anywhere. Frotwoot quite happily watched them go nowhere for a while, and then, almost absent-mindedly, he reached out to touch them— 
 
    “Hello!” 
 
    “Gah!” said Frotwoot, spinning around in a panic to see who’d said that. He didn’t see anyone at all. “… Hello?” he said into the inexplicably empty silence, climbing the rest of the way out of his hole and taking a few tentative steps forward. The whole room lit up for a second as the living amber of the tree flashed behind him, and it did so again when Frotwoot glanced over his shoulder at it. Narrowing his eyes and cocking his head to one side, Frotwoot turned back around to face the absurdly large tree and say once again, “Hello?” 
 
    The tree flashed. 
 
    “Who’s doing that? Is somebody doing that?” said Frotwoot, looking around puzzledly as he stepped forward to more closely examine the tree. As he did, the amber in one particular spot in front of him suddenly began to glow brighter than the rest, and it did so in the shape of a hand. Gasping and taking a half-step back, Frotwoot almost immediately retraced said half-step when his curiosity overrode his initial shock, and for a moment he just stared in amazed disbelief at the hand-print in front of him. Then, being quite able to take a hint, he smiled a crooked smile and matched his own hand up with the image of it that the tree had created. 
 
    “Hello again!” said the same voice from before, seemingly coming from nowhere just as it had the first time he’d touched the tree. 
 
    “Hi,” said Frotwoot, laughing nervously and looking around him “Are you, um… am I talking to a tree right now?” 
 
    “Thou art, yes.” 
 
    “I… art. Okay. Wow. So, uh… does that mean I’ve gone crazy, or—?” 
 
    “I say thee nay! Thy mind is clear and unfettered, thy thoughts pure and true. This is merely magic, itself merely a science beyond thy understanding.” 
 
    “Oh… good,” said Frotwoot, although he was still somewhat unconvinced. Most crazy people didn’t know they were crazy, after all. If they did, they wouldn’t be. For now, though, he decided he’d probably just go with it. “So, uh… did you see a girl come through here, or—?” 
 
    “Yea, verily.” 
 
    “… That means yes, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the tree, because apparently he knew normal words but was for some reason refusing to use them. “Behold, an exceedingly fair and delightsome young maid of the faerie did pass through here some time ago, calling out thy name.” 
 
    “You know my name?” 
 
    “I do, as surely as I know the name of the maid that thou dost seek,” said the tree. “For behold, am I not the same as he who didst deliver thee from the cages of the Magi, all those years ago? Yea, am I not the one who, through the enchanted amber in the crown that Princess Maeve did possess (yea, even through the magic of my blood that did adorn it), did empower thee to escape from said bondage, and did lead thee out of captivity?” 
 
    “Um… what?” 
 
    The tree sighed in obvious frustration. “I was the talking crown!” 
 
    “Oh,” said Frotwoot, suddenly uneasy. What was it about that crown that creeped him out so much? 
 
    “I know what troubles thee, Frotwoot,” said the tree. “Thy subconscious hath made thee wary of me, and behold, while that feeling is not wholly without basis, I can nevertheless assure thee that thou hast nothing to fear from me.” 
 
    “… Wait,” said Frotwoot, even more creeped out now than before. “Did you just, like, read my mind?” 
 
    “Verily—I mean, ‘yes’! For behold, through the magic of psionics (yea, even through the magic of touch telepathy), we are communicating via a mental link, which link is maintained by physical contact. Unfortunately, due to thy mental defenses and safeguards being non-existent, communicating with thee in this manner doth also give me continual access to thy thoughts and—Oh my.” 
 
    “Um, sorry about that,” said Frotwoot, who’d just had the urgent impulse to not think about anything gross or embarrassing which, of course, had led to the grossest and most embarrassing thing he could think of popping into his head. “So… are you just, like, a ‘magic tree’ then, or—?” 
 
    “No,” said the tree, sounding mildly affronted. “I am a great and powerful sorcerer. I have merely taken this form to prolong my life; for yea, what liveth longer than a tree?” 
 
    “Um… a star?” 
 
    “… Oh,” said the tree, sounding as if he/she/it(?) had never thought of that and was now very much wishing they had. “Perhaps this is so. But what’s done is done, and my final form has been chosen. It profiteth us not to dwell on such things, though, as there are far more pressing things for me to tell thee. Such as—Uh-oh.” 
 
    “Uh-oh?” 
 
    “Indeed. There are others gathering. I see them on the other side of mine trunk. You must flee, lest you be discovered in this forbidden place.” 
 
    “What?” Frotwoot whispered, hunching his shoulders a bit as if such a thing could actually hide him and glancing around nervously. “I didn’t know it was forbidden!” 
 
    “Oh yes, this place, this temple to my glory, is exceedingly forbidden. Only my most faithful followers, yea, even the clerics and acolytes of the Dryadic Church, may—wait, where goest thou?” 
 
    “Back to Chicago,” said Frotwoot, keeping one hand on the tree so he could continue to listen politely while at the same time edging toward the open hatch in the ground. 
 
    “But what of Maeve?” 
 
    “What, um… what ‘of’ her?” 
 
    “She is alone in this world, Frotwoot. I saw her leave here, but I did not see what became of her. The crown she bears is now in darkness, so, alas, I cannot use its amber to see whether or not she is safe. Shouldst thou not find her, and make sure of her safety before returning to thy home?” 
 
    Frotwoot wanted to say he didn’t care, but he did so he couldn’t. All he could do, in fact, was groan quietly and say, “Okay, so… how do I get out of here?” 
 
    “Fly behind thee to the highest walkway, and enter in through any door. There will surely be a window, and thou canst escape silently through it before thy pursuers make their way fully around me.” 
 
    “Fly?” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “Yes, fly. For behold, I have made thee whole, even as I so long ago didst unmake thee.” 
 
    “… What?!?!” 
 
    The tree sighed again. “I put your wings back, okay?” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at the tree, then looked over his shoulder so sharply his neck popped. Behind him, growing out of his back in all their sparkling, magical glory, were a pair of fairy wings. He almost wanted to cry. 
 
    “Please, I implore thee, hold back thy tears. It is not fit for a man to weep in the presence of another.” 
 
    “Stop reading my mind,” said Frotwoot, who meant it harshly but was too happy to say it right now with anything but a grin. 
 
    “My apologies, but I cannot. I will teach thee to block thy thoughts from me later, but for now, as I said, thou must flee.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Frotwoot, glancing around anxiously as he started to hear the voices of the people the tree must’ve been talking about as they grew closer (“Are you sure you saw it flashing?”, “Yes. But I am a little drunk, so—”). He started to withdraw his hand, but before he could do more than think about it the tree said, “Wait!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We must remain in contact, for, as I said, I have much to tell thee. Here,” Frotwoot’s eyes went wide in mild horror as a bit of the amber around his hand suddenly oozed off the tree and onto his index finger. “Swallow this, and our mental link shall be maintained until such a time as thy bowels are moved.” 
 
    “… You want me to put this goo that just came out of you into my mouth?” 
 
    “Yes, and with much haste!” 
 
    “Didn’t you say this was like, your blood, or something?” 
 
    “Ah… yes, but I was just being poetic. Hurry, now! Thy time grows short!” 
 
    At that point Frotwoot seriously considered just leaving Maeve to fend for herself. But, of course, it didn’t get beyond serious consideration, as having to do something gross wasn’t an acceptable reason to abandon a girl to her (possibly) unpleasant fate, at least not to him. So, with a shudder and a pre-emptive gag, he closed his eyes and stuck the amber in his mouth. “Oh gross,” he said, struggling to swallow it. “That is so nasty. You suck, tree guy.” 
 
    “Hey! Who’re you?” someone shouted, and Frotwoot looked up to see a group of five people approaching him, all wearing the same hooded green cloaks that appeared to be made of velvet and lined at the outside hems with the same leafy amber design as Maeve’s crown. 
 
    “Flee!” said the tree, distracting his pursuers with a rapid, strobe-like flashing of its amber. Then, acting on complete instinct, Frotwoot spread his wings as easily as blinking and, with a burst of indescribable glee, launched himself up and off the ground. 
 
    It was amazing. He felt as if he’d been limping his whole life and now he was sprinting. As if he’d been drowning and could suddenly swim. As if… as if he’d just gotten behind the wheel of a car and forgotten how to steer it. “Oh no,” he said, eyes widening in horror as he spiraled and crashed through the tree’s enormous branches, unable to turn away and land on the walkway like the tree had said. “Oooh no, this is—ow!—tree guy?” 
 
    “What doest thou?!?!” 
 
    “I don’t know what I doest! I can’t steer, I—AGH!!!” he cried out in pain as he slammed shoulder first into a particularly unforgiving branch, twisting away from it in the air to continue his rapid ascent. 
 
    “Well, I knowest not how to help thee, Frotwoot! For behold, I am not a faerie, and thus have never—” The tree stopped in mid-sentence, giving Frotwoot an empathetic hiss as he finally cleared the branches only to go crashing through the big glass ceiling above them. 
 
    Too dazed to stay airborne, Frotwoot fell back down to the domed glass and nearly broke back through it before beginning to roll painfully down its surface. He wasn’t able to stop himself until the dome ended and there were some slanted shingles to grab onto, which he just barely managed to do before rolling off the roof completely. 
 
    “Ow,” he moaned pointedly, glaring ruefully up at the clear blue sky as if this were its fault. 
 
    “Frotwoot, you must continue! Thy pursuers are no longer distracted, and are giving chase!” 
 
    “… Okay,” said Frotwoot, who nevertheless continued to just lay there. “Okay.” 
 
    “Frotwoot, go! Now!” 
 
    Wincing in pain, Frotwoot slowly rose to his knees and took off flying straight ahead. He seemed to be okay at going in one direction, at least, and since the people chasing him had flown off in almost the exact opposite one he didn’t really need to try another to escape. 
 
    “How do I get down?” he asked, glancing at the bustling city below him and then doing a double-take because it was unlike anything he’d ever seen before. It was almost as if a modern architect had designed a bunch of buildings as an homage to the Middle Ages and gone too far… or, as if an architect from the Middle Ages had tried to guess what the future would look like and gotten pretty close. 
 
    “I knowest not. As I said, I am not a faerie, and have thus never had wings.” 
 
    “Great,” sighed Frotwoot, scanning the rows of buildings ahead of him for one that was high enough to drop onto. There were some very tall ones coming up (a couple of anachronistic-looking skyscrapers, in fact) and one of them was directly in his flight path. Fortunately, a suitably tall but also suitably short building soon presented itself (it looked like an apartment complex mixed with a castle tower), and Frotwoot was able to fall onto and skid across it with a minimum of pain. “Ow,” he said for what felt like the hundredth time today before rolling onto his back and getting as comfortable as he could. “Okay, so… what’s the deal, tree guy?” 
 
    “The ‘deal’?” 
 
    “You said you have some stuff to tell me, right?” 
 
    “Oh yes, of course! Where wouldst thou like me to start?” 
 
    “I don’t care. Whatever’s easiest.” 
 
    “… Very well. Then I shall start at the beginning: My name is Finvarra Dryadia. I am of the Magi (known to you as ‘the magic men’), and, in a sense, am the creator of all those who populate Seelie. Long ago, you see, many hundreds of years, in fact, I was tasked with giving amazing gifts to the people of ancient Ireland—” 
 
    “Ireland?” 
 
    “Yes, Ireland. For you see, while my people are not of Earth, our science, which thou wouldst call ‘magic’, did allow us to go there, using that which we did call ‘ring portals’, the like of which you did even today use to come here, to Seelie. Those wondrous inventions (which I did invent) did allow us to bridge the dimensions at a time when it was most needed, as our dimension, yea, even the Magic Dimension, had become polluted by—” 
 
    “Okay, this isn’t gonna work,” said Frotwoot, shifting himself up into a sitting position and rubbing his eyes. “I can barely understand you.” 
 
    “Truly? But I am speaking thine own language, yea, even without flaw!” 
 
    “Dude, you’re talking like a Bible.” 
 
    “No, I am speaking with much eloquence. For behold, when I didst probe thy mind for the first time ten years ago, yea, even when thou wert in the grasp of my fellow Magi, I didst take all the words that thou had ever seen or heard and did create with them a translation enchantment so that I (and, incidentally, Maeve) might communicate with thee better. I did so again today, and did take upon myself, yea, I did even insert into said enchantment’s dialect priority filter, the finest and most lofty language that thou hast ever encountered, as I had assumed that since we’d met last that thou didst mature into such language, and I merely wanted to speak to thee on thy new level.” 
 
    It took Frotwoot a second and a lot of puzzled lip-moving to get the gist of what he’d just heard, at which point he said, “Okay, that’s… an honest mistake, I guess. But could you, like, make a new, um… ‘dialect filter’?” 
 
    “I say thee nay! Why should I abase myself below that of which thou art capable? It is thee, Frotwoot, who shouldst exalt thyself!” 
 
    “… Okay, whatever. I don’t really need to hear your story, anyway. I just need to find Maeve, make sure she’s okay, and go home.” 
 
    “But—but wait!” said Finvarra Dryadia, AKA the tree. “Dost though not wish to better understand thyself?” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed. Of course he did. “Okay, but I’m not gonna sit here and listen to you say ‘yea, even’ a billion more times, especially now that I know you don’t have to.” 
 
    “Fair enough. But behold, I have just thought of another, much faster way by which to impart my relevant knowledge unto thee!” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Indeed! I need only cause thee to remember that which I remember!” 
 
    “Um… what?” 
 
    “Behold! The magic of memory transference!” And then, before Frotwoot could even ask what that meant, he “remembered”: A place, a magical dimension, in which the air and the seas had become choked with pollution. A desperate plan to vent the pollution out. The creation of ring portals to carry out said plan. The accidental discovery of other dimensions. An expedition into the safest-looking of said dimensions, led by the brilliant young inventor known as Finvarra Dryadia (who apparently remembered himself quite fondly). An undeveloped island, an undeveloped world, and an undeveloped people. 
 
    Then, an assignment: Taking the helpless natives and turning them into a magical army for the Archmage. A crisis of conscience on the part of Finvarra. Two fateful decisions, first to create the army, and then to lead them in a fight for their own freedom. A great war. Countless deaths. A truce, ending with Finvarra Dryadia and those he had saved exiling themselves to Seelie, a third dimension that was conveniently uninhabited. Many years of happiness. A sudden illness. The invention of an ingenious spell that would let the savior and namesake of the Tuatha Dryadia (“People of the Dryad”, Finvarra hastily broke in to translate) live almost forever, but as a tree. The eleventh hour inclusion of an enchantment to turn his very blood into magical amber, so that the Tuatha would never be left without his help or influence— 
 
    “So it is your blood!” said Frotwoot, snapping out of the stream of memories abruptly and glaring at no one in particular because, obviously, no one in particular was there. 
 
    “… Yes. I only said that it wasn’t so that thou wouldst eat it, and for that deception my heart is truly heavy, and contrite. Now, if we can continue—” 
 
    “Dude, you made me eat your blood!” Frotwoot managed to get out before being thrust forcefully back into magically “remembering” things, picking up right where he’d left off: A faith and a temple spring up around the tree that was Finvarra Dryadia. Out of reverence, they begin to refer to him as “The Dryad” (because apparently this made sense to them). Out of fear, they bar all but a select few from his presence. Years of silence and loneliness go by. Then, sensed through a crown that bore his blood… a fascinating anomaly. A boy, faerie in body but mage in mind— 
 
    “Wait, what does that mean?” Frotwoot interrupted quite a bit more easily than before, possibly because “The Dryad” had been expecting it this time and/or wasn’t actively trying to suppress it. 
 
    “It is difficult to explain… for behold, while thy genetics must be fully faerie, the peoples of Earth being incapable of reproducing with the peoples of Magicka (the world from which I do hail), thy mind, yea, even the structure of thy brain, is that of a mage. Were it not so, we would not be able to communicate as we are now.” 
 
    “… Why’s my brain different from the rest of me?” 
 
    “I knowest not. Perhaps thou art an experiment of some sort, or a freak of nature.” 
 
    “Oh… great.” 
 
    “Well, those aren’t the only possibilities, of course,” said The Dryad, apparently having sensed his lack of enthusiasm. “They’re simply the most likely. Wouldst thou like to hear a more… inspiring theory?” 
 
    “Is it that I’m ‘The Chosen One’, or something?” 
 
    “Well… yes, but—” 
 
    “Let’s just keep going,” Frotwoot sighed, and then suddenly he “remembered”: RAGE. Rage at the broken truce, rage at what was being done to the Tuatha Dryadia in that dungeon. A yearning to free them. The eventual realization that this mysterious boy, this “Frotwoot”, was his opportunity to do just that. Waiting patiently for just the right moment. Giving the boy the magic words he needed and channeling his power through him when that moment finally arose. An unfortunate accident. A tragic mistake— 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” said Frotwoot, shaking his head violently to snap himself out of it. “Wait. Okay. So, you kind of rushed through that last part—” 
 
    The Dryad was silent for a moment, then let out a heavy sigh (who thinks a sigh, Frotwoot wondered) and said, “My sorrow, it… it knoweth no end, Frotwoot.” 
 
    “What’d you do?” 
 
    The Dryad thought another sigh. “Well… when the ring portal was damaged, and thou wert being teleported away, I didst to try to pull thee back towards Seelie, to stop thee from going to Earth, and in my stubbornness, yea, verily, in my stiff-necked pride and determination, I… I took something from thee.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Something… that I have since returned.” 
 
    “… What, you mean my wings?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That was you?” 
 
    “I am afraid so.” 
 
    “So, what, you were just like… holding on to me, somehow and—” 
 
    “Magically.” 
 
    “—Yeah, whatever, and—and because, what, you didn’t let go, you—you tore my wings out?” 
 
    “… Basically, yes.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Frotwoot, suddenly feeling oddly relieved. It wasn’t the answer he’d been expecting, but it was an answer. “… Jerk.” 
 
    “Oh Frotwoot, would that I could apologize to thee until the end of thy days, but—” 
 
    “No, no, it’s okay. You were just trying to help.” 
 
    “Truly I was! And though thy memories have fled, thy subconscious doth seem to know what it was I had done unto thee—” 
 
    “Which is why that crown creeped me out so much!” said Frotwoot, enjoying that pleasant feeling one gets when all the pieces suddenly come together. “But, wait: What about my amnesia? Do you know what’s up with that, or—?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No. I have no idea.” 
 
    “But, I was thinking, like… it has to be magic, right? Because my mom says if it was anything psychological she would’ve figured it out by now.” 
 
    “Thy mother speaks wisdom, but I, unfortunately, have no further wisdom to impart.” 
 
    “… Oh. Okay,” sighed Frotwoot, the bright, airy feeling that the revelation about his wings had given him suddenly becoming overshadowed by the dark, heavy feeling this lack of revelation gave him. “So, um… is there anything else? Or am I all caught up?” 
 
    “Yea, there is more, but only a little. Perhaps I could just tell it to thee—?”  
 
    “Would it be faster?” 
 
    “… No. Indeed, it would surely take more than twice the time, but—” 
 
    “Let’s just do it the faster way, then,” said Frotwoot, feeling kind of bad about it even as he did. Clearly The Dryad just wanted to talk to someone, what with the whole “years of silence and loneliness” thing he’d somewhat unnecessarily shared, but Frotwoot was pretty anxious to get home.  
 
    “Very well,” sighed The Dryad, and then Frotwoot, for the final time, “remembered”: Maeve, lost on the streets of Chicago and pleading with the crown to speak to her. A kindly old woman. Checking in on Maeve periodically over the next decade to see how her search for her missing friend was going. An opportunity to help her at a point where she had all but given up. A quick online search, the resulting acquisition of a ring portal, and then, her determination renewed… Maeve tries spelling Frotwoot’s name a different way on something called “Google”. Instant success! 
 
    Frotwoot walks into her room a few nights later. Unbearable frustration as he refuses to touch the crown. Amazement as Frotwoot manages to activate the ring portal without help. A flash of light. Maeve emerges from beneath the ground. Several hours later, Frotwoot finally leaves the limbo state he’d been put into by a glitch in the obviously imperfect ring portal. Then— 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” Frotwoot interrupted. “I think I know this part.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, of course,” said The Dryad. “Dost thou have any questions?” 
 
    “Not really. I mean… that’s kind of weird that I could make the magic rock things work without you, so I was kind of wondering about that, but you don’t know why I could do that either, right?” 
 
    “Actually no, I do. All it takes is to touch the right stone in exactly the right way, and since thou hadst done it before it seemeth likely that it was but a simple matter of muscle memory in action. I was amazed, not confused.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay,” said Frotwoot, having realized about halfway through that explanation that he didn’t really care. “So… now what?” 
 
    “Now we find Maeve, of course!” 
 
    “Cool,” said Frotwoot, rising to his feet. “Can I ask you something else, though?” 
 
    “Of course! Have I prevented it thus far?” 
 
    “No, but—like, why’re you being so cool about helping Maeve and me? Is it just because you’re such a nice guy, or—?” 
 
    “Partially, yes. But I would be remiss if I did not also lay claim to my more selfish motives, yea, even that of being a tree and thus having nothing better to do.” 
 
    “Okay,” Frotwoot chuckled, shaking his head and crossing the roof in a couple of quick strides to try the door to the stairs. It was locked. 
 
    “Why dost thou not just fly down?” 
 
    “Why dost thou not just, um…” said Frotwoot, losing a killer zinger amidst his difficulty in framing it around archaic language. “Shut up. Seriously, though, what should I do?” 
 
    “Well, there’s always magic…” 
 
    Frotwoot’s eyes went wide, and he couldn’t help but start grinning like a little kid. The concept of being used as a conduit for magical powers was pretty weird, but it was also kind of awesome, and while of course he still had some reservations they certainly did not outweigh the awesome. “Okay, so… what do I do?” 
 
    “Merely place thy hand upon the handle and repeat after me:” And with that, The Dryad said a word to him that wasn’t made of sound or letters, but of emotions, and elements, and… power. Combined together, they made something that sounded like a word when you said it, as Frotwoot was saying it now, but you got the sense that it was just doing that so you wouldn’t go crazy. 
 
    “Whoa-ho-ho!” said Frotwoot, grinning and jumping back as a bubbling amber light flashed from his hand and instantly unlocked the door handle beneath it. “That was—! Wait,” Frotwoot frowned as he realized that, despite having just said it… he didn’t remember the magic word. Not even a little. 
 
    “Despair not, Frotwoot,” said The Dryad, either reading or his mind or just making an informed assumption; probably both, actually. “It takes years of preparation to remember The Words! Even I wasn’t able to until my hairs had begun to gray, which is why I had to rely on a spellbook until then. I wonder where I didst leave that…” 
 
    “Well, what the lame,” said Frotwoot, opening the door and starting down the stairs.  
 
    “Er… indeed,” 
 
    “All right, so… where do we start looking?” said Frotwoot, idly checking his phone on the off-chance that he had some bars. He didn’t, of course, but you never knew. “I mean, Maeve said she was a princess or something, so is there, like, a castle around here, or—?” 
 
    “The castle of Fae is many leagues from this city,” said The Dryad. “And though there is another castle nearby it is exceedingly unlikely that she will find a home there.” 
 
    “What about an exceedingly likely place? Are there any of those?” 
 
    “Perhaps thou shouldst check the homeless shelters.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s a pretty big step down from ‘castle’, isn’t i—” he stopped short as he emerged onto the cobblestoned street at the bottom of the stairs, being far more interested in what he was seeing at the moment than in what he was saying. There were faeries, of course, and lots of them, but there were also… other kinds of people. 
 
    “There are six varieties of Tuatha Dryadia in Seelie,” The Dryad explained. “I was tasked with creating a magically-powered army, after all, and what army hath only infantry?” 
 
    “Dude, I’m gonna make myself throw you up if you don’t stop reading my mind,” said Frotwoot, earning himself a funny look from a passing faerie family. 
 
    “Forgive me, but you were slow to speech and I thought—”  
 
    “It’s fine,” said Frotwoot, waving it away. “So, these other people, they’re… not fairies?” 
 
    “Faeries. And no, each variation is named for the first of their kind; yea, even for those six maids that I, The Dryad, did honor by taking to wife: Fae, Goblina, Trollana, Fen, Pookie, and… I want to say Sprittany, but I’m not sure.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow in bemusement and sincerely wished that he could give The Dryad a funny look. “Okay… so, what are those ones?” he said, nodding to a nearby group of what looked like fellow teenagers (right down to the too-large t-shirts, poorly-positioned hats, and the fact that they were loitering in front of a store they probably had no intention of buying anything from) but with skin that looked a lot like unpolished gray marble, white flecks and all. 
 
    “Trolls.” 
 
    “Trolls?” said Frotwoot, looking at all of them in disbelief but, in particular, at the very attractive girl that was with them. “Aren’t trolls supposed to be ugly?” 
 
    One of the troll boys’ heads perked up. “What’d you say?” he asked Frotwoot, stepping forward. 
 
    “Oh… no, I didn’t mean—” Frotwoot began, but then thought better of it and simply ran. 
 
    “Perhaps thou shouldst keep thy voice down,” The Dryad recommended as Frotwoot darted and weaved through the crowd, the angry troll teenagers following closely behind him. “Also, avoid blatant racism in thy speech.” 
 
    “Right, thanks, good idea,” Frotwoot said breathlessly, stopping for a moment as he rounded a corner to look for some escape options. One presented itself in the form of a nearby alley with a dumpster in it, and so, with only the slightest bit of trepidation, he ducked into the former and jumped into the latter. 
 
    “Huh,” said Frotwoot, smirking at the backs of the trolls as they went running past his hiding place. “I can’t believe I just did a movie thing and it worked.” 
 
    “Well done,” said The Dryad. 
 
    “Thanks, I—” Frotwoot began, stopping short as he climbed out of the dumpster only to suddenly feel very, very weak. He tried to talk, but he couldn’t. He tried to stay standing, but he couldn’t seem to do that either. And then, when all else failed and he simply tried to stay conscious… everything slowly faded to black.  
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    Frotwoot’s eyes flicked back open as if all he’d done was blink, but since he now appeared to be standing in the middle of a crowded sidewalk (rather than, say, lying face down in the middle of an alley) he was pretty sure that a bit more had happened than that. 
 
    “Tree guy?” he said softly, looking all around himself in utterly disoriented confusion. It was dark out, but the streets were lit up by festive-looking lanterns, the bubbling amber glow they gave off betraying their now familiar power source. Everyone seemed to be celebrating something, what with all the singing, dancing, whooping and kissing that was going on, and for some reason each race of Tuatha Dryadia was wearing their own matching costumes. The faeries, for example, were wearing incredibly skimpy outfits made of leaves… and Frotwoot, it seemed, was no exception. 
 
    “Gah!” he gasped, his hands scrambling about in a futile attempt to cover everything up at once. There was a storefront with a big window nearby, so he quickly weaved his way through the various people that were blocking it to get a better look at himself in its reflection. Aside from his sneakers, all the clothes he’d had on before were gone, replaced by a pair of leafy shorts that were not unlike the ones he’d been wearing when he’d fallen to Earth all those years ago. His skin was covered (much to his horror) in some kind of body glitter, and (even more to his horror) there was quite a bit of smudged lipstick on the right side of his neck and face. 
 
    “TREE GUY!!!” 
 
    “Frotwoot?” The Dryad’s voice popped into his head, sounding genuinely surprised. “Art thou awake?” 
 
    “Dude, what is going on?” Frotwoot said quietly, grinning and waving at the small audience his outburst had created so they’d get uncomfortable and look away. “Where—where are my clothes?” 
 
    “Oh. Well, thou didst pass out, so…” 
 
    Frotwoot waited for as long as he could bear, then, “So…?” 
 
    “So, for thine own safety… I didst mentally assume control of thy body.” 
 
    “… Wait, what?” 
 
    “Please… do not be wroth.” 
 
    “I’m not,” said Frotwoot, although since he wasn’t really sure what “wroth” meant he supposed he might’ve been. “I’m just—you can do that?” 
 
    “Yea, verily. It is a very advanced form of psionic magic, and is only possible when a mage’s mind (or, as in thy case, a reasonable facsimile of one) has fully retreated into its subconscious without erecting the proper defenses.” He paused for a moment, then: “Upon reflection, I have come to suspect that thy brain has been magically restructured for this very purpose, yea, even to accommodate the mind of any mage who did purchase thee as a ‘pet’; for behold, through thee one born without wings might know what it is to fly, and lo—” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just wake me up?” 
 
    “Oh, believest thou me, I tried. I find taking on the physical form of another to be thoroughly distasteful, but when the first hour had passed and you’d shown no sign of rousing… well, loath as I was to do it, it simply did not seem fit to leave thee lying there, so—” 
 
    “The first hour?” said Frotwoot as he began to wander aimlessly through the crowd, figuring he could get away with talking to himself as long as he kept moving. “How long was I out?” 
 
    “… Three days.” 
 
    “Three days?” 
 
    “Yes. It seemeth to me that thou wert suffering from dimensional displacement syndrome, or, to put it into parlance that thou might better understand, a sort of… magical jet lag.” 
 
    “Three days?” 
 
    “… Should we continue this discussion when thou art done making disbelieving exclamations?” 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” said Frotwoot, ignoring him as he stopped to look around wide-eyed at nothing and run a hand stressfully through his hair. “My parents must be freaking out right now!” 
 
    “Oh, of a surety. But what can be done?” 
 
    “I can go back to Chicago,” said Frotwoot, continuing forward and thinking rapidly. “I can just—I can just tell them I’m okay, and then I can come back, maybe with help, and then we can find Maeve and—” 
 
    “A good plan,” said The Dryad. “But, at the moment, quite impossible.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because the base of my tree is even now surrounded by mine clerics and acolytes, and will be until the sun hath risen. For behold, it is Midsummer’s Eve, and while those you see around you doth celebrate, those who worship me are begging for my mercy and my forgiveness.” 
 
    “… Oh, okay,” said Frotwoot, wondering what the story was behind that but not nearly enough to ask. “I’ll just do it tomorrow, then.” 
 
    “Of course. But, until then, perhaps thou shouldst continue the search for Maeve; for behold, before thy conscious mind did reassert itself, I did suppose that a young girl such as she would likely be among the revelers on this most historic and controversial day, and was thus seeking her out amidst the crowd.” 
 
    Nope, thought Frotwoot, knowing a “hint, hint” when he heard it. I don’t care, and I’m not gonna ask. “Okay, so that explains why I’m out here, but it doesn’t explain why I’m practically naked.” 
 
    “Thou art clad in the traditional faerie garb, worn rarely and most especially on this politically-divisive night of celebration,” said The Dryad, clearly hoping that if he threw enough bait then Frotwoot would eventually bite. “Thy normal clothes, and yea, even all the belongings that did line thy pockets, are safely kept at the shop from which I did rent thy current attire.” 
 
    “Did the body glitter come with it?” 
 
    “… Yes.” 
 
    “What about the lipstick?” 
 
    “Ah, well… understand, Frotwoot, it has been many centuries since I was in the flesh, and—” 
 
    “Ugh,” said Frotwoot, shaking his head in disgust and holding up a hand to stop him. He wasn’t sure, of course, but he thought might actually be a little bit wroth now. “Dude, that’s—that’s so not cool.” 
 
    “Agreed, but if it doth offer any consolation she was quite comely, and her phone number is upon thy hand.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and glanced at the palm of his right hand to see what was indeed a phone number, written there in black ink. “You have phones here?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “But… there are people riding horses, and stuff.” 
 
    “Yes, for you see: I have taught my Tuatha to blend certain technologies with the magic of my ever-flowing amber, so that their comfort and convenience might be assured, but I have also withheld certain technologies, so that their safety might, too, be assured.” 
 
    “What, like cars?” 
 
    “Yes. ‘Cars’, as you call them, move too quickly to be safe.” 
 
    “Oh… okay,” Frotwoot shrugged, seeing the point even if he didn’t agree with the slight tyranny of it. “Well, thanks for the number, I guess. I’m probably not gonna use it, though.” 
 
    “Just as well. I don’t recall her name.” 
 
    “Nice,” said Frotwoot, rolling his eyes. Then, after a few moments of scanning the crowd for Maeve: “Hey, wait: How’d you rent a costume? I mean, I didn’t have any money, and even if I did it wasn’t fairy money.” 
 
    “Faerie. And it was simple: Thou hast an impressive musical talent and a vast repertoire of songs. I didst merely access both and sing for money on the street.” 
 
    “You went busking?” Frotwoot said enviously. “I always wanted to go busking…” 
 
    “Well, now thou hast!” 
 
    “Yeah, but not really,” said Frotwoot, slowing up a bit to let a group of children go giggling past him. “So… is there any money left, or—?” 
 
    “Yes, and behold, it is in thy shoe,” said The Dryad. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” said Frotwoot, pulling a thin wad of multi-colored bills from inside his sneaker and heading off in the direction of a faraway food cart. A small old man with chocolatey brown skin, enlarged canines, and a pair of somewhat disturbing all-black eyes (“He’s a brownie”, The Dryad explained before Frotwoot had really even had a chance to wonder. “Also known as a fenodoree, but only formally; informally they prefer brownie, for behold, that is what I didst call them whenever I forgot their true name, and they didst mistake it for a term of endearment”) stood behind it, bobbing his head a bit to the music and watching everyone else enjoy themselves with a slight smile. 
 
    “Hey,” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “Hello,” said the brownie, without looking at him. “What can I get you?” 
 
    Frotwoot wondered how he knew English, then when the Dryad started to explain (“Behold, through a rather complicated bit of magic that I didst set into motion for thy benefit, yea, even through the most complicated translation enchantment I have ever wrought, yea, that any mage has ever wrought, I, the great and powerful Dryad, have—”) he decided that “magic” was a good enough answer and cut him off by continuing his transaction. “I don’t know. What’s good?” 
 
    “Well, people say they like the phoenix wings, but I think my dragon burgers are better,” said the brownie. Then, with a wink, “Also, they cost more. So, yeah, you want a dragon burger.” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed politely. “Okay. Um,” he shuffled through the money in his hand uncertainly, wondering why there weren’t any numbers. “How much for the dragon burger?” 
 
    “Just three gems. Midsummer’s Eve special.” 
 
    “Three… gems?” said Frotwoot. “But I don’t have any—” 
 
    “Yes you do,” The Dryad said quickly. “The slips of paper that thou dost hold are made to represent actual physical gemstones that exist in a hidden treasury. Rubies are worth one gem, sapphires five, emeralds ten, and diamonds twenty.” 
 
    “… Okay,” said Frotwoot, counting out three slips of red paper and tentatively handing them to the brownie. The old man took them, and in return handed Frotwoot a thick, greasy-looking cheeseburger wrapped in paper. 
 
    “So, tree guy,” said Frotwoot, eyeing his purchase closely as he walked away. “Is this really dragon, or—?” 
 
    “Of course it is.” 
 
    “So dragons are real too?” 
 
    “Yea, verily. When I did begin my exile here in Seelie I came to find the beasts that dwelt here to be quite boring. Thus, using the very same genetic modification magic that I did use to create the Tuatha Dryadia, I did also create many fantastic beasts, among them: Dragons.” 
 
    “… Because you were bored.” 
 
    “Yes, that… that is why I do most things.” 
 
    Frotwoot smiled at him as best he could without him being there and took his first, hesitant bite out of the burger. It was, in his opinion, ridiculously delicious, so the remaining bites weren’t hesitant at all, and when he’d finished he actually dug the rest of the money back out to see if he had enough for another. 
 
    “Ahhh!” he cried out as something exploded above him, followed by several more explosions that made him feel silly when he looked up to see that they were fireworks. Everyone stopped partying immediately and started cheering, then, sweeping Frotwoot up in the tide, they began to push their way to edges of the barricades that lined the street. “What’s happening?” he muttered to the Dryad, but was instead answered by a nearby little girl with blue skin and an impractical outfit made of seashells and seaweed. “The Rade’s starting!” she told him. 
 
    “What’s ‘the Rade’?” asked Frotwoot, noticing as the girl jumped up and down and covered her mouth in excitement that her fingers were webbed; a quick glance around at the other blue-skinned women showed that it was either a common trait or he was surrounded by mutants. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” the girl said, giving him a look to match. “Everyone knows what the Rade is!” 
 
    “Oh, right,” laughed Frotwoot, giving her a little nod and edging away so he could talk to The Dryad without her thinking he was talking to her. “So…? Tree guy?” 
 
    “That was a sprite,” said The Dryad, sounding distracted. “They can breathe underwater and possess a sort of… sonic scream. My intent was to use them primarily for sea battles, and—” 
 
    “No, I meant—I was wondering more about this ‘Rade’ thing.” 
 
    “Oh, has that started already?” 
 
    “I… guess. Were you not paying attention, or—?” 
 
    “Ah… no, I was not. The bulk of my consciousness was focused elsewhere, yea, even on the off-pitch but exceedingly adorable singing of my acolyte’s children. But now, once again, it is upon thee.” 
 
    “Okay, so… what’s ‘the Rade’?” 
 
    “The Rade is the centerpiece of this celebration,” said The Dryad. “It is the time when the newly-elected leaders of The Seelie Court, or ‘Elves’, as they’re called, are first revealed unto the citizenry. They ride in procession down the streets of this their capital city, yea, even Tirnanogue, and are cheered by all.” 
 
    “Cool,” said Frotwoot, leaning as far as he could over the barricade to see if anyone was coming down the street yet. “Is it gonna be a while before they get here, or—?” 
 
    “No, in fact it shall be quite soon. For behold, I was on my way to the traditional starting point of the Rade when thou didst awake, and thou hast only brought us closer in times since.” 
 
    “Is that them?” asked Frotwoot, but his voice was immediately drowned out and his question answered by the sudden eruption of the crowd. Turning the corner up ahead (and clearly struggling not to grin too much at all the noise she’d just caused) was a young, slightly chubby faerie woman on what appeared to be a brown and white unicorn, followed closely by various other men and women on various other steeds and mounts of their own. 
 
    “It’s Mab!” Frotwoot heard several people call back down the row of crowded onlookers, some of them sounding glad and some sounding outraged. “The new queen is Mab!” There were scattered “boos” amidst the crowd, but mostly cheers, so either this “Queen Mab” was generally well-liked or most of the people present were just in a good mood. 
 
    “It is the former option,” The Dryad informed him, once again responding to thoughts that he really shouldn’t have been listening to in the first place. “Mabbilene Ellyllon is considered something of a hero among the Tuatha Dryadia, and rightfully so. She did many great and selfless deeds as a knight, and thus it is likely that even those who are jeering her for her politics do, in fact, on some level respect her. After all, even I, whose perfect order of rulership was overridden by the very system that hath today exalted her, yea, even that system whose founding those around us do even now celebrate,” if the Dryad had eyebrows they’d surely be waggling, “Yes, even I am something of an admirer.” 
 
    “… You really wanna tell me what today’s all about, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes! Very much so! May I?” 
 
    “Okay, go ahead,” laughed Frotwoot, settling in to listen as The Dryad rather exuberantly began to tell the story behind Midsummer’s Eve. But then, almost immediately, Frotwoot found himself distracted. A dark, heavy feeling had suddenly come over him, a feeling that something very bad was about to happen. And, with that feeling… came a hunch; a strange, inexplicable hunch to look upwards, where no one else was looking— 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” breathed Frotwoot, his heart sinking into his stomach as he saw a man lean out of a window on the middle floor of a nearby hotel, pulling back the drawstring on what appeared to be a bow and taking careful aim at the queen with what really appeared to be an arrow as she marched obliviously forward. “Hey!” Frotwoot called out, jumping frantically up and down to get the queen’s attention… in a crowd full of people who were doing exactly the same thing. “HEY!!!” he tried more urgently and more loudly, but apparently not enough of either to rise above being just another voice in the crowd. 
 
    It seemed hopeless. He couldn’t warn her, and by the time he got someone else in the crowd to notice what he’d noticed it would almost definitely be too late for them to do anything about it. He had to do something, though. and he had to do it now, but… what? 
 
    “Frotwoot?” said The Dryad, apparently having just noticed that he wasn’t being listened to. “Wait, what—what are you doing?!?!” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t answer him. He’d just launched himself up and over the nearest barricade in a desperate attempt to push the queen out of the way, so focusing on that sort of seemed like it should take priority right now. About halfway through said launch he realized that he hadn’t been close enough to reach her with just a jump, so, having no choice, he let his wings carry him the rest of the way forward. Unfortunately, though, he still pretty much sucked at flying, so they also carried him slightly to the right… and directly into the path of the arrow.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    7 
 
      
 
    “AAAGH!!!” Frotwoot cried out, clutching instinctively at the arrow that had pierced his side as he went spinning out of the air and bouncing across the street. He finally came to a stop just in front of the procession, and everyone who could see him (or, more specifically, everyone who could see that he’d been shot) seemed to gasp all at once. Those who couldn’t see him were quickly informed of what they were missing, and a general panic quickly spread throughout the crowd. 
 
    “Faeries!” said Queen Mab, pointing in the assassin’s general direction. At her command, every single faerie in the Rade flew off after him. Then, to everyone that was left, she indicated the screaming, terrified crowd with a few waves of her hand. They seemed to know what she meant by that, and as they split off obediently in all directions Mab finally turned to Frotwoot. “Oh no,” she said softly, hopping off her unicorn and rushing to kneel at his side. “Oh no, no, no. Not for me, don’t—” She shook her head helplessly as she cradled his neck with one hand and gingerly checked his wound with the other. “Don’t die for me.” 
 
    “Okay,” Frotwoot meant to say brightly, with a bit of a winning smile, but only actually managed to let out a horrible gasp of pain. “Ow,” he elaborated. 
 
    Mab turned away for a moment, clearly stopping herself from crying, and when she turned back it was with what possibly the sweetest smile Frotwoot had ever seen. “It’s okay. You’re gonna be okay. What’s your name?” 
 
    “F-Frotwoot.” 
 
    “Hello Frotwoot,” said Mab, somehow turning up the sweetness dial on that smile. “What’s your last name?” 
 
    “… Crossley.” 
 
    Mab furrowed her brow. “ ‘Crossley’?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “… Are you sure?” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed, causing himself quite a bit of bonus pain in the process. Mab shrugged and shook her head. “Okay, well… let me thank you, Frotwoot.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at her as she rose to her feet and, with the smooth kind of motion one only gets through repetition, drew a sword that he hadn’t even noticed she had. “No, wait,” Frotwoot said weakly, thinking a mercy killing was probably a bit rash. But she ignored him, and the sword came down… to rest lightly on his shoulder. 
 
    “Frotwoot Crossley,” said Mab, sounding distinctly choked up. “You have been found worthy of knighthood in the Seelie Court. Therefore, as its queen, I dub thee,” the sword tapped his shoulder, and then the other one, “Sir Frotwoot.” 
 
    “Mab!” a new, gruff-sounding male voice called out from nearby. “Mab, what the—what the fie are you doing?!?! You need to get back to the castle!” 
 
    Mab sighed, crouched down to kiss Frotwoot on the forehead, then turned to speak to whoever was yelling at her. As she did, The Dryad suddenly came back into the picture: “Frotwoot! What hast thou done?” 
 
    “I got shot,” said Frotwoot. “And I think I just got knighted.” 
 
    “Look upon thy wound, so that I may see if it is severe.” Frotwoot complied, and The Dryad almost immediately made a not very encouraging noise. “Oh, Frotwoot… what hast thou done?” 
 
    “Oops,” said Frotwoot, realizing dimly that he should probably be at least as concerned about this as The Dryad was. It seemed that shock, his oldest friend, was doing its job and keeping him mellow. Case in point: He was grinning deliriously right now at the concept of “shock” as his “oldest friend”. He was imagining this whole production where he and a person with a shirt marked “SHOCK!” were engaging in a friendship-based montage to the tune of Harry Nilsson’s “Best Friend”. That’s how deeply in shock he was, and yet he was aware of it. It was like lucid dreaming but with a nagging pain in the abdomen…  
 
    “Frotwoot, cease thine insanity for a moment and listen,” said The Dryad. “I have a spell that will heal thee, but unfortunately I cannot allow you to speak it in its entirety. For behold, thy grievous wound has already been seen, and verily, it would appear most curious if it should simply disappear.” 
 
    “Why? I’ll just tell them I do magic. They know about magic, right?” 
 
    “… Yes, but only in a certain context. They believe it is a natural element that they have harnessed, but they do not believe in the casting of magic.” 
 
    “… Huh?”  
 
    “I hath not existed in mine mortal form for many centuries, Frotwoot. My story, which I have shared with thee, and yea, even the existence of Earth, is considered by many to be a myth, created by primitive ancestors to explain the existence of the tree that is me (yes, that rhymed; cease thy giggling). There are yet a few faithful, of course, namely those of the Dryadic Church, but even the faithful are sometimes wary of miracles. Wouldst thou not agree?” 
 
    “… You know I’m dying right now, right?” 
 
    “Ah, yes… of course. Perhaps we can continue this discussion at a more opportune time, yea, even when the threat to thy life has ended. But for now, merely repeat this partial spell after me, and behold, thou shalt be saved:” The Dryad gave him what actually did sound like half a word, Frotwoot repeated it, and a flash of bubbling amber light later he was suddenly injured enough to hurt but not injured enough to die… or, apparently, to be numb to it. 
 
    “Okay,” gasped Frotwoot, cringing in pain. “Can I have the rest of that spell now?” 
 
    “No, Frotwoot, I am afraid that thou must endure thine afflictions for a bit longer.” 
 
    “Can I just do the partial one one more time?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think—” 
 
    “Oh, come on, guy!” 
 
    The Dryad sighed. “Very well,” he said, giving Frotwoot the partial healing spell again. He was still pretty messed up afterwards, of course, but it didn’t hurt to breathe anymore so that was good. It also freed him up to focus on what was going on around him, such as the somewhat heated discussion that Queen Mab seemed to be having with… that one guy. 
 
    Rolling over a bit to get a better description than “that one guy”, the first thing Frotwoot noticed was that he was green (“Goblin,” The Dryad supplied, adding, “And no, they are not ‘supposed to be ugly’, so do not ask”) and the second thing he noticed was that he was wearing nothing but a ragged brown loincloth. He’d seen a lot of green people (goblins, apparently) sporting the same outfit today (the women, of course, having added an anachronistic-looking top to the ensemble), but until now he’d been very successful at not looking too closely at any of them. Shivering slightly, he shot his eyes up to the face, whose features could best be described as “chiseled” but in a less flattering and more literal sense. There was no hair on his head except for his eyebrows and a bushy gray goatee, and slung over his left eye was a thick brown patch. At the moment, his remaining (and very pale blue) eye was focused on Mab, with whom he currently seemed to be at his wit’s end. 
 
    “—When someone tries to kill you, you leave,” said the goblin, sounding both incredulous and frustrated at the same time. “That ain’t just the protocol, Mab that’s common sense.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” said Mab. “This boy took an arrow for me, Rocky. I’m not going to let him die out here alone.” 
 
    “So, what, you’d rather let him die for nothin’?” 
 
    “No, but—” Mab sighed helplessly and shook her head. “… All right. Just—just let me say good-bye.” 
 
    “Sure, kiddo,” said Rocky (?) with obvious relief, putting a hand on the hilt of his sheathed sword. “I’ll watch your back.” 
 
    Mab turned back to Frotwoot and looked down at him somberly. Then, her expression changed to confusion and almost immediately disbelief when she looked down at where he’d been shot. She fell to her knees and gently pushed his hand out of the way to look more closely at it, and for a moment or two Frotwoot was sorely tempted to yell “Surprise!” right in her face. Somehow, he resisted. 
 
    “How is this possible?” Mab seemed to ask the wound, the corner of her mouth curling up in a crooked, incredulous smile. “I mean, It’s not even bleeding anymore. It’s—” She laughed, her smile evening out quite nicely as she turned to look at Frotwoot. “It’s a miracle!” 
 
    “Uh-oh,” said The Dryad. 
 
    “Mab, you almost done?” said Rocky. 
 
    “Rocky… we’re taking him with us!” 
 
    “What? But you said—” 
 
    “I know, but I was wrong, I—I guess I just thought it looked worse than it was!” 
 
    “Whew,” said the Dryad. 
 
    “Okay, fine, just pick him up already and let’s go!” 
 
    Mab looked thankfully up at the heavens for a moment, laughing in delight, then back at Frotwoot with a big silly grin on her face. 
 
    “Hi,” he said, smiling weakly. 
 
    “Hi,” Mab said softly. “Looks like you’re gonna make it.” 
 
    “… Yay.” 
 
    “Mab, come on!!!” Rocky snapped. 
 
    Mab rolled her eyes in his general direction then looked back to Frotwoot. “Do you mind if I carry you?” 
 
    “Uh… no,” lied Frotwoot, because he knew he didn’t have a choice and telling her he did mind would just make things unnecessarily weird. 
 
    “Okay,” said Mab, sliding her arms under his body and letting her wings pick up his weight as they fluttered her up into the air. They didn’t go very high, just high enough that they were off the ground, in fact, and so Rocky was able to run alongside them through the sea of abandoned horses (and… horse-like things, Frotwoot noticed) all the way to the castle, which turned out to be just a few blocks away. The goblin banged on the big wooden front doors, and almost immediately the three of them were ushered inside. Mab ordered the first person she saw to send for a physician, and after flying up some stairs she laid Frotwoot on the largest, most pillowy bed he’d ever been on.  
 
    “I haven’t even used it yet,” she told him, giving him one more dose of her impossibly sweet smile before allowing herself to be dragged by Rocky into the next room. There was a big table covered with maps and paperwork in the middle of it, and several large bookcases lined the walls. Frotwoot wasn’t sure, but he was pretty sure it was what people might call a “briefing room”. Or maybe it was a “war room”…? 
 
    Whatever it was, he was pretty sure it was supposed to be private, which is why the fact that they’d neglected to close the door all the way, effectively enabling him to hear every word they said, made him somewhat uneasy. Should he not listen? Should he just get up and close it for them, or—? 
 
    “You knighted him?” he heard Rocky say incredulously. “What’d you do that for?” 
 
    “He was a hero,” said Mab. “I thought his family deserved a hero’s pension.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he didn’t die, so now what?” 
 
    “I don’t know… has this ever happened before?” 
 
    “Not in my lifetime.” Rocky sighed heavily, the sound of a chair scraping across the hardwood floor making it clear that he’d just sat down. “Well, whatever. We can deal with that later. What about this archer, huh? Who do you think sent ‘im?” 
 
    “Um… shouldn’t the other captains be here for this?” 
 
    “Nah, not until I’m sure they ain’t the ones that tried to kill you.” 
 
    “How do I know it wasn’t you?” said Mab, an obvious overtone of teasing in her voice. 
 
    “Because we’re pals, remember?” Rocky chuckled. “Anyway, you know the Order of the Snowflake wasn’t exactly pushin’ for ya’ in the election, what with how you trounced their guy in the debates and all.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they wouldn’t try to kill me for it…” she said, trailing off as she turned to look at the door, having finally seemed to notice that it was open. “Hey,” she said to Frotwoot, poking her face into the bedroom with a concerned smile. “Are you doing okay?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, glancing impatiently across the room at the door to the hallway and muttering to herself, “Where’s that doctor anyway?” Then, flashing Frotwoot another smile, she retreated back into the other room and quite firmly shut the door behind her. 
 
    “All right,” said Frotwoot, swinging his legs off the bed and getting ready to stand up. “Tree guy, can you give me the full healing thingie now, so I can get out of here?” 
 
    “Of course,” said The Dryad, and sure enough, once Frotwoot had repeated the word he was given, the arrow popped right out of his side and didn’t even leave him a scar to show for it. “Good. Now flee this place, lest thou art discovered and thought to be a fraud.” 
 
    Frotwoot got up and started for the door, but before he could even get halfway there someone suddenly burst through it. “Where’s Mab?” the sudden burster demanded, but they didn’t wait for Frotwoot to answer before continuing their sudden bursting routine through the briefing and/or war room door. 
 
    “Oh, hey!” Rocky greeted the newcomer, a lean, devastatingly handsome male faerie who (unlike every other faerie Frotwoot had seen today) wasn’t wearing leaves or body glitter. Instead, he wore a dark green t-shirt with thick black stripes that ran vertically up the sides, a pair of loose, dark blue jeans, and some non-descript skater shoes that looked like they would’ve fit right in on Earth if not for the weird runes on the sides. He was also wearing glasses, and dyed into the front of his short, strategically messy black hair was a splash of ruby red. 
 
    He barely even glanced at the goblin, zeroing right in on Mab instead. He looked incredibly relieved, but for some reason she looked mildly uncomfortable, a look that only intensified as he darted forward to embrace her. She tolerated it for about a second, then gently but firmly pushed him away.  
 
    After a too-long moment of awkward silence, the jilted faerie guy stuck his hands in his pockets and said to the nearest wall, “They said you were dead,” 
 
    “Well, obviously they were mistaken,” said Mab, which seemed to remind her of Frotwoot because she immediately turned to look at him. Thinking fast, he took the arrow in his hand and held it over its previous entry point as if it were still in there. “They wouldn’t have been, though,” the queen went on, smiling at Frotwoot and motioning for him to join them. “If my hero here hadn’t flown out in front of me.” 
 
    The faerie guy looked at Frotwoot with a raised eyebrow as he came to stand in the doorframe, then down at the arrow in his hand. “Was that there before?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Mab as a sudden chill of panic washed over Frotwoot. 
 
    The faerie guy narrowed his eyes at Frotwoot for a moment, then shook his head and shrugged. “Nothing. What’s your name, hero?” 
 
    “Uh… Frotwoot,” said take-a-wild-guess, feeling a wave of relief at not being caught but, at the same time, the lingering uneasiness that comes with not knowing when the proverbial “other shoe” was going to drop. 
 
    “Pixley Widgeon,” said Pixley Widgeon, stepping forward to shake his hand. Frotwoot shook back, the congratulatory nature of the gesture making him feel all warm and fuzzy inside… and then Pixley dispelled that feeling almost immediately by wiping the hand he’d shaken with on his jeans. 
 
    “Oh, Pix,” sighed Mab, while Rocky, covering half his face with one hand, blew out a raspberry of ill-contained laughter. 
 
    “What?” said Pixley, looking back at them with a sort of annoyed confusion. “There’s blood on it.” 
 
    “Pix’s got a point,” said Rocky, grinning at Mab and shrugging. “Kid should feel honored he was even willin’ to touch him. I mean, I’ve known the guy for eight years or somethin’ and he ain’t never touched me.” 
 
    “I don’t like to touch people,” Pixley explained to Frotwoot, not a hint of apology in his voice. Then, looking down at the arrow again, he furrowed his brow at it and said, “Did anyone else notice this?” 
 
    Frotwoot quickly tried to decide if he should escape through the door or through the window, but before he could make up his mind Pixley reached down and started to peel something off the arrow. It was a thin, blood-caked roll of parchment, and as Pixley unrolled it in front of him Frotwoot could see writing, but he couldn’t see what it said before Pixley spun around to lay it flat on the table. Rocky and Mab moved closer to get a better look at it themselves, and once they’d all read it the three of them exchanged some very grave looks. 
 
    “What’s it say?” Frotwoot asked, taking a step forward. Pixley started to answer him, reading it aloud as far as “ ‘This has been a message from the Unseelie Cou—’ ”, but Rocky cut him off with a look and “finished” for him: “Nothin’ you need to know about.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Frotwoot. “Okay. I’ll just, um… I’ll just go lie back down, then, if that’s okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, you probably should,” Mab said kindly. 
 
    Frotwoot backed away, carefully closing the door behind him, and then, as he turned to make his escape, an old faerie man with a long white coat and a small leather bag came into the bedroom. “Ah,” he said, looking at the arrow that Frotwoot was (luckily) still holding over his abdomen. “You must be the one they needed me for.” 
 
    “What do I do?” Frotwoot muttered through his teeth, hoping that The Dryad was still paying attention to him. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity (but was in fact only as long as it took for the doctor to smile and indicate that Frotwoot should get on the bed), The Dryad sighed and said quite solemnly, “What thou must.” 
 
    “What? What do you—?” Frotwoot began, but then he realized what he meant, and then, even though it made his stomach sink as if there were a weight attached to it, he also realized that he was right. So, dragging it out for as long as he could, he made his way to the bed, sat down on its edge, and, using the necessary motion of flinging his legs up onto the mattress as cover, he gritted his teeth and stabbed himself with the arrow. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Once Frotwoot had stopped screaming and thrashing around the doctor was able to patch him up fairly quickly. Unfortunately, though, whatever he’d used to numb the pain had left Frotwoot feeling pretty groggy, so, patched up or not, he was going to have to stick around for a little while longer. The doctor put the TV on for him (he hadn’t even noticed it off in the corner, there) and left, leaving him to watch an all-day marathon of some topical comedy whose jokes he didn’t understand. Even worse, it was in black and white. (“Thy world hast created color TVs?!?!” The Dryad responded to his inner complaint, astounded.) 
 
    Of course, under those circumstances it wasn’t long before Frotwoot drifted off, and while he occasionally stirred when people would come in and out of the war room (or whatever), he didn’t fully wake up again until he sensed someone standing by his bedside. 
 
    Pixley smirked at him bemusedly as he jolted awake in alarm, then went back to examining the arrow which the doctor had apparently left on the end table. “You sure you want me on this one, Rocky?” 
 
    “ ‘Course,” said Rocky, leaning in the doorframe of the ambiguous room, which now appeared to be empty. “You’re our best guy, and I’m pretty sure no one wants to find out who tried to kill Mab more than you do right now…” 
 
    Pixley didn’t say anything for a moment. Then, as if he hadn’t heard him, “Were there any witnesses?” 
 
    “Nope. No one on the street even saw the guy. He just shot the arrow and ran.” 
 
    “I saw him,” said Frotwoot, making both of them look at him as if they were surprised he could talk. 
 
    “What’d he look like?” said Pixley, turning his attention back to the arrow. 
 
    “Oh, well… he um—” Frotwoot hesitated, not sure how to proceed. He’d seen a man with jet-black skin and a pair of short brown devil-horns, but he didn’t want to sound weird by describing that when, as far as they knew, he should just as easily be able to sum that up by stating their race— 
 
    “Phooka,” The Dryad helpfully supplied. “They also hath glowing yellow irises in their eyes… but behold, that is not relevant, it is simply for thine own enlightenment.” 
 
    “He was a phooka,” said Frotwoot, thinking his gratitude at The Dryad because he really needed to stop going around talking to himself; someone was bound to notice. 
 
    “Hair color?” 
 
    “I don’t know, it was buzzed really short…” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “Um… no, not that I remember.” 
 
    “Great,” groaned Rocky. “That could be any of a hundred guys.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Pixley, carefully putting the arrow in his pocket and crouching down till he was roughly at eye-level with Frotwoot. “Do you think you’d know him if you saw him?” 
 
    “Yeah, definitely,” said Frotwoot far too quickly, not giving himself nearly enough time to think of the possible implications his answer might carry. “I mean, the dude kind of looked like Jason Statham, so—” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Oh yeah, thought Frotwoot. Different world. “Uh… just some guy I know.” 
 
    Pixley smirked, looked at Rocky, then back at Frotwoot. “You wanna be a hero twice in one day, kid?” he asked. 
 
    “… What do you mean?” 
 
    “I think I know where to look, but I don’t know who I’m looking for. So I was thinking I could take you along and you could point him out for me.” 
 
    “Uh… what?” 
 
    “Do you actually want me to repeat myself or is that just disbelief?” 
 
    “Pix is kind of bad at social cues,” Rocky said helpfully. 
 
    “No, it’s just—” Frotwoot shook his head. “I can’t—that sounds, like, really dangerous, and—” 
 
    “You won’t get hurt,” said Pixley, and something about the way he said it made Frotwoot absolutely, unequivocally believe it. “Not with me.” 
 
    “But I—I’m kind of in the middle of looking for this girl, and—” 
 
    “I’ll help you find her when we’re done. I’m good at finding people.” 
 
    “Man, I don’t know…” said Frotwoot, at which point Rocky completely lost it. 
 
    “Okay,” the goblin snarled, folding his arms across his chest in an obvious show of intimidation. “How about this: You do what we say, or you spend the next couple years in the dungeon.” 
 
    “Rocky,” said Pixley, looking at him sharply. “Don’t.” 
 
    “Don’t what, Pix? The future of the Seelie Court’s at stake here! I’ll do whatever I gotta.” He glowered at Frotwoot. “You’re a knight now, remember? That means you got a duty to the Court, which means if you don’t live up to it I can charge you for dereliction. So here’s the deal: As captain to the Knightly Order of the Gecko, I’m hereby claimin’ you as an emergency recruit. Furthermore, I’m partnerin’ you up with Pix. All you gotta do is help him out this one time, and I’ll give you an honorable release. How’s that sound?”  
 
    “… Awful?” 
 
    Rocky smirked. “Yeah, well, I could make it sound a whole lot worse, believe you me.” 
 
    “Rocky, come on—” 
 
    “Save it, Widgeon. Sooner you boys get this done, sooner this ‘hero’ can go back to partyin’.” 
 
    “But—!” said Frotwoot, certainly heard but completely unheeded as the goblin stormed out of the room. 
 
    Pixley sighed and shook his head. Then, after a moment’s reflection, “Okay. Let’s go.” 
 
    “What, really?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think he was serious. He only calls me ‘Widgeon’ when he’s serious.”  
 
    Frotwoot wanted desperately to protest, but Pixley was already moving. By the time he caught up with him (having been slowed considerably by the pain in his side), Pixley was standing next to a pay phone just outside the castle doors, inexplicably squinting down at a phone book that was lying open on the sidewalk. As Frotwoot drew closer, Pixley turned the page with his foot, somehow managing to make things less and more inexplicable at the same time. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Do you know how many people have probably touched this thing?” said Pixley, who seemed to have been expecting this question. 
 
    “Um… well, yeah, but… at least they were touching it with their hands.” 
 
    “My shoes are probably cleaner than their hands.” 
 
    “… No they’re not.” 
 
    Pixley considered that for a moment, shrugged, then slid the book over with his shoe. “Here, I want you to call some of these numbers for me.” 
 
    “… Okay,” said Frotwoot, bending down to pick it up. The page it was opened to was covered in listings and pictures for apartment buildings. “But, um… why don’t you just call them?” 
 
    “I don’t do phones.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yep,” he said, nodding expectantly to the phone. 
 
    “Okay, wait: I thought we were trying to track down the guy who shot me.” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “So… what does this have to do with that?” 
 
    “Let me show you,” said Pixley, pulling the blood-stained arrow out of his pocket and smiling politely at the various passersby who were alarmed by it. “See these feathers? This wood? This arrow was made in Fenodor. The fletchers there don’t export their stuff, which is too bad because it’s really good stuff. I think there’s some tax thing… I don’t know.” He twirled the arrow thoughtfully in his hands, then shook his head and went on. “Anyway, like I said, this arrow couldn’t have been exported, which means that the guy who shot you either bought it in Fenodor and smuggled it to Tirnanogue himself, or he bought it through the black market. Either way, we’re dealing with someone who cares enough about the quality of their weapons to risk breaking the law for them. Who does that rule out? Random wackos and local hitmen. Who does it leave?” 
 
    It took Frotwoot a second to realize that he was supposed to answer that, at which point he just held out his hands and shrugged. 
 
    “Professional assassins,” said Pixley, looking mildly disappointed. “Now, professional assassins have homes just like the rest of us, sure. But they generally don’t work anywhere near them, so… where they do stay when they are working? Not hotels. There’re too many employees to pay off at most of them, and too many opportunities to leave a paper trail at any of them. They can’t just go out and buy a house in every city, either, not even just the major ones. Someone would notice that. No, really, when you think about it, their only and best option is a safehouse. All they have to do is go to an apartment manager, bribe them with way more than the rent costs, and then, when they need it, they have a place to lay low before or after a job.” 
 
    “So, what,” said Frotwoot, who, much to his surprise, was pretty sure he knew what Pixley was getting at. “We’re just gonna call every apartment building in the city and ask if they have an assassin living there?” 
 
    “No, just the ones I know are sleazy enough to take the bribe,” said Pixley. “And yes, I want you to say almost exactly that, but also mention that he’s a phooka.” 
 
    “… Okay,” said Frotwoot, shaking his head in disbelief and picking the receiver up off the hook. “And this is serious,” he said to Pixley, by way of clarification. “This is actually what we’re gonna be doing right now.” 
 
    Pixley gave him a look that indicated quite strongly that, yes, this was serious, and so, with a heavy sigh, Frotwoot stuck his finger in the dial and started making a series of what felt like prank calls. Most of the people on the other end of the line reacted in much the same way, asking if this was a joke and then hanging up when they concluded that it probably was, but then one apartment manager reacted somewhat differently. First, he hesitated. It wasn’t for long, but it was long enough to seem odd. Then, instead of asking if this was a joke, he said “Of course not! What kind of an establishment do you think I’m running here?” before finally hanging up. 
 
    “That’s the place,” said Pixley, snapping his fingers and running off to grab a horse that had been tied up just a few feet away. 
 
    “This is yours, right?” Frotwoot asked as Pixley mounted what may or may not have been his steed. 
 
    “Yeah, get on,” said Pixley, helping him up. Then, just as Frotwoot was starting to get settled, “Whoa! What’re you doing, hero?!” 
 
    “What? I don’t—” 
 
    “Sit back-to-back!” 
 
    “Oh, right,” said Frotwoot, actually relieved at the request. Once he was seated properly, the two of them rode off through the crowded castle square, which he was in a much better state of mind to fully appreciate the beauty of now. It was essentially a big public street, square-shaped of course, lined with fancy-looking shops and restaurants and filled with various kinds of street performer. In the middle of it all was a big, beautiful reflecting pool, and Frotwoot couldn’t help but be somewhat awed by— 
 
    “What doest thou?” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed, and in his mind said, “Dude, I’ve heard you say ‘what are you doing’. You’re not impressing me anymore, you’re just annoying me.” 
 
    “… However thou dost choose to phrase it, my question doth stand.” 
 
    “I don’t know… I’m just helping this Pixley guy find this other guy real quick.” 
 
    “Why? Thy priority is finding Maeve, not aiding the knights of the Seelie Court!” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but I don’t really have a choice, so—” 
 
    “Yes thou dost. Am I not a treasury of magic words, and is not my power at thy constant disposal?” 
 
    “No, no, you am. You am and it is. But—” 
 
    “Merely repeat this word, and the knight Sir Pixley shall fall fast asleep. Then, thou canst make thy escape, and resume thy search for thy lost love.” 
 
    “… Okay, first of all, Maeve is not my ‘lost love’. She’s just a girl I wanna make sure is safe before I go home. Second of all, no. This dude’s pretty nice, even if his boss is kind of a jerk, and besides, he said if I help him he’ll help me find Maeve, so—” 
 
    “So thou hast chosen his help over mine.” 
 
    “What? No, I’m just—” 
 
    “Then say the magic word!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “… Very well. Then I shall have to take my leave.” 
 
    “ ‘Take your’—? What?! Wait!” 
 
    “Why, what is it?” said Pixley coming to an urgent stop and turning to look at him, because, apparently, he’d just said that last part out loud. He’d have to think fast…  
 
    “Oh, um… check her out, huh?” 
 
    Pixley didn’t even look. He just shook his head and kept riding. 
 
    About fifteen minutes later (or at least what felt like fifteen minutes later; Frotwoot couldn’t be sure, of course, as his watch was apparently at a costume shop somewhere) they came to a stop outside a run-down apartment building and tied the horse up outside. 
 
    “Okay, so what’s the plan?” asked Frotwoot as they climbed the stairs up to the entrance. “I mean, like, what do we do if we find him?” 
 
    Pixley didn’t answer him at first, taking a moment to look at the buzzers for each apartment until he seemed to find the one he was looking for (it was blank) and tapped it with a triumphant little smirk. Then, turning to Frotwoot as if there hadn’t been any delay he said, “I take him down, you stay out of the way.” 
 
    “What? But—but don’t you, like, need a weapon for that plan, or something?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I left my sword at home,” Pixley shrugged. “Don’t worry, I’ll figure something out.” And then, with one powerful kick, he shattered the pane of glass that was set in the middle of the door and slid casually through it. 
 
    “You know, I think he might’ve heard that,” muttered Frotwoot as he followed Pixley through the halls and past all the people who kept poking their heads out to stare at them. 
 
    “Okay, hero, here it is,” said Pixley, stopping in front of a door with no nameplate on it. First he gently tried the doorknob, and then, when it turned out to be locked, he simply shrugged and kicked it in. 
 
    “What—?” cried the phooka inside, jumping up from his couch and what looked like had been a pleasant “night in” with a book of crossword puzzles and a big box of take-out. Frotwoot almost felt bad for him, but then the chronic pain in his side quickly reminded him not to. 
 
    “That’s him,” he started to say, but stopped when the phooka made that fact evident on his own by vaulting through an open window. Pixley immediately gave chase, and for some reason… Frotwoot did too. 
 
    The window led out to a long, narrow alley that led nowhere in one direction and turned a corner in the other. The phooka ran for the corner, of course, moving at an alarming speed, and the faeries followed. As they turned the corner Frotwoot fully expected to see the phooka disappearing out into the busy street, if at all, but instead he found him swearing in flustered disbelief at a very high, very locked gate. Whirling around to see his pursuers, the phooka seemed to consider fighting them for a moment before thinking better of it and jumping through the nearest window instead. 
 
    A woman screamed from inside, and there was a lot of crashing and clanging as Frotwoot and Pixley approached the broken glass. Knocking the rest of it out of the frame, Pixley jumped through to elicit another womanly scream, while Frotwoot’s entrance simply got him a gasp of furious exasperation. “Sorry,” he said with a smile, dodging the box of cereal she threw at him and taking off through her apartment to burst through its wide-open front door. Pixley had stopped in the hallway, and seemed to be considering something. Then, quite abruptly, he started sprinting up the stairs. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Frotwoot asked breathlessly, and Pixley looked back at him in wide-eyed surprise, as if he hadn’t been aware that the younger faerie had been following him this whole time. “He’s gonna get away!” 
 
    “No, he’s not,” Pixley called back as he got to the top of the first flight of stairs and started on the next. “He thinks he is, though, because he thinks that we think he’s gonna try to get outside, which is why he’s not.” 
 
    “… Huh?” 
 
    “Just trust me on this,” said Pixley, looking around urgently as they reached the top floor. All of the doors were closed, but only the one near the corner window had cracks in the paint around its slightly askew doorknob, a small but telling detail that Frotwoot probably wouldn’t have noticed if Pixley hadn’t just snapped his fingers and pointed at it. “See?” 
 
    “But… why?” said Frotwoot, watching Pixley as he moved cautiously forward to put his ear to the door. 
 
    “Because he thinks he’s smart,” said Pixley. “And he thinks if he waits in there long enough that he’ll be able to walk out of here instead of run.” He stepped back from the door and stared at it thoughtfully for a moment. Then, “Okay, hero, I’m gonna need you to open this door.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll be right back,” said Pixley, opening the corner window and sliding halfway out of it. “Just keep him distracted for a minute, and don’t let him kill the hostage.” 
 
    “Wait, what?!?!” said Frotwoot, but Pixley was already gone, his wings fluttering out as he dropped from the windowsill to the street below. Frotwoot groaned in frustration, then, after hesitating quite a bit longer than he was proud of, he stepped forward, twisted the doorknob as much it would twist… and slowly eased the door open. 
 
    “Mmph!” whimpered the faerie girl who was standing in the middle of the living room, her voice muffled by the hand that the phooka wasn’t using to hold a dagger to her throat. 
 
    “… Hi,” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “Turn around and leave,” said the phooka, the girl’s tear-filled eyes pleading with Frotwoot to do no such thing. 
 
    “Wait, I—I just wanna talk,” said Frotwoot, drawing on his years of experience watching police negotiators on TV and movies. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Um… I don’t know, do you, like, have any demands or anything?” 
 
    “Yes. Turn around, and leave. Those are my demands.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s cool, but… are you sure you don’t want some money, or a helicopter out of here, or—?” 
 
    “What’s a helicopter?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” sighed Frotwoot. “Just money, then. You want some money?” 
 
    “… No. I want you to turn around, and I want you to leave.” 
 
    “I can’t do that, though. I mean, you’ve got this girl here, and you’re clearly a bad guy, so—” 
 
    “She won’t be hurt if you do what I say.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    The phooka rolled his eyes. “… Sure.” 
 
    “Okay, but how good is that promise? I mean, did you ever… like, promise your mom you wouldn’t kill people for a living? Because, you know, if you did, then—” 
 
    “Leave, right now, or she dies.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” said Frotwoot, deliberately keeping his outward manner casual even as his stomach tied itself up in knots of anxiety. Pixley had said to “keep him distracted”, but he’d also said not to let the hostage die. He wasn’t sure if he could do both at this point, but he knew he had to try, especially since they might not, in fact, have been mutually exclusive; after all, once Frotwoot left, what was to stop the phooka from killing the girl? “I’ll go, just… one more thing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “… Can I use the bathroom?” 
 
    Both the phooka and the girl furrowed their brows at him in disbelief. “Excuse me?” said the former. 
 
    “I know it’s weird, what with this whole… situation and all, but I’ve really gotta go, so—” he stopped in the middle of his (admittedly desperate) stall tactic, and turned to look at a sudden movement he’d just caught out of the corner of his eye. Hovering outside, with an arrow notched and a bow drawn, was Pixley Widgeon. Then, before the assassin (who, along with the hostage, had followed Frotwoot’s gaze) could react with anything more than widened eyes, the arrow smashed through the window and flew straight into the side of his neck. 
 
    “Aaah!” the faerie girl cried out, running away from the phooka as—dropping his dagger and howling in pain—he fell sideways onto the floor. She continued to run right past Frotwoot, and by the time Pixley had slung the bow over his back and climbed into the apartment she’d already disappeared down the stairs. 
 
    “Good work,” said Pixley, presumably to Frotwoot even though he was looking at and rapidly striding towards the phooka. 
 
    “Good shot!” said Frotwoot, grinning at him with a sort of impressed disbelief. “Where’d you get the bow?” 
 
    “There’s a store across the street,” said Pixley, flicking his head in what was apparently its general direction. Then, before Frotwoot could make a joke about how he’d just spent the last couple of minutes distracting a deadly assassin so Pixley could go shopping, the older faerie gripped the arrow in the phooka’s neck and twisted it. 
 
    “AARGH!!!” 
 
    “Feel that arrow?” said Pixley, his face blank but his eyes burning. “That’s the arrow you tried to shoot the queen with. The only reason it’s not in your skull is because you missed. Understand?” 
 
    “Oookay,” said Frotwoot, feeling a little sick and, frankly, a little scared. “Why don’t we, um—why don’t we just stop that, now?” 
 
    Pixley didn’t acknowledge him, and he didn’t stop, either, at least not at first. Then, with a heavy sigh that came so suddenly it made Frotwoot jump, he let go of the arrow and got to his feet. “Find a phone.” 
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    “Hey there,” said Rocky, stepping into the interrogation room just seconds after the doctor had finished bandaging the phooka’s neck. Frotwoot leaned forward in his seat on the other side of the obligatory two-way mirror, and Pixley (who was leaning up against it with a mug of hot cocoa) lazily turned his head to get a better look. “What’s your name? I’m Golroc; Golroc Rustigark.” 
 
    The phooka just stared straight ahead. 
 
    “Oh, it’s like that, huh?” said Rocky, chuckling. “Good. I like it like that.” Then, with a sinister-looking smirk, he opened the door, picked something up from just outside it, then plopped it down on the table in the center of the room. As far as Frotwoot could tell, it was just an old leather satchel; the phooka, on the other hand, looked slightly alarmed by it. 
 
    “Found this under a ‘secret’ panel in your ‘safehouse’,” said Rocky, sitting in the chair across from him and digging into the bag’s contents. “Only took me a couple of minutes. You don’t mind if I look through it, do ya’?” 
 
    The phooka clearly did mind, but apparently not enough to break his strategic little vow of silence. 
 
    “Great,” said Rocky, pulling out a thick, tattered-looking blue book and flipping it open. “What’s this, your diary?” 
 
    “Journal,” said the phooka, despite himself. 
 
    “Really? So why’s it keep sayin’ ‘Dear diary’ over and over again?” 
 
    The phooka gritted his teeth and went right back to saying nothing, at which point Rocky shrugged and started to read aloud from it. 
 
    “Oh man,” laughed Pixley, shaking his head and taking a sip of his cocoa. Then, after staring thoughtfully down into it for a moment, he said, “Hey, hero?” 
 
    “Yeah?” said Frotwoot, unable to tear his eyes away from the tortured expression on the phooka’s face as Rocky went over a particularly embarrassing entry that the would-be assassin had made about a girl who’d broken his heart in high school. 
 
    “You were really good out there today.” 
 
    “Oh, um… thanks.” 
 
    Pixley nodded at him, then went back to watching the interrogation. Rocky had set the diary aside for now and was “accidentally” pulling the arm off of what looked like a very old, very treasured stuffed animal The phooka was screaming in every way but the literal one. 
 
    “Not a lot of people would’ve followed me into that alley, you know,” said Pixley, turning back to his cocoa. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Frotwoot, laughing silently as Rocky, having detached all four of the defenseless toy’s fuzzy little limbs, went back to the diary to dissect a rather melodramatic poem he’d found called “Bloody Soul Tears”. 
 
    “You could’ve gotten killed.” 
 
    “Yeah… I know.” 
 
    “So why’d you do it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Why’d you do it?” 
 
    “Because I’m a knight. It’s my job.” 
 
    “Well, I’m a knight too. So there you go.” 
 
    Pixley stared at him for a while, but not in a creepy way; it was more like a “trying to figure this guy out” way. Then, with a shrug, he once again turned back to the interrogation. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” said Rocky, eyes lighting up with glee as he reached the end of the poem.  
 
    “ ‘Sung to the tune of’—Bloody Soul Tears is a song? Hold on,” Rocky raced out of the room, leaving the phooka to slam his head on the table a couple of times before bursting back in with one of the castle maids in tow. “Okay, so I don’t know the tune, but this little sweetheart here does. You mind if I let her sing this masterpiece of yours for us?” 
 
    The phooka didn’t answer, of course, so Rocky handed the diary to the maid and, after taking a moment to wrinkle her nose in disbelief at what she saw, she shook her head and began to sing. 
 
    “Okay, FINE!!!” said the phooka, waving for her to stop her before she could even finish laughing her way through the first verse. “I’ll talk, just—just please… stop.” 
 
    Rocky smiled a sly little smile and nodded for the maid to leave. Once she had, he put his feet up on the desk and said, “So… what’s your name?” 
 
    “Güdvello.” 
 
    Rocky rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I know. You phookas’re all Güdvellos, right? What’s your first name?” 
 
    The phooka hesitated, but only for as long as it took Rocky to shrug and reach for the diary. “Volk! My—my name’s Volk.” 
 
    “You from Tirnanogue, Volk?” 
 
    “No. I’m from Pook.” 
 
    “Wow. So, you came all the way here from Pook just to deliver this message?” said Rocky, casually pulling out the piece of parchment that had been rolled around the shaft of the now twice-used arrow. 
 
    “Where did he just pull that from?” Frotwoot muttered, staring in horror at Rocky’s celebratory loincloth because, aside from his eye-patch, that was literally all he was wearing. Pixley, looking equally horrified, just shook his head. 
 
    “No, I was here for… personal reasons,” Volk said guardedly. He clearly hadn’t forgotten what Rocky was capable of doing with any and all things “personal”. “I only accepted the assignment yesterday.” 
 
    “Yesterday?” Rocky laughed incredulously, letting his feet fall back onto the floor and leaning forward. “Geez… isn’t that kinda’ short notice for a regicide?” 
 
    “Yes,” Volk agreed. “But the client was desperate, and they were willing to pay in advance.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t with money, so—” 
 
    “Was it with this?” said Rocky, pulling something out of the satchel and tossing it to him. 
 
    It was Maeve’s crown. 
 
    “You know what that is?” said Rocky, glancing back in mild alarm as the two-way mirror shook in its frame. On the other side of it, Frotwoot had just pressed himself up against the glass, somehow having managed to lunge there from his chair without any kind of conscious effort at all. 
 
    “Of course I do,” sighed Volk, shaking his head and looking down wistfully at the green and amber circlet. “That’s why I took the assignment. It’s… priceless.” 
 
    “Who gave it to you?” 
 
    “… The client.” 
 
    Rocky narrowed his eyes at him. “You wanna be more specific…?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why? You afraid rattin’ this guy out’ll damage your career or somethin’?” said Rocky. Then, jumping quite suddenly to his feet, he slammed both hands on the table and leaned forward until he and the phooka were almost face-to-face. “Well, guess what, kid? Your career’s already over. You just tried to kill the queen of the Seelie Court; you think we’re just gonna let you go after that? Nah… you’ll be spendin’ the rest of your life in the dungeon, and that’s a fact.” 
 
    Volk looked shaken, but there was still a note of defiance in his voice as he said, “If that’s true—” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “—Then why should I help you?” 
 
    Rocky cocked his head at him for a moment, then chuckled and took a step back. “Oh, okay, I get it. You wanna negotiate, right? We can do that. But first, gimme what you got.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s how it works.” 
 
    “You done this a lot before?” 
 
    “Well, no, but—” 
 
    “Me either. Maybe I should call Sir Pixley in here real quick so he can show us how he thinks a negotiation works.” 
 
    The phooka cringed reflexively on the bandaged side of his neck. “No, okay!  
 
    Just… can you guarantee me a TV in my cell, at least?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Rocky, sitting back down with a smug sort of grin. “Every cell has a TV.” 
 
    “What, really? Then can I—?” 
 
    “We’ll see what I can give you after we’ve seen what you can give me.” 
 
    Volk shook his head and looked down at the table. Then, with the heaviest, most defeated sigh Frotwoot had ever heard, he said, “Her name was Maeve.” 
 
    Everyone jumped as Frotwoot hit the window with both hands, and then, before they could react any further, he bolted out of the room. 
 
    Once he was out of the castle he asked the first person he saw where the Dryadic temple was, and he didn’t stop running in the direction they’d pointed him in until he got there. After quite a bit of trial and error he eventually managed to fly up and land on the roof, at which point he fully intended to kick a hole in the great glass dome. But then he noticed that the hole he’d already made in it a few days ago had only been patched up with some cardboard and tape, so, in the interest of stealth, he decided to just go back through that one instead. 
 
    “Frotwoot?” said the Dryad, who probably couldn’t help but notice that someone had just dropped through the now-uncovered (and decidedly jagged) ceiling above him to land on one of his highest and most massive boughs. 
 
    “Hey, what’s up?” said Frotwoot, grunting distractedly as he quickly but carefully began to descend down the rows and rows of branches. 
 
    “What art thou doing here?” 
 
    “I’m going home.” 
 
    “Truly? Didst thou find Maeve?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why—?” 
 
    “Just read my mind!!!” 
 
    “… Oh my.” 
 
    “I know, right?” Frotwoot said grimly, stopping his downward climb for a moment to pick some loose bark from his hands. 
 
    “But… why would she do such a thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Frotwoot, pressing on to the next branch. “I mean, I was thinking about it on the way here, and at first I thought it might have something to do with her being a princess; like, maybe she tried to kill the queen because she was ‘next in line’ or whatever…? But then I remembered that you said Mab was elected, so—” he shook his head. “You know what? I don’t care anymore. I just wanna go home.” 
 
    “The discrepancy that thou hast noted betwixt Maeve and Mab’s royal stations is actually one that I can explain. For behold, two hundred and fourteen years ago, on a Midsummer’s Eve such as this, there was a—” 
 
    “Don’t care.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I. Don’t. Care.” 
 
    “… Very well,” the Dryad said stiffly. “I didst only seek to impart knowledge unto thee, yea, even knowledge that is most—Oh no!” 
 
    Just before those last two words, Frotwoot had breathed in sharply as he slipped and fell from an apparently not-close-enough branch. Now, just after those last two words, he was trying not to panic even as the instinctive urge to use his wings only seemed to be sending him flying toward the ground instead of falling toward it. 
 
    “Pull up! Pull up!” said the Dryad. 
 
    “Okay! Will do!” Frotwoot snapped as he tried desperately to comply. About halfway down the length of the tree he realized that he’d have more time to figure this out if he stopped flapping his wings, and when he did… he noticed something. Somewhere between full-speed and full-stop he’d slowed down; not by much, of course, but by enough to give him hope. He quickly repeated the process to see what had caused it, but while he once again managed to slow his descent for a moment he still wasn’t sure why. It didn’t really matter, though; at this point, all that mattered was that it worked.  
 
    For the next several seconds he engaged in a rather frantic string of sudden stops and starts, each one hopefully serving to make his impending crash a little more like a landing. His rate of deceleration increased significantly when he finally realized what was responsible for it (i.e. a sort of backwards flutter his wings did whenever they were made to stop abruptly) and could focus on doing just that, but unfortunately he didn’t come to that realization until he was about ten feet away from the ground. It probably saved his life, of course, but as he hit the grass face-first and came to an awkward, crumpled stop immediately thereafter he couldn’t help but wish it had come in time to save him some pain, as well. 
 
    “I can’t believe I ever missed these things,” Frotwoot muttered, rising wearily to his feet once his heart had stopped pounding and making his way through a myriad of aches and pains to the little hatch at the base of the great tree. 
 
    “So… is this truly it?” said the Dryad. “Thou art simply returning home, thine adventure unfinished?” 
 
    “Dude, my ‘adventure’ was finished when the damsel in distress turned out to be the bad guy,” said Frotwoot, frowning as he looked down to see a brand-new padlock on the aforementioned hatch. “Hey… what’s that, um… ’unlocking’ spell, again?” 
 
    The Dryad told him, and no sooner had Frotwoot used it than the tree who was once a man resumed his protest. “But there are so many mysteries yet unsolved! For instance, how art thou a faerie with the mind of a mage? For what sinister purpose hath Maeve sought to take the life of Queen Mab? And what of the Magi slavers, who didst once imprison thee in a hanging cage? Do they still roam Seelie, snatching up unsuspecting Tuatha Dryadia? Yea, do they even now lurk amidst—?” 
 
    “I don’t care,” said Frotwoot, who had been moving through the tunnel to the ring portal so quickly that he was nearly able to walk upright again. “Didn’t I say that already?” 
 
    “Yes, thou didst, but… truly, it doth escape mine understanding how one can be so… uncurious.” 
 
    Frotwoot nearly lost his balance as the walls of the tunnel fell away beneath his hands to merge into the walls of the big round cavern. Stepping forward, he kicked around in the dirt a bit to find the ring portal’s nearest stone… and after about a minute of increasingly frantic kicking around it became quite clear that were no stones there at all. 
 
    “Where are they?!?!” he demanded, dropping to the ground to see if his hands could find what his feet couldn’t. 
 
    “… Where are what?” 
 
    “The magic rocks!” 
 
    “Are they gone?” 
 
    “No, dude, I’m just asking for fun” 
 
    “What an odd form of fun…” 
 
    “I’mnotreallyaskingforfun!!!” Frotwoot snapped, pounding the dirt with his fist as he scrambled to his feet. 
 
    “… You must calm thyself, Frotwoot. Search again. Perhaps thou art mistaken.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “But… how can this be? For behold, to move this most sacred of ring portals, yea, even the very ring portal that didst transport myself and my Tuatha to this dimension, would not the thief need to cross directly in front of me? Would I not see them as they passed?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Would you not?” 
 
    “Nay, I most assuredly would… but wait!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “For three days I didst sojourn in thy body, and for three days I didst not once divert mine attention from the concerns of thy mortal form; that, therefore, must be how the ring’s thief didst escape my gaze!” 
 
    “… Great,” sighed Frotwoot, stressfully running his hands through his hair. “So now what? How do I get home?” 
 
    “Well… I could aid thee in the construction of a new ring portal.” 
 
    “How long would that take?” 
 
    “Two years.” 
 
    Frotwoot’s head swam. “Two years?” 
 
    “Yes, two years. It would be less if thou didst not need to go to a specific time or place, but—”  
 
    “Yeah, I need both of those to be pretty specific.” 
 
    “I didst suppose as much.”  
 
    “Okay,” said Frotwoot, thinking quickly as he paced around the little cavern. “Okay, so… what about the thief? Who would steal some magic rocks that they can’t even make work?” 
 
    “Many people,” said the Dryad, sounding mildly offended. “For behold, these ‘magic rocks’, as thou dost erroneously call them, are priceless treasures. That is why only the most devoted of my clerics, yea, even those exalted few who have been chosen to preside over the Dryadic Church, did know where they were kept.” 
 
    “… So do you think they stole them?” 
 
    “Of course not!” 
 
    “But you just said they were the only ones who knew where they were,” Frotwoot pointed out. “If it wasn’t them, then—wait… what about Maeve?” 
 
    “What about Mae—oh. Oh my.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Neither of them said anything for a while. Then, with a heavy sigh that turned into a ragged laugh, Frotwoot shook his head and started reluctantly back up the tunnel. “I guess I’m gonna have to find her after all…” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Rocky and Pixley were just leaving the castle when Frotwoot got back to it. 
 
    “Hey,” said Pixley, stopping halfway down the steps and giving him a funny look. “Where’d you go?” 
 
    “The bathroom.” 
 
    “There’s bathrooms in the castle, you know,” Rocky pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, but… I only like to use my own.” 
 
    Pixley gave him a look of genuine surprise, shared it with Rocky, then turned back to Frotwoot to say, “Me too.” 
 
    “So… you here to get discharged?” asked Rocky. 
 
    “No,” said Frotwoot. “I, um… I actually think I wanna stay a knight for a while.” 
 
    Pixley raised an eyebrow at him and smiled. Rocky, meanwhile, did almost the complete opposite. “What?” 
 
    “Yeah, I—I don’t know why, but… I feel like I need to see this thing through.” 
 
    “I don’t know why, either,” The Dryad grumbled. He’d been yelling in Frotwoot’s head the whole way here, insisting that they didn’t need “the Seelie Court’s help” to find Maeve. At one point Frotwoot had asked what his problem with the Seelie Court was, anyway, and after considering the question for a moment the Dryad had responded “Thou wouldst not understand”. There’d been a bit of a back and forth after that, but in the end the Dryad had simply refused to elaborate, and so Frotwoot, in turn, had refused to change his mind. 
 
    “No,” said Rocky, shaking his head a bit excessively. “No, no, no. You’re not really a knight, hero. You don’t have the training.” 
 
    “You didn’t care about that before.”  
 
    Rocky gave him a look that very nearly triggered his fight or flight instinct. “That was different.” 
 
    “I could use him, Rock,” Pixley chimed in. 
 
    “What, on the most important quest we’ve got goin’?” Rocky scoffed. “No way.” 
 
    “He did okay on it today.” 
 
    “Seriously? Are you— you owe this kid money or somethin’?” 
 
    “No, I just—” Pixley glanced at Frotwoot, then turned his head away and leaned forward so only Rocky could hear what he said next. 
 
    The goblin took a step back once Pixley was done talking and gave him a long, skeptical look in reply. Then, groaning and rolling his eyes, he said, “Okay, fine! But I’m bustin’ him down to squire. He ain’t earned a knighthood yet.” 
 
    Frotwoot tried not to smile too much as Rocky turned to face him, but most of his energy was going into holding back a victory fist pump at the moment so he wasn’t able to try very hard. “Welcome to the Order of the Gecko, kid,” sighed Rocky, shaking his hand. Then, because this was clearly too friendly, he added, “It’s not my fault if you die.” 
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    “Where are we going?!” Frotwoot asked, clinging desperately to the saddle horn of Rocky’s horse as it galloped just a little too quickly through the streets of Tirnanogue. He’d been meaning to ask sooner, of course, but it hadn’t seemed appropriate to do so before accepting the goblin’s impatient invitation to join him on his steed, and then, once he had joined him, it hadn’t seemed as important as making sure he didn’t go flying off the back of this clearly insane animal. 
 
    “The tower,” said Rocky, expertly steering them through a group of people who were still quite vigorously celebrating Midsummer’s Eve. 
 
    “Um… which tower?” 
 
    “ ‘Which tow’—? The Geckos’ tower, kid, whaddaya think?” 
 
    “Oh,” said Frotwoot, getting the impression that he’d just asked something that a reasonably intelligent native of Seelie should have been able to figure out on their own. “Right.” 
 
    Rocky shook his head, and from then on they rode in silence; not because Frotwoot didn’t have any more questions (he did), but because he genuinely had no idea which ones would make him look like an idiot and which ones wouldn’t. The Dryad probably could have helped with that, if he weren’t so busy pouting right now…  
 
    “Okay, here we are,” said Rocky after what felt like forever, pulling back on the reins as they came in sight of the aforementioned tower. It was tall, as towers tended to be, but it wasn’t particularly wide, so unless you were looking up you might not notice it amidst all the other buildings that were crowded around it. It seemed to reach pretty far back, though, merging at a ninety degree angle with two of the city’s massive, embattled stone walls at the point where the neighboring properties had long since turned into horse-filled parking lots, so there was probably plenty of room inside. The front doors were of the same big and wooden variety as the castle’s, and they also sat at the top of some very high steps. Directly above them was a shield too big to ever actually be used, half of it yellow and half of it black, and sitting on the vertical line that split said colors right down the middle was what appeared to be the dark green silhouette of a gecko. 
 
    They rode right past all of that, though, and instead came to a stop in front of a closed portcullis that was set into the left side of the building (Frotwoot was rather proud of himself for remembering that those castle gate things were called portcullises; he’d have to thank his sixth grade teacher the next time he got the chance). “It’s me,” Rocky called through it, jumping off of his horse but keeping one hand on the reins. Frotwoot followed him, relieved to be on the ground again, and a not moment later the gate slowly started to creak open. 
 
    “What’s that smell?” Frotwoot asked, even though as a country boy he knew exactly what that smell was; it was more an expression of disbelief than an actual question. 
 
    “I’m guessin’ it’s the stable,” Rocky chuckled, leading him and the horse inside once the gate had risen high enough. A spindly, hollow-cheeked sprite man who looked like he probably never smiled was waiting for them, and without a word he took the reins from Rocky and led the horse away. 
 
    “Happy Midsummer’s to you too, ya’ weirdo,” Rocky grumbled, shaking his head and heading for a nearby set of stone stairs. Frotwoot took a moment to stare in wonder at the rows and rows of fantastic creatures that stood penned up before him, then, hoping he’d have a chance to come back at some point, reluctantly followed. 
 
    At the top of the stairs was a gloomy sort of lobby that gave off the unmistakable air of a police station. A large, slightly elevated wooden desk sat right in the middle of it and almost ran the length of the room, only coming up short on one end because a ceiling-high turnstile had been placed between it and the wall. There was only a chair behind it, and in that chair sat a little old brownie lady who looked up from her knitting to smile at Rocky and Frotwoot as they came into view. 
 
    “Why hell-o Sir Golroc,” she said sweetly, her voice almost cartoonishly high-pitched. “What brings you here this evening?” 
 
    “This guy,” said Rocky, jerking a thumb behind him in Frotwoot’s direction. “Gotta do some paperwork and orientation and junk.” 
 
    “Oh, how nice,” said the old lady, giving Frotwoot the look you gave a child when they said a big word wrong but sounded cute while doing it. “And what’s your name, dear?” 
 
    “Frotwoot.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Frotwoot. I’m Dame Megainn Mullach the Third.” She turned to Rocky. “I assume you’d like to be let in?” 
 
    “Nah, we’ll just sit out here and flirt with you for a while,” Rocky schmoozed, leaning up against the desk with a wink and a winning smile. Megainn gave this an indulgent little giggle, then reached down under the desk to pull an unseen lever that apparently unlocked the now-creaky turnstile. 
 
    “Thanks, doll,” said Rocky, beckoning Frotwoot to follow him further. 
 
    “So wait,” said Frotwoot, stopping just after he’d passed through the moving metal bars to ask Megainn what he hoped wasn’t a stupid question. “You’re here to keep people out and let people in, right?” (Don’t worry, that wasn’t the question.) 
 
    “I certainly am.” 
 
    “But can’t they just jump over the desk?” 
 
    Megainn shared a brief smile with Rocky, then reached out sharply to pull another lever. A huge portcullis immediately dropped from the ceiling and landed with such violence in front of the desk that, even though he’d probably been expecting it, Rocky jumped just as much as Frotwoot did. Megainn, though, didn’t even blink. “Only if they’re faster than I am, dear.” 
 
    Frotwoot felt like he should applaud, or something, but instead he just grinned stupidly at her until Rocky finally dragged him away. 
 
    The next hour or so was spent in Rocky’s office filling out forms. Frotwoot was relieved to see that there wasn’t anything like a social security number that he’d have to make up, but it got tricky when he had to fill out the parts about where he was from and when he was born. For the former he’d already started to write “Rensselaer” without thinking, so he stuck with that as the city and added “Fae” at the end because he vaguely remembered Maeve referring to that as if it were a place, and for the former he simply looked at the calendar on Rocky’s wall, subtracted 16 from what he hoped was the year, and put it as a few days ago. 
 
    “How’s all this written in English?” Frotwoot muttered to The Dryad when Rocky left to go use the bathroom or something. “Is that from magic, too?” 
 
    The Dryad didn’t answer.  
 
    “What, are you still mad?” 
 
    “Yea, verily.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I told thee that thou wouldst not understand, and that is as true now as it was then.” 
 
    “Can you give me a hint, at least?” 
 
    “… Fine. I hate the Seelie Court. It is an abomination, and I am not pleased that thou hast chosen to ally thyself with them, even if is ‘just until we find Maeve’.” 
 
    “Was that supposed to be an impression of me?” 
 
    “Yes. And it was an exceedingly fine one at that.” 
 
    Frotwoot wanted so much to disagree, but instead he grit his teeth and said, “Okay, so why are they ‘an abomination’?” 
 
    “They—didst thou just do an impression of me? For behold, it the most inaccurate impression of anyone that I have ever heard, and lo—” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Frotwoot laughed, glancing behind him to make sure Rocky wasn’t coming; you could see the whole bullpen from here with the blinds open (Frotwoot was almost as proud of knowing that a bunch of desks out in the open like that was called a bullpen as he was about the portcullis thing). 
 
    “Very well, I shall tell thee. Yea, I shall tell thee even that which I have been trying to tell thee all day.” He paused for a moment as if to gather his thoughts, then: “Two hundred and fourteen years ago, yea, even two hundred and fourteen years ago today, the Tuatha Dryadia did rebel against me. For behold, anciently, as I lay dying, I did divide them into nations, and did appoint unto each of them kings and queens, giving them crowns and commanding that they should be adorned with the amber blood that would pour forth from me upon my life-saving transformation—” 
 
    “Please don’t call it your blood when it’s still inside me, dude.” 
 
    “It was the perfect system,” The Dryad went on, ignoring him. “When the heir to a throne was questioned, I needed only to cause the amber in the crowns to glow upon who it should be. That way, even though I was no longer there to rule them, I could still have a hand in selecting those who could be there.” 
 
    “Wait, so did they just go around trying the crown on everybody whenever a king died, or—?” 
 
    “Of course not! I kept my selections within the bloodlines of my original choices, as I had promised them that I would. I merely didn’t always choose the eldest son, which is what made this system so perfect.” 
 
    “I don’t know, man…” 
 
    The Dryad sighed. “All right, perhaps it wasn’t perfect, but it was close to it. At any rate, this was how things were done for many years, and for the most part my people did prosper; but then it came to pass that Diyana Titania was chosen to rule Fae, and that choice did darken the world of Seelie forever.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and opened his mouth to point out the obvious contradiction here, but The Dryad didn’t wait for his thoughts to become words. “Yes, I know, but that wasn’t the system’s fault, it was my fault. For behold, Diyana had been an acolyte of mine in her youth, and had prayed to me often over the troubles and wars that were in the world at the time. They concerned her deeply, and she said that she was determined to do whatever she could to bring peace and joy to the world. I was moved by her words and her goals, and so, when the time came for a new monarch to be selected in Fae, I did withhold my approval from all eight of her older siblings. Only then was she sought out to be tested, and upon touching her head the crown of Fae did glow brighter than it had ever glowed in history!” 
 
    The Dryad paused for no other possible reason than dramatic effect, then, “I was fooled.” 
 
    Rocky burst into the room at that point carrying a long cardboard box. “To be continued,” Frotwoot muttered, looking up at the goblin just in time to catch said box as it was dropped into his lap. 
 
    “Ow!” he said, lifting it off of his already bruised legs to find what looked to be two more future purple spots. “What’s this?” 
 
    “Standard issue equipment for squires,” said Rocky, picking up the finished forms from in front of him and tossing them into a drawer. “There’s a sword in there, some chainmail, your surcoats… oh, and a dozen cookies my wife made. I’m not gonna lie to ya’, they’re pretty bad; but you’re gonna need to eat all of ‘em.” 
 
    “… Okay,” said Frotwoot, rising slowly to his feet and watching as Rocky delved into another drawer to pull out a little envelope made of parchment that he opened up and appeared to be counting the contents of. 
 
    “This is for you, too,” said the goblin, placing it on top of the box as he passed Frotwoot on the way out of the office. “There’s some diamonds in there to help with your expenses until you get paid.” 
 
    “Oh… thanks, Rocky, I—” 
 
    “Every squire gets one, hero. It ain’t like I’m bein’ nice to ya’ or nothin’. Oh, and it’s only ‘Rocky’ to exactly two people, neither of whom are you.” 
 
    Rocky—er, “Sir Golroc” let that hang in the air for a bit, then plunged on into the sea of empty desks. Frotwoot followed after him, carefully balancing the envelope on the box as he went because it was really slipping and sliding, and after passing through the lobby and going up a few more flights of stairs they finally arrived at what appeared to be a destination: A plain wooden door in a hallway of plain wooden doors. 
 
    “Welcome home,” said Golroc, turning the knob and pushing it open. “I don’t know if you got a place to stay, what with bein’ from Fae and all, but for tonight at least you’re stayin’ here, ‘cause I don’t feel like givin’ you a ride home.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Frotwoot, looking into the very dark room with what he hoped wasn’t an excessively visible amount of relief. He hadn’t even thought about where he might sleep until now, and it was pretty nice to have the solution present itself to him like this before the problem did. “Cool, thanks.” 
 
    “Yep,” said Golroc, turning to leave. “I’ll be sleepin’ at my desk if ya’ need me.” 
 
    Frotwoot watched him go for a moment, then turned back to his new room to step inside and get a better look. There was a bunk bed to the right of him, a tiny little bathroom to the left, and a dresser in-between. A rather large window was set off to one side in the wall in front of him, and in the corner directly across from it was a beat-up little couch that must have been extremely comfortable to look the way it did and not get thrown out. 
 
    Frotwoot set his box down on the floor and pushed it under the bed with his foot. “Tree guy?” he said softly, crossing the room to look out the window. It was a surprisingly nice view. “Hey man, you there?” 
 
    “… Yea, verily.” 
 
    “Were you sleeping?” 
 
    “Of course not. For behold, I am a tree. I was merely looking through the amber that doth power certain television cameras so that I might bear witness to and enjoy the broadcast of my favorite late night talk show.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, did you wanna keep going with your story, or—?” 
 
    “Perhaps at the next commercial.” 
 
    “What?” Frotwoot laughed in disbelief. There was no reply. “Seriously?” he muttered to himself as he crawled into the bottom bunk to lie down and wait. It was much, much softer than it looked, and— 
 
    “Frotwoot?” The Dryad said suddenly, waking Frotwoot up because, apparently, he’d just dozed off. “Oh, thou art sleeping! Good! Thou needest rest. We can continue my tale of woe in the morning.” 
 
    Frotwoot was too groggy to argue, so instead he just mumbled something that even he didn’t understand and went right back to sleep. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frotwoot was awoken by the daylight as it filled his room, and for a moment he just stared around himself in disbelief. He’d forgotten that he was in Seelie. He’d forgotten that Seelie was even a thing. He needed a moment to come to grips with the unreal reality of it all, but before he could take it someone dropped out of the top bunk and landed on the floor in front of him. 
 
    “Um,” said Frotwoot, watching with a slight smile as she (this was definitely a “she”, no doubt about it) just stood there and stretched, seemingly oblivious to the fact that there was someone else in the room with her. “Hello?” 
 
    She tried to jump and spin around at the same time, which of course only resulted in a nasty-looking fall. Frotwoot instinctively sat up to help her, but she’d already scuttled frantically away from him, and she didn’t stop scuttling until her back hit the farthest wall. “Who are you?!?!” she demanded, and even though Frotwoot knew he should answer her right away… he couldn’t. All he could do was stare. 
 
    It wasn’t just because she had green skin, although that certainly played a part. No, it had more to do with the fact that, despite her bright blonde hair being an absolute mess, despite the smeared eyeliner around her big blue eyes, and despite the fact that she seemed to be wearing a frumpy, oversized t-shirt in lieu of pajamas… she was still one of the prettiest girls he’d ever seen. 
 
    “Hello?!?!” 
 
    “Hi,” said Frotwoot, managing to snap himself out of it just before it got weird. 
 
    “How’d you get in here?!?!” 
 
    Frotwoot blinked and furrowed his brow at her. “I, um… I kind of just walked in.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Hey, hero,” said Golroc, bursting into the room without so much as a courtesy knock but, of course, with sitcom-perfect timing. The girl immediately ducked into the space between the couch and the wall, successfully evading detection through a combination of speed, luck, and the fact that the guy she was hiding from only had one eye. “I need to use your shower.” 
 
    “… Okay,” Frotwoot said dazedly, wondering how many more unexpected goblins he was going to have to deal with today. “Sure, yeah, go ahead.” 
 
    “Wasn’t askin’,” Golroc grumbled, letting out a yawn as he shambled sleepily past where the girl was hidden and into the bathroom. 
 
    Frotwoot waited until he heard the door lock, then turned to the couch just in time to see the girl’s head poke out from behind it. “What’s he doing here?” she whispered, climbing out of her hiding place and darting to the dresser. 
 
    “He… slept at his desk,” said Frotwoot, glancing into the drawer she’d just flung open to see that it was full of girl clothes. “So, what, are you like… my roommate, or something?”  
 
    The girl laughed and shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “Then why are you in here?” 
 
    The girl smiled at him, took an armful of crumpled-up clothes, and went running out of the room. 
 
    “Huh,” said Frotwoot, sliding the drawer shut as he stared after her. “That was weird.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said The Dryad, startling Frotwoot so much he almost swore. “Very comely, though, wasn’t she?” 
 
    “Yea, verily.” 
 
    The Dryad missed a beat, probably wondering if he’d just heard him right, then chuckled appreciatively. He missed another beat after that, though, so it felt pretty awkward when in a somber tone he said, “Frotwoot, I… I would have words with thee.” 
 
    “… Does that mean you wanna talk to me, or—?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right, I’m getting good at this!” 
 
    “That thou art! But I, alas, am not yet as proficient in the ways of friendship. For behold, yesterday I did become wroth with thee, and since thou wert ignorant of my reasoning, yea, even of why I do abhor the Seelie Court, it seemeth to me now that mine anger was not justified, and my treatment of thee was uncalled for.” 
 
    It took Frotwoot a moment to realize that that had been an apology, but when he had he accepted it with a shrug and a smile. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re cool.” 
 
    “My thanks, Frotwoot. This has been troubling my heart for almost as long as thou didst slumber, and thy easy forgiveness is like manna to my soul.” 
 
    “Um… good?” said Frotwoot, pulling the box with his squire stuff out from under the bed and digging into it. “Whoa! There really is a sword in here!” 
 
    “Yes,” said The Dryad, sounding rather unimpressed as Frotwoot pulled the weapon from its sheath and swung it around a bit. “And an exceedingly cheap one, at that. Thou shouldst invest in a better blade at thy first opportunity.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Frotwoot, who was posing heroically with the thing now. “Are there, like, sword stores or something?” 
 
    “There are, but thou wouldst be better served by a blacksmith; for behold, they do specialize in custom orders, and could tailor a weapon specifically to thee.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Frotwoot, who wasn’t really listening because the rest of the box’s contents had suddenly captured his attention. “What is this, a chainmail hoodie?” he asked, holding something up that looked pretty much exactly like that. 
 
    “It is part of thy uniform,” said The Dryad. “Every knight and squire doth wear one, except on Midsummer’s Eve, when all of Seelie doth—” He stopped in mid-sentence as if something had just occurred to him, then, “Did I finish telling thee of Diyana Titania?” 
 
    “Uh… nope,” said Frotwoot, who for no particular reason was laying all the pieces of his uniform out on the floor. Aside from the chainmail hoodie, there was also a matching pair of chainmail leggings, a couple of thick black gloves, a brown and gold sword belt, a pair of dullish black combat boots, and some kind of… dress-looking thing. 
 
    “It is called a ‘surcoat’,” said The Dryad as Frotwoot turned the half-black/half-yellow “surcoat” around to see which side was the front; he figured it was probably the one with the dark green silhouette of a gecko on it, but he wasn’t sure. “Now set it aside, for behold, my tale must continue!” 
 
    Just then, the bathroom door swung open and there was Golroc, dripping wet, surrounded by steam, and just beginning to tie a towel around his waist. 
 
    “Really?” said Frotwoot, averting his eyes far, far too late. 
 
    “I know, it’s hard to believe, ain’t it?” Golroc chuckled, clapping him on the back as he passed him on his way to the door. “Come on downstairs and get some breakfast.” 
 
    “Breakfast?” said Frotwoot, suddenly feeling profoundly hungry. 
 
    “Yep. Cafeteria’s on the second floor. Food’s free for knights and squires three times a day, and it’s pretty cheap any other time.” 
 
    “Okay, but… I don’t have any clothes, so should I just—?” 
 
    “Look in the box,” said Golroc, who was already halfway down the stairs but, unfortunately, nowhere near that far in his towel-tying progress. Frotwoot did as he was told, and beneath The Squire’s Handbook and a plate of orange cookies he found a small bundle of shrink-wrapped clothes. Tearing into it, he saw that it included a dark gray t-shirt with a little shield-shaped patch over the heart (a half-black, half-yellow, dark green-gecko’d patch, of course), a pair of black track pants with a yellow stripe running up each leg, a pair of similarly-striped and colored boxer shorts, a thin black windbreaker with the same patch on it as the shirt, a baseball cap with the same design as the patch, and… a sports bra.  
 
    Setting aside just the first two things, Frotwoot hopped into the shower, took off his leafy shorts and— 
 
    “Thou still only hast one pair of underwear,” said the Dryad, startling Frotwoot so much that this time he did swear. “But behold, it mattereth not, for a true man, yea, even a man such as I once was, doth delight in—” 
 
    “Dude!!!” said Frotwoot, quickly covering himself up with the shower curtain. “What’re you—? Get out of here, man!” 
 
    “There is naught that thou hast that I hath not seen before, Frotwoot. Indeed, having bathed as thee for three days, there is literally—” 
 
    “Shut up!” said Frotwoot, laughing despite himself. “Seriously, though, when I’m in the bathroom, you can’t—I just need to be alone, okay?” 
 
    “… What, every time?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Very well. But make haste! I am anxious to continue to unfold the treacherous saga of Diyana Titania, and there is nothing good on television.” 
 
    “Okay, fine,” sighed Frotwoot, waiting a few seconds after the Dryad went silent to unwrap himself and continue showering. It took quite a bit longer than usual, mostly because of the body glitter, but apparently not long enough for the Dryad to interrupt him out of impatience. “Tree guy?” he said, once he was out of the bathroom and fully dressed. There was no answer. “Hello?” Still no answer, so, not knowing what else to do, he shrugged, grabbed his copy of The Squire’s Handbook, and finally headed down to the second floor for some food. 
 
    The cafeteria, which was just off the stairs, was a very large room that was full of people and noise. Big circular tables made of rich, detailed wood were scattered haphazardly across the hardwood floor, and the much more ordinary metal chairs that went with them seemed to be constantly scraping against it as rowdy people of all races (well, Seelie races, anyway) and ages ran around the place like they were in elementary school. There was even a mock sword-fight going on, but with real swords, and Frotwoot didn’t notice how close it was to him (his immediate attention having been drawn by his stomach to the three extra-long buffet tables on the other side of the room) until a deflected blade went wild and sliced clean through his neck. 
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    Oddly enough, he didn’t die. 
 
    “Owww,” Frotwoot moaned, wincing and cradling his head in his hands as the sharpest, most horrible pain he’d ever felt shot through it. The last thing he remembered was getting decapitated in the doorway of the cafeteria, but obviously he still had a head (it hurt too much to think otherwise), and he was nowhere near the door…  
 
    “I am so sorry,” said an unfamiliar voice, making Frotwoot jump because of how incredibly close it was. He jumped again when he saw who it came from, the devil-horns and glowing yellow eyes of a phooka still not having registered as “normal” for him yet, but his initial terror quickly faded when he saw that this particular phooka had an adorable little baby face and an amusingly pronounced cowlick in the middle of his bright red hair. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah,” said Frotwoot, glancing to the phooka’s left to see another person (this one a wiry, acne-ridden faerie boy with an overbite and goofy glasses) crouched dispassionately next to him. “I mean, no, actually, that—ow, but… pretty much, yeah.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said the unfortunate-looking faerie, his voice surprisingly deep and un-dorky. “You should be able to stop talking like an idiot in a few more seconds.” He flinched as the phooka hit him lightly on the arm, and looked at him as if this were not only a frequent occurrence, but also one he was getting sick of. “What? He’s talking like an idiot. Hey you,” he said, turning back to Frotwoot. “Wouldn’t you say you’re talking like an idiot?” 
 
    “Don’t mind him,” said the phooka, flashing Frotwoot a friendly smile as he carefully helped him off the wall and to his feet. Apparently, he’d been sitting up against a wall. “He’s not very good at apologizing.” 
 
    “Why should I apologize?” said the faerie, who “helped” in his own way by fixing Frotwoot’s slightly askew shirt. “It wasn’t my sword.” 
 
    “… Sword?” said Frotwoot, clutching at the wound in his neck only to find that there wasn’t one. “Oh. Huh?” 
 
    “What was it like?” said the phooka, gently wrapping an arm around Frotwoot’s shoulders and half-carrying him to the nearest table. “I’ve never taken a kill-blow before!” 
 
    “I… huh?!?!” 
 
    “Hmm,” said the faerie, furrowing his brow and cocking his head at Frotwoot as he pulled out a chair for him. “That really should’ve worn off by now. Do you just always talk like an idiot, or—?” 
 
    “Frotwoot! Would you stop?!?!” 
 
    Frotwoot (who’d just been very carefully seated in the aforementioned chair) looked up at the phooka sharply. “Wha—? How do you know my name?” 
 
    The phooka and the faerie exchanged puzzled glances as they took the seats on either side of him. Then, realization seemed to dawn, and the faerie said, “Oh, your name’s Frotwoot too?” 
 
    It took Frotwoot a second to process this. Then, “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “What’s your last name? Mine’s Wufflebean, so I’ll be ‘Frotwoot W.’, unless yours starts with a W too, in which case I’m calling dibs on ‘Frotwoot 1’.” 
 
    “Crossley,” said Frotwoot, for whom this was very nearly more surreal than the fact that he’d somehow just survived something called a “kill-blow”. “It’s—it’s Crossley.” 
 
    “Oh. ‘Frotwoot C.’, then. Hmm. Can I still be ‘Frotwoot 1’?” 
 
    “… No.” 
 
    “I’m Roebin, by the way,” said the phooka, breaking the uneasy stare-off that was going down between the two Frotwoots by offering “Frotwoot C.” his hand. “Roebin Güdvello.” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t take it. He just stared at it for a moment, blinked a couple of times, then looked Roebin in the eye and said, “Why am I not dead right now?” 
 
    Roebin awkwardly withdrew his hand (which, even in his incredulous daze, Frotwoot suddenly felt kind of bad about not shaking) and exchanged another round of puzzled glances with his friend. “Why would you be dead?” he asked, smiling uncertainly. 
 
    “Because you—! I—!” Frotwoot wasn’t sure how to phrase it, so he stopped trying and started to do an exasperated throat-slitting motion instead. 
 
    “Oh,” said the other Frotwoot, furrowing his brow at him bemusedly. “I see. Roebin, he thinks we were using regular swords.” 
 
    “Why would he think that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the other Frotwoot shrugged, turning to Frotwoot classic. “Hey, why would you think that?” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “You know they’re against the law, right?” said Roebin. 
 
    “Of course he does, he’s a knight,” said the other Frotwoot, taking a moment to roll his eyes in derision before training them thoughtfully on his namesake. “I think he’s just stuck in idiot mode.” 
 
    “Oh no!” 
 
    “It’s okay, I’ll snap him out of it.” And with that, Frotwoot W. stood up, drew his sword from its sheath, and casually sliced one of Frotwoot C.’s fingers off. 
 
    “Gah!” Frotwoot cried out, reflexively yanking his hand away and cradling it against his body. It took a second to realize that it didn’t hurt, and several more seconds to realize that his finger was, in fact, still attached. It had just gone numb. “… What?” 
 
    “The folklore explanation is that ‘The Dryad’, in his fictional goodness, made sure that ‘his blood’ could never be used to harm anyone,” said the other Frotwoot, calmly sheathing his weapon and sitting back down. “The rational explanation is that the amber of that weird tree people worship reacts to the bioelectricity of living things by phasing through it, its own bioelectricity being incompatible, and in the process creates a temporary, non-lethal disruption. Either way, it’s illegal to make or possess a non-ceremonial edged weapon without covering the edges in amber, and… is this ringing any bells?”  
 
    “So… I got hit with a magic sword, is what you’re saying.” 
 
    The other Frotwoot scoffed, but he didn’t disagree. 
 
    “Did that work?” Roebin asked, looking genuinely concerned. “Are you out of idiot mode now?” 
 
    “… Yeah,” said Frotwoot, not sure if he should be offended or amused. “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” said Roebin, genuine concern turning into genuine relief. “Good, good. So… how long have you been in the order?” 
 
    “Oh, um… since yesterday, I guess?” 
 
    Roebin seemed to consider this for a moment, then shook his head and frowned. “Really? When we came here from the academy there were only four of us—” 
 
    “He’s lying,” said the other Frotwoot, snapping his fingers as he formed them into an accusing point. 
 
    “No he’s not,” Roebin chuckled. Then, turning serious on a dime, he said, “Are you?” 
 
    “What? No! I’m just—” He stopped short, having just noticed something that he considered far more urgent than finishing his sentence: The kitchen staff was putting all the food away. 
 
    Muttering something along the lines of “excuse me”, he jumped up and ran to the buffet tables, arriving just in time to see that they were actually just switching old food out with new food. Breathing a sigh of relief, he picked up a tray and started hungrily down the line. 
 
    “Hey, is any of this dragon?” he asked the nearest buffet-browser, hoping it wasn’t a stupid question. The look she gave him indicated that it probably was, but she (a troll with a sporty black ponytail) answered it anyway. 
 
    “Parts of the sausage are, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Sweet, thanks.” Frotwoot tried to flash her a grateful smile as he proceeded to pile as many sausages as he could onto a plate, but she’d already moved on… and rather hastily, at that. Under normal circumstances he probably could have taken the hint, but these were not normal circumstances, and he was too curious to contain himself, so: “What’s this milk from?” he asked, pointing at the big glass bottle of it in front of him. 
 
    “Probably a manticore,” the girl sighed, making no attempt to hide her annoyance and yet another attempt to get away from him. 
 
    “What’s a manticore?” 
 
    “… Seriously?” 
 
    “No, just kidding,” Frotwoot bluffed, his magic sword-addled brain catching his error just a bit too late. “Um, what about the eggs? What’re they from?” 
 
    The girl looked at him as if he were insane. “Chickens.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” 
 
    His curiosity about the food effectively squashed, Frotwoot left her alone and quietly grabbed a few more things before turning back to the table he’d come from… only to find that the people he’d been sharing it with were standing directly behind him. 
 
    “We figured it out,” said Roebin, grinning at him as if starstruck. “You’re the guy, aren’t you?” 
 
    “… Huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, I mean… you pretty much have to be,” Roebin insisted. “They said he was a blond faerie, and you’re a blond faerie, so—” 
 
    “Yep,” said the other Frotwoot, having just jabbed a finger into original Frotwoot’s arrow-wound and nodding with mild satisfaction as he cringed. “He’s the guy.” 
 
    “What’re you talking about?!?!” Frotwoot demanded, looking back and forth between them in exasperation as he edged away. 
 
    “Come on,” said Roebin, smiling conspiratorially and clapping him on the arm. “You know…” 
 
    “Know what? I—“ Frotwoot began, but then the pieces suddenly came together in his head. “Oh, wait… is this—is this about that thing with the queen?” 
 
    “ ‘That thing with the queen’,” Roebin chuckled, shaking his head at the other Frotwoot who, expression-wise, may as well have been a wax figure. A very, very goofy wax figure. “Can you believe this guy?” 
 
    “Wait, that was you?” said a familiar voice in an unfamiliar tone. Frotwoot turned to see the troll girl standing next to him, looking rather more friendly than she had before. 
 
    “Uh… yeah,” said Frotwoot, smiling uneasily at her and blushing a bit. “I, um… I didn’t know people knew about that—” 
 
    “Well, of course people know!” said the troll, just a hint of condescension in her voice. It was a kind condescension, but still. “You saved the queen’s life! That’s the sort of thing people notice.” 
 
    “And then you got knighted for it!” Roebin chimed in. “That, like, almost never happens!” 
 
    The troll glanced at Roebin as if he were a nuisance, then turned to Frotwoot and demurely extended her hand. “I’m Thania, by the way.” 
 
    “… Frotwoot,” said Frotwoot, slightly taken aback by how cold and hard her hand was. Apparently it didn’t just look like rock, it felt like it, too. Thania gave him a funny look as he started to shake it, and after just a moment of confusion he realized that that was probably because he was supposed to kiss it. “Oh,” he said, laughing at himself and smiling apologetically as he obliged. “That’s… courtly.” 
 
    “As it should be,” said Thania, taking her hand back and putting it back under her food tray. “Now, did you say ‘Frotwoot’?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Isn’t that—” she turned her gaze to the other Frotwoot with obvious reluctance. “Your name, too?” 
 
    “I’ve known you since high school.” 
 
    Thania shrugged and gave him a look that said, “So?” 
 
    “… Yes, that’s my name.” 
 
    “Wow. I am so sorry,” she said to Indiana Frotwoot, smirking at him as if he’d actually think such cruelty was funny. “Anyway, why don’t you come sit with me? I’d love to hear more about your great deed.” 
 
    Before answering, Frotwoot gave a quick glance to Roebin and the other Frotwoot. The former was clearly crestfallen, and the latter was just staring at the floor. It was only a quick glance, but it was enough to make his answer very clear. “I’m sitting with these guys.” 
 
    Thania scoffed and shook her head in disbelief. “O-kaaay… can I sit with you, then?” 
 
    “Of course you can!” said Roebin, looking so pleasantly surprised that it could reasonably be upgraded to “ecstatically surprised” if that were, in fact, a thing. “Come on, our table’s right over here!” 
 
    Thania sighed theatrically and followed the three of them across the cafeteria. Once they’d all sat down they immediately started asking him questions, and that pretty quickly led to him just telling them the story. He skipped over anything that seemed like it might be need-to-know (Maeve’s crown, for example), glossed over the parts he didn’t really know anything about (the bloody scroll, mostly), and concluded with a much larger audience than when he’d started.  
 
    “Wow,” said Roebin, whose face had pretty much been saying the same thing since the story had started. The many, many people who’d gathered around them expressed a similar sentiment, and immediately began to discuss it amongst themselves. 
 
    “Do you think you could introduce me to Sir Pixley?” asked Thania. “Or maybe the queen?” 
 
    “Uh… sure.” 
 
    “Will you really? Or is that just an empty promise?” 
 
    Frotwoot gave her the funny look she deserved, then picked up a fork and (finally) started eating. The sausages definitely had dragon in them; he was going to get so fat here…  
 
    The sound of an intercom being turned on came, presumably, from a nearby intercom, and everyone went silent as Sir Golroc’s amplified voice filled the cafeteria. “Everyone come to the courtyard. It’s time to do that thing where you all stand around and I ‘inspire’ you or whatever.” 
 
    As it crackled off everyone immediately went back to their chattering, but they were moving as they did. Frotwoot quickly stuffed as much into his mouth as he could (he even considered putting some in his pockets), then reluctantly followed his three new acquaintances to the door. 
 
    “Hey,” he said under his breath as he spotted his copy of The Squire’s Handbook lying on the floor. “Forgot about you.” He flipped through it as they walked, intrigued by the art style of the full-color illustrations, although none of them were anywhere near as intriguing as what appeared to be a black and white mug-shot of a younger (but still very recognizable) Pixley Widgeon. It was off to one side, separate from the main text, and had a little caption under it that read: 
 
      
 
    Pictured: Pixley Widgeon, founder and former leader of the Pixies on the day of his arrest by Dame Mabbilene Ellyllon. 
 
      
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and immediately began to scan the rest of the page for an explanation. Eventually his eyes were snagged by another mention of Pixley’s name, and he quickly began reading at the beginning of the paragraph it appeared in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    PIXIES 
 
      
 
    The Pixies are the largest and most prominent street gang in The Seelie Court. Their membership is composed entirely of Faeries, aged 14 to 30, and at the present date (5th day of Spring, 213 S.C.) they are only known to operate out of Tirnanogue. They are easily recognized by their strict adherence to an unofficial dress code, which consists of: 1) Always wearing something green, and 2) Partially or completely dyeing their hair red. This is done in emulation of their founder, Pixley Widgeon (see Pg. 254), whose hair is an unusual (but reportedly natural) mix of black and red, and whose fondness for the color green is famously obsessive. 
 
      
 
    Frotwoot skimmed through the next paragraph to see if it mentioned Pixley again and promptly turned to “Pg. 254” when he saw that it didn’t. It was right in the middle of a section entitled “Notable Elves”, and this time there was a much more flattering picture of Pixley (in his full knight’s uniform) to accompany what looked like a brief biography of his life and career. Frotwoot started to read it, but before he could get very far he ran smack-dab into the back of Thania, who’d just come to an abrupt stop. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” she said rather perfunctorily, watching him as he groaned and picked himself up off the ground. It had been like hitting a wall. He’d actually scraped his knuckles on her. “There’s a lot of sunlight in here.” 
 
    Frotwoot wasn’t sure how that statement had anything to do with… well, anything, but he was too fascinated by his current surroundings to care. He’d been expecting a courtyard, of course, but not one at the top of the tower. The only roof above them was the sky, framed by the embattled tops of the tower walls, and as he looked up at it he couldn’t help but wonder what they did when it rained. Did they just close the door and let all the grass soak it up? What about when it snowed? Was he outside right now, or inside? 
 
    Turning his attention away from the various questions he didn’t have (or need) answers to, he refocused it on the circular walkway that ran high above and all around him. There wasn’t much to see up there, though (and if there was it was probably being obscured by the thick shadows the walkway’s slanted little roof was casting), so he re-refocused his attention on where it probably should have been all along: Sir Golroc. 
 
    He was standing rather unceremoniously on top of a chair, surveying his order as they continued to file noisily into the courtyard. The loincloth of yesterday had been replaced with a knightly uniform that was identical to the one in Frotwoot’s box, and this simple costume change had somehow made him way more intimidating than he’d been before. 
 
    “Do you think he’s mad?” said Roebin, rubbing the back of his neck nervously. “He looks mad.” 
 
    “No, that’s just what he looks like,” Frotwoot assured him. 
 
    “Everyone always thinks I look bored,” said the other Frotwoot, who currently and always did. Frotwoot very kindly kept this fact to himself. 
 
    “Okay,” said Golroc, looking around him with a slight scowl. “That everybody? All right, so… you’ve probably heard some things about the queen being in hiding—” The crowd’s reaction indicated that no, they had not. “What, you haven’t? Fie… well, can we just pretend you still haven’t?” The crowd’s reaction to that indicated that no, they certainly could not. “All right, all right, fine. I guess we have to talk about it, then. Buncha’ jerks… okay, so look: Yeah, she’s in hiding, but it’s nothin’ to worry about. She can still run the world from where she’s at, and she probably won’t be there much longer anyways.” 
 
    “Why’s she in hiding?” a knight Frotwoot couldn’t see asked from somewhere in the crowd. “I heard Pix caught the assassin.” 
 
    “Where’d you hear that?” asked Golroc, at which point everyone who’d overheard Frotwoot’s story in the cafeteria turned to look at him. “Oh. Great. Y’ever hear of keepin’ a secret, hero?” 
 
    “I didn’t know I was supposed to.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, you were,” snapped Golroc. “One of the first things they teach you in the academy is not to publicly disclose the details of an open quest.” 
 
    “I didn’t go to the academy.” This got an unintentional laugh. 
 
    “Wait, so the quest is still open?” another unseen knight inquired. 
 
    “… Yeah, but Pix is handlin’ it. Seriously, this is a very delicate situation. We don’t wanna cause a panic or nothin’. Anyone asks you about this on your patrols, all you say is that the assassin’s been captured and—and inquiries are bein’ made.” 
 
    There was a bit of grumbling, but the general tone of it was of assent. “Okay. Glad that’s outta the way. Now, there’s been some changes to some of the report forms this year, so—” 
 
    Frotwoot instinctively knew how boring the next several sentences were going to be, so he tuned them out and re-opened his handbook to page 254. 
 
      
 
    Pixley Widgeon was born on the 44th day of Winter in the Seelie Court’s 188th year. His parents, Roan and Elladette, were— 
 
      
 
    Frotwoot shook his head and skimmed down a bit, looking for the word “Pixies”. He came across it pretty quickly, though, so he probably needn’t have bothered; apparently it was the first interesting thing Pixley ever did. 
 
      
 
    When he was 15, Pixley became frustrated with certain social expectations and began to act out against them, often violently. The first confirmed instance of this involved a high school teacher’s request that he not sit in the back of the class, as there were a surplus of desks closer to the front, which resulted in the immediate destruction of that very surplus (reportedly, Sir Pixley does not like to sit with anything but a wall behind him). A season-long suspension was imposed, and a heated argument with his father over the matter led Pixley to run away from home. What happened next is unknown (Sir Pixley has never commented on it), but within just a few weeks Pixley had attracted a small following of similarly anti-authoritarian teens, and “The Pixies”* were born. 
 
      
 
    Mildly intrigued by the asterisk, Frotwoot followed its implied prompt to the bottom of the page, where he read: 
 
      
 
    *It is believed that the gang’s name originated with an article in the Tirnanogue Tribune, in which a cub reporter who’d misheard “Pixley’s Gang” as “Pixie’s Gang” during an interview allowed his mistake to go into print. This mistake was not corrected in future articles, and it was soon shortened to “Pixie’s” before simply becoming (for whatever reason) “Pixies”. 
 
      
 
    Laughing to himself in disbelief, Frotwoot (who was rather glad he’d taken that detour) shook his head and returned to the main article. 
 
      
 
    For the next three years, Pixley and his Pixies led every knightly order in Tirnanogue on a merry chase. They rarely harmed anyone, and typically only stole from those they felt “deserved it”. Many people actually regarded them as folk heroes, but the law certainly did not, and after having pursued Pixley since her days as a squire, Dame Mabbilene “Mab” Ellyllon finally caught up to him. 
 
      
 
    What happened next is, perhaps, what makes Sir Pixley most notable. Instead of serving time in the dungeon, he was sentenced to a unique form of “community service”, i.e. an indefinite stint as Mab’s squire. This unusual form of rehabilitation (proposed by Mab and approved by the king himself) was met by the public with both skepticism and outrage, but over time it became clear why it was done. Pixley’s great deeds spoke for themselves, and when Mab was promoted to captain of another order, he was granted a full knighthood (which, amusingly enough, is legally-defined in his case as a court-ordered probation; he could actually face dungeon-time if he chose to shirk his duties before the year 217). 
 
      
 
    Below all this was a list of medals and commendations whose names meant nothing to Frotwoot, and beneath that was a list of “Completed Quests of Note”, which, of course, also meant nothing to him. 
 
    After flipping through it for a bit, Frotwoot closed the book and went back to paying attention to Golroc. Unfortunately, he still wasn’t talking about anything interesting. 
 
    “—And that’s pretty much all I’ve got,” said Golroc after what felt like an eternity. Frotwoot literally had to stop himself from cheering. “I was gonna introduce you all to the kid that saved the queen, but it looks like he already did that himself.” He shot Frotwoot a pointed look, and got an incredulously amused one in return. “Anyway, it’s a new year, Geckoes. We don’t gotta make it the best we’ve ever had, but we sure better try.” There was scattered applause, and Golroc hopped down off his chair. Several people moved excitedly toward Frotwoot as if to talk to him, but they all shrunk back as Golroc cut rather brusquely in front of them. 
 
    “Hey, so which part of that was supposed to the ‘inspiring’ part?” said Frotwoot, grinning at him. 
 
    “Shut up,” said Golroc, glancing around at the people Frotwoot had come in with. “This all the new squires?” he asked no one in particular. 
 
    Both Roebin and the other Frotwoot opened their mouths to reply, but Thania had clearly been waiting for this. “No, sir, there’s one other, sir,” she said quickly. “My name’s Thania, sir, and may I just say that it is an honor to be in your order, sir?” 
 
    Golroc’s jaw dropped. It stayed there for a moment, then he shook his head and called out to the lazily dispersing crowd, “Hey, we got any other first-time squires in here?” There was no response. “Okay, first-time squires go gear up and head down to the stable. Me and your knights’ll meet ya’ there.” 
 
    “Does that include me?” asked Frotwoot. 
 
    Golroc snorted. “Yeah, that includes you.” And with that, he rolled his eye and walked away. 
 
    “Hey, you guys wanna get dressed together?” said Roebin, who seemed to regret it as soon as he heard himself say it. 
 
    When Frotwoot finally got back to his room (it took a while, what with all the knights and squires that wanted to meet him), he walked in to find the gorgeous goblin girl from before, freshly-showered and wearing a half-black, half-yellow, gecko-branded bathrobe. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, grinning at this unexpected surprise. “So, um—?” 
 
    She shook her head, shot him the same mischievous smile she’d shot him before, and once again went running out of the room. “Is this normal for you?” he called after her, chuckling to himself as he shut the door behind her. 
 
    It didn’t take long to get his uniform on, but fastening the sword belt was another matter entirely. He just couldn’t seem to figure it out. At one point he actually managed to turn it upside down, and in the stupidest reflex ever he attempted to catch the sword by the blade as it went tumbling out. 
 
    “Tree guy?” said Frotwoot, silently relieved that the amber-edged steel hadn’t been able to cut through his thick black glove (he’d just gotten the feeling back in his little finger). “Hey, you think you could help me with this?” 
 
    There was no answer. Was he busy, or something? “Tree guy, come on…” 
 
    After several similar attempts to make contact, Frotwoot gave up and turned to his handbook for help. There were plenty of pictures of knights wearing the same belt, and it didn’t take (too) long to line everything up the way it was in the picture. Only after he was successful did he find the page containing step-by-step instructions. 
 
    “Okay, tree guy, just, um… just tell me when you get back, or whatever.”  
 
    And with that, Frotwoot opened the door, took a deep breath… and swore out loud when he realized his sword was on the wrong side. 
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    The stable was humming with activity as Frotwoot crept uneasily down the stairs. Knights and squires were mounting their steeds, certain steeds were putting up a bit of a fight, and the air was so filled with chatter that one had to wonder if the chatterers could actually make each other out. 
 
    “There he is,” said Golroc, turning his eye on Frotwoot as he bounced up and off the wall he’d been leaning on. The other “first time squires” (i.e. the people he’d met at breakfast) were lined up against the same wall, looking almost uniformly anxious. “What took you so long, hero? Was it the belt?” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded and opened his mouth to say something witty about it, but Golroc clapped him on the back and pushed him forward before he could. “All right, get in line.”  
 
    Frotwoot did as he was told, and at almost the same time the gorgeous goblin girl (now in full uniform) appeared out of nowhere to quietly follow suit, making an obvious point of not looking at Golroc as she did. The captain stared at her for a second, frowning, then shook his head and said, “Okay, I think that’s everybody. Squires… about face.” 
 
    With the exception of Thania, everyone hesitated. “FACE THE WALL!” snapped Golroc, and this time no one hesitated. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Roebin whispered, effectively asking a question that no one capable of hearing him could answer.  
 
    Frotwoot glanced coyly to his left, hoping to catch the eye of the goblin girl, but she just stared straight ahead, albeit with a slight smile. She relented after a second or two, though, and as they locked eyes the stable fell suddenly, startlingly silent. Then, as if that moment weren’t dramatically convenient enough… everyone behind them started to sing. 
 
    “… What,” mouthed Frotwoot, relieved to see the faces of his fellow squires expressing a similar sentiment. He resisted the urge to turn around, having gotten the distinct impression that he wasn’t supposed to, and contented himself with listening to the song. 
 
    It was very pretty, really. It reminded him of the Celtic folk music his grandpa liked to listen to after church; not the slow, mournful kind, but the upbeat, sprightly kind. The words were probably nice, too, but since no one singing them could seem to agree on what they were (the general consensus seemed to be that the Order of the Gecko was awesome, at least) it was hard to tell. 
 
    “Why are they singing to our backs?” the other Frotwoot said rather loudly, earning himself a “Shh!” from Thania. 
 
    “Seriously, though,” said the goblin girl, getting a “Shh!” of her own. 
 
    “You think it’s a test or something?” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “Shh, shh, SHH!!!” 
 
    “Oh no,” said Roebin, sounding rather worried. “I hate tests! Do we pass by turning around, or do we pass by not turning around?” 
 
    “Maybe if we just turn around halfway we’ll get partial credit,” said Frotwoot, making the goblin girl snort. 
 
    “Shut up,” groaned Thania, throwing her head back in exasperation as the song abruptly swelled and ended with a frightening shout. There was a pause, a brief, ominous moment of complete and total silence… and then an arrow lodged itself in the wall next to Frotwoot’s head. 
 
    “Gah!!!” he cried out, whirling around amidst a chorus of laughter while the other squires (each, apparently, with an arrow of their own) did much the same thing. The rest of the order had gathered all around them, as Frotwoot had already suspected, and out in front of the crowd were five bow-wielding knights, one of whom was a grinning, fully-uniformed Pixley Widgeon. 
 
    “Squires, meet your knights!” laughed Golroc, and everyone but Pixley immediately stepped forward to shake the hands of and/or give a big hug to their squires. He kind of just waved. 
 
    “Okay, so whaddaya think?” Golroc said to the chuckling throng. “Who was the winner, there?” 
 
    “That one wasn’t even scared!” said someone near the front, pointing at the other Frotwoot. 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed that. People shoot arrows at you a lot, kid?” 
 
    The other Frotwoot slowly tore his gaze away from the space he’d been staring off into. “Huh?” 
 
    Everyone laughed again, and Golroc gently pulled him forward. “Guess it’s hard to be scared when you’re on another planet, huh? What’s your name, kid?” 
 
    “Frotwoot.” 
 
    “What? We already got one of those!” 
 
    “I know. We’ve worked it out. I’m Frotwoot 1 and he’s—” 
 
    “Nope. You got a middle name?” 
 
    The other Frotwoot furrowed his brow. “Well, it’s ‘Oberon’, but—” 
 
    “Okay, you’re ‘Oberon’ now. I got a couple hundred names I gotta remember, here, kid, and I ain’t about to start rememberin’ numbers now, too.” 
 
    The newly-christened “Oberon” didn’t look happy about it, but, of course, he didn’t tend to look anything about anything. Either way, he seemed to accept it, which was such a relief to Frotwoot that he could barely contain the stifled whoop of victory that resulted. 
 
    “Anyway, you won our little contest, there, Oberon, so you get first pick of the available steeds. Which one you want?” 
 
    Oberon and everyone else turned to look as the spindly old sprite man from last night brought in five animals by their reins. Each one was already saddled and equipped with what looked like a (ahem) rear-mounted and incredibly bulky C.B. radio of some kind, and each one was markedly different. 
 
    “Unicorn,” said Oberon without hesitation, eliciting an envious groan from almost all the other squires. Apparently unicorns were as beloved here as they were on Earth. 
 
    “Okay, who’s next?” said Golroc, and while the crowd wasn’t exactly unanimous this time they eventually agreed that it was Thania, who picked just a plain old horse. Next was the goblin girl, who quietly (and somewhat grudgingly) selected something called a “noggle” (it resembled a little gray pony, but a strange blue mist surrounded its feet like a vehicular underglow), and then it was Frotwoot’s turn. 
 
    Before him were two options: One was very clearly a pegasus (unless winged horses on Seelie were called something different), and the other was a white horse with a head of moppy gray hair and a body that was partially covered in thick green scales. The crowd was urging him to go ahead and pick the pegasus, and he kind of wanted to, but the other one just looked so… sad, somehow. 
 
    “I’ll take the, um—” he twirled his hand around in a lazy circle while he tried to think of a way to describe the scaley-horse thing. “Whatever that is.” 
 
    The crowd groaned as one, and the elderly sprite looked up at him in surprise. “You want the catoblepas?” 
 
    “Uh… yep,” said Frotwoot, who’d already forgotten how to say what he’d just heard. 
 
    The sprite shook his head and handed Frotwoot the reins. “Okay. Here you go, son.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Frotwoot, leading the confused-looking creature away.  
 
    Pixley came to stand next to him while Roebin incredulously collected the remaining steed, and once the applause (and laughter) had died down a bit he leaned over to mutter into his ear, “That was a joke one, you know.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. Rocky was just gonna bring out another horse for whoever got stuck with it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s ugly.” 
 
    “No it’s not,” Frotwoot said defensively, ruffling the catoblepas’s hair and in the process taking his first good look at its face. “Oh… okay, yeah, kinda’. But it still works just like a horse, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well… that’s what matters, then.” 
 
    Pixley gave him the same “trying to figure this guy out” look he’d given him last night, then shrugged and looked away with a smile. “What’re you gonna name him?” 
 
    “He doesn’t already have a name?” 
 
    “They don’t usually name glue.” 
 
    Frotwoot suddenly felt even better about his decision. “Okay, um… how about ‘Clapton’?” 
 
    Pixley blinked. “ ‘Clapton’?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Pixley shook his head and sighed. “Okay, kid. It’s your steed.” 
 
    The knightly audience was dispersing now, and it looked very much like it was time to get to work. After several embarrassing attempts to properly mount his steed, Frotwoot finally managed it only to realize that he had no idea how to steer the thing. With a little bit of coaching from Pixley, though, he quickly got the hang of it, at which point the two of them rode out of the stable side-by-side (and only about a half hour later than they should have). 
 
    “So… where are we going?” Frotwoot asked, a bit weirded out by how quiet the streets were until he realized it was the day after a major holiday. Everyone was probably sleeping in. 
 
    “The Hotel Avalon,” said Pixley. Frotwoot waited for him to explain why, but apparently he didn’t know he needed to, so: 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Remember this?” said Pixley, pulling Maeve’s crown from the saddlebag under his CB radio. “This was Princess Maeve’s crown. Her parents are staying at The Avalon, so we need to go find out if they know anything.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Frotwoot, mildly surprised at the way he’d said “Princess Maeve” as if she were a well-known entity. It made sense, of course, when you thought about it, but it was still a bit of a surprise. “Wow. Okay. So, her parents, they’re like… what, the king and queen of the fairies?” 
 
    Pixley furrowed his brow and did a quick double-take of his squire. “… Yeah.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Duh,” laughed Frotwoot, realizing far too late how stupid that question must have made him look. Pixley smiled wanly, but didn’t laugh back, and an awkward sort of silence soon fell between them as a result. 
 
    “So, um…” said Frotwoot, when the awkwardness of said silence got to be just a bit too much for him. “What’s the deal with you and Mab?”  
 
    “Don’t ever ask me that again.” 
 
    “… Okay,” said Frotwoot, raising a sidelong eyebrow at him and sighing. They rode in an even more awkward silence for a while, until finally, in as deadpan a voice as he could muster, Frotwoot said, “So I hear you used to be a criminal.” 
 
    Pixley laughed out loud for the first time since Frotwoot had met him. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess I was.” 
 
    “Now, did you only quit because the other criminals wouldn’t let you sit where you wanted, or—?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Pixley smirked at him, going back to his quiet laugh and shaking his head at the sky. Frotwoot did as he was told, and while the silence between them resumed it was, at least, no longer awkward. 
 
    “Okay, we’re here,” said Pixley when (appropriately enough) they were there. A huge, beautiful skyscraper loomed before them, each window bearing a balcony with what were probably some amazing views of the city. Young men in impossibly-neat uniforms were waiting out front, as if expecting a specific guest, and as they drew closer they acted as if that guest was Pixley, smothering him with “welcomes” and asking for the “privilege” to tie up his horse. Pixley let them, taking great pains not to allow himself to be touched, and then they turned their attentions to Frotwoot, taking Clapton (in this case the word “privilege” was very noticeably not mentioned). 
 
    “Welcome to The Avalon!” an almost too-cute receptionist greeted them as they were ushered inside. “How can I help you today?” 
 
    “We need to know which room the Titanias are in,” said Pixley, absent-mindedly straightening the things closest to him on her desk. 
 
    “Oh, you must be the knight who called this morning and tricked me into saying they were here! Excellent work, sir, very impressive, but I’m afraid we can’t give out that kind of information!” She made a big “frowny-face”. “As you probably know, our clientele consists of the only most prestigious and important individuals in the world. If we were to betray their trust, then—” 
 
    She screamed as Pixley abruptly vaulted over her desk, then proceeded to pound his back rather ineffectually as he bent down to riffle through the files it contained. “Frotwoot, cover me,” he said without looking up. 
 
    “What?!” said Frotwoot, his stomach twisting as the nice young men from before burst through the front doors, suddenly looking not-so-nice at all. He quickly drew his sword, and (once he’d picked it up from where it had landed) pointed it at them menacingly. “Is—is this ‘covering’ you, or—?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Pixley, vaulting back over the desk with, presumably, the knowledge he sought. “Good job.” 
 
    “Did you get it?!?!”  
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Pixley, casually walking toward the elevator. “Come on.” 
 
    Frotwoot followed slowly, keeping his eyes and his sword trained on the young men until the very last second. Pixley slid the old-timey-looking elevator gate shut once Frotwoot was inside, and with a push of a button they were off to the tenth floor. 
 
    “Was that legal?” said Frotwoot, replacing his sword with a sigh (and then a few frustrated grunts as he failed to get it into the scabbard). 
 
    “… Mostly.” 
 
    “Oh, geez.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Trying to keep us out was less legal.”  
 
    “So why’d she think she could?” 
 
    “She probably didn’t know.” 
 
    “… So why didn’t you tell her?” 
 
    “Oops,” said Pixley, avoiding Frotwoot’s incredulous eye contact as the elevator came to a stop and he pulled open the gate. The floor they were on appeared to be a penthouse kind of deal, as there was only a door. Two large faerie men in black suits and silk shirts (one blue and one pink) stood guarding it, and when they saw Pixley they casually placed their hands on the hilts of their swords. 
 
    “Sir Pixley Widgeon,” he said, flashing some kind of credentials at them as he strolled up to the door. “Knightly Order of the Gecko, Tirnanogue.” 
 
    “Agents Cobweb and Peaseblossom,” the one in the blue said, indicating himself as the former and the one in pink as the latter. “Titania’s Secret Service, grand old Kingdom of Fae.” 
 
    “I’m… Frotwoot,” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “How can we help you today?” said Cobweb, somehow managing to make it sound hostile. 
 
    “We need to talk to your bosses.” 
 
    “His Majesty Riallo and Her Grace Oona are not receiving visitors at the moment.” 
 
    “We’re here on official Seelie Court business.” 
 
    “The authority of the Fae Court overrides the authority of the Seelie Court.” 
 
    Pixley scoffed. “Right. Just keep saying that and it might come true.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Frotwoot, figuring he should probably step in before things came to blows. “Okay, look: This is about their daughter, Maeve.” 
 
    Cobweb’s jaw dropped and Peaseblossom’s eyes went wide, but each effect only lasted for about a second, at which point they regained their composure and Cobweb said, “Don’t move.” He turned to slip through the door, leaving Frotwoot and Pixley out in the hall with Agent Peaseblossom. 
 
    “So,” said Frotwoot, looking uneasily between the knights of two different courts as they stared daggers at each other. “How is everyone today?” 
 
    Neither of them answered, of course, but luckily Cobweb came back before Frotwoot’s compulsive sociability could force him to make another such lame attempt. “They… will see you now.” 
 
    Pixley led the way past Cobweb and into the most ridiculously luxurious hotel room Frotwoot had ever seen. Sitting in the middle of it, dressed in terry-cloth robes and drinking daintily from teacups, were a man and a woman who each looked very, very much like Maeve. 
 
    “Well, hello!” said the man, standing up to greet them. He had black hair, going gray at the sides, and a thick black beard that perfectly matched his bear-like stature. “Is this the famous Sir Pixley I’ve heard so much about?” 
 
    “Hi,” said Pixley, shaking the king’s hand as briefly as possible and wiping it off as discreetly as possible. “And yeah, I am.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” said the queen, standing to offer him her hand for a kiss. Frotwoot saw Pixley twitch a bit, but somehow he managed to both take her hand and touch his lips to it. It was impressive for about two seconds, at which point Pixley ran into the bathroom and made no effort to disguise his subsequent spitting noise. 
 
    “I tried,” he said, shaking his head at Frotwoot as he came back out. 
 
    Once Frotwoot had finished going through the same introductory motions (sans spitting, of course) there was a moment of uncertainness, and then Riallo ended it by indicating a couple of chairs that had been set up across from their couch on the other end of the coffee table. 
 
    “Please, sit,” he said, chivalrously helping his wife to her bottom before plopping down on his own. “We’re very anxious to hear what you have to say. Agent Cobweb said that it—it pertains to our daughter?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Pixley, pulling out Maeve’s crown and setting it on the table in front of them. “We found this.” 
 
    The queen gasped, and the king looked down at it in wonder. “Oh my… oh my Tree!” he said, looking as if he wanted to touch it but didn’t dare. “It’s—it’s her crown, dear! It’s our daughter’s crown! Oh, my good sirs, you have no idea how much this means to us! Ever since our daughter went missing we’ve—” 
 
    “This crown was used as payment for an assassination contract,” said Pixley. “Do you know anything about that?” 
 
    The king and queen both looked aghast, and Frotwoot really couldn’t blame them. “I—well, no,” said Riallo, shaking his head and laughing incredulously. “Why would we—? What do you—?” 
 
    “He’s not accusing you of anything,” Frotwoot assured them, holding up a hand and putting on a winning smile. “He’s just really bad at talking.” 
 
    “Well, I should hope not,” Oona huffed, taking a sip of her tea. “Or… so. Not and so, I suppose, in that order. Anyway, I should hope, because such an accusation would be both absurd and dangerous.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Pixley. “Frotwoot’s right, I didn’t mean to open the discussion like that. I’ve just had a long night and—” He looked down at the coffee table for a second, cocked his head a bit, then looked back up. “Is it just the two of you here?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, yes, of course,” said Riallo, furrowing his brow. “Our son is back in Fae minding the estate, and—” 
 
    “Really?” said Pixley, his voice cutting through the air like a knife. “Then why are there three teacups?” 
 
    Frotwoot, Riallo, and Oona looked down as one at the table in front of them. There were indeed three teacups. The king looked back up to meet Pixley’s cold, unwavering gaze, and then, with nary a warning, flipped the table over and called for his guards. 
 
    “Oh, jerk!” said Frotwoot, jumping up as the rather hot contents of the cups splashed all over him. Next to him, Pixley was drawing his sword, and Riallo was darting across the room to grab one of his own from the wall. 
 
    “Run, my queen!” Agent Cobweb cried out as he and Agent Peaseblossom burst into the room, blades drawn. Frotwoot couldn’t help but notice that there was no amber on them, and apparently Pixley noticed, too. 
 
    “Get out of here, Frotwoot,” he said calmly, stepping between his squire and the royal bodyguards. “Get on your radio and call for help.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “GO!” Pixley snapped, shoving him backwards toward the balcony. Frotwoot tripped over multiple pieces of furniture on the way, and eventually went crashing right through the sliding glass door, banging his head on the outside railing. 
 
    “Ow,” he said, struggling to ignore the pain and pull himself back to his feet. About halfway there, he realized he wasn’t alone. 
 
    Maeve was standing right next to him. 
 
    “Maeve?” he said softly, not sure if he should be happy or angry right now. She smiled at him, blew him a kiss, and then, before he could make a move, went flying right off the balcony. “Maeve! Wait! Don’t—!” 
 
    Suddenly, a shadow fell over his face, and he looked up just in time to see an amber-coated crossbow bolt fly directly into his forehead. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    12 
 
      
 
    Frotwoot awoke with a gasp and looked around wildly, which gave him about as much information as to his whereabouts as he’d had before. Wherever he was, it was pitch-black, and wherever he was sitting was pretty cramped. That was all he could tell. A few moments of wriggling around told him a bit more (i.e. that he was handcuffed back-to-back with another, less-conscious person, probably Pixley, and that the chains of their cuffs had been looped), and when he finally noticed the quiet, persistent sounds of plumbing that surrounded him, he was pretty sure he had the whole picture, and that picture had them sitting in the bathtub of the Titanias’ hotel bathroom. 
 
    “Tree guy?” he said quietly, hoping against hope that his telepathic friend had finally come back from whatever he’d been doing all morning. “Hey! Tree guy!” 
 
    Once again, there was no answer. 
 
    “Pix?” he said over his shoulder, much less quietly this time. “Hey man, wake up!”  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    “Come on… I’m like, totally touching you right now! In someone else’s bathroom!”  
 
    He didn’t even stir.  
 
    “Oh, man…” 
 
    Just then, Frotwoot heard a door being opened and closed in the next room, and he immediately fell silent to listen as a deep, unfamiliar voice announced from the other side of the (apparently very thin) wall: “Cobweb, I’m back.” 
 
    “And?” said Cobweb, sounding rather anxious. 
 
    “Moth and Mustardseed have set sail with the queen.” 
 
    “… Just the queen?” 
 
    “Yes. The, um… the king says he’d like to stay in Tirnanogue.” 
 
    “What?!?! Why?” 
 
    “… It’s not our place to question.” 
 
    “Not to their faces, no,” said Cobweb, the creaking of the floorboards indicating that he’d begun to pace. “But behind closed doors? Not only is it our place, Peaseblossom, it is our duty.” 
 
    Agent Peaseblossom didn’t respond. 
 
    “All right,” Cobweb sighed, stopping his pacing for a moment. “Well, let’s go to wherever he is, then. Maybe I can sneak some sense into him.” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Peaseblossom. “There’s… there’s one other thing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “… The knights.” 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    Agent Peaseblossom, once again, didn’t respond. 
 
    “No,” said Cobweb, sounding both horrified and incredulous at the same time. “No, he—he didn’t… he wouldn’t!” 
 
    Agent Peaseblossom’s lack of response here seemed to be just as effective as his actual responses. 
 
    “Do you see? Do you see why we must question? This is madness! This—this is murder!” 
 
    Frotwoot’s stomach dropped. 
 
    “I won’t do it,” said Cobweb, his voice shaking a bit. 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “I won’t let you do it, either.” 
 
    “… Really?” 
 
    The sound of a sword being drawn rang out as if in reply, and the sound of another being drawn lazily followed it. Meanwhile, Frotwoot struggled against his handcuffs, trying desperately to remember the word he’d used to unlock that door on the roof. It was impossible, he knew (or so The Dryad had said), but he had to try. 
 
    The distinctive sounds of a swordfight began echoing in from the sitting room. “Abracadabra!” said Frotwoot, hoping to free-associate all the magic words he knew until his subconscious dredged up the one he needed. “Hocus pocus! Alakazam! Uh… alohomora? ” He really felt like that one should’ve worked, for some reason. “Shazam! Presto chango! Uh… CRAP!!!” 
 
    Someone cried out, and the clanging together of steel ended rather abruptly. “… No,” said Cobweb, the pain in his voice indicating a clear loss for Frotwoot’s preferred team. “Peaseblossom, listen—” 
 
    “I won’t tell the king,” said Peaseblossom, his voice getting rapidly closer. “He’d kill you if I did. We’ll—we’ll just say the Pixie got loose and did this to you.” 
 
    At that moment, as Agent Peaseblossom opened the door to the bathroom, bloody sword in hand, the magic word Frotwoot was looking for finally escaped his lips. The cuffs came loose, falling into his hands, and as Peaseblossom coldly approached the bathtub… instinct took over. 
 
    “Gah!” Agent Peaseblossom cried out, clutching his face as Frotwoot (who’d jumped up faster than he even knew he could) swung the cuffs across it like a little morningstar and somehow managed to slice open a cheek in the process. 
 
    “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry!” said Frotwoot, without thinking. “Wait… no I’m not. We’re fighting. I’m supposed to hit you. Apology retracted.” 
 
    Agent Peaseblossom glared up at him for a second, then wiped the blood away and lunged forward. Frotwoot dodged, and, as a (very, very lucky) result, the Secret Serviceman’s weapon got stuck in the wall. 
 
     “Pix!” said Frotwoot, shaking his partner frantically while Peaseblossom struggled to retrieve his sword. “Pix, wake up! I—” An idea struck him, and, following that idea, he simply stood back and turned on the shower. 
 
    “Wha—? Fuh—? FIE!!!” Pixley spluttered, falling onto his back as he struggled in vain to escape the water. A quick look around seemed to both orient him and instantly tell him what he needed to know, so as Peaseblossom finally freed his sword with a triumphant grunt he was met with a rising shoulder to the gut. 
 
    Frotwoot pressed himself up against the wall as Agent Peaseblossom went flying past, and stayed there as both he and Pixley rose quickly to their feet. A tense stare-down commenced, only ending when Peaseblossom swung his sword down on Pixley’s head… or toward his head, anyway. As it turns out, Pixley’s head was actually well out of the way, because in the split-second it took for the agent to make his swing Pixley had jumped into the air, employed his wings in a brief hover, and slipped the cuffs under his feet to hold the chain out. As the tiny metal links fell to the floor, cut in half by Peaseblossom’s own blade, the agent actually took a second to share a look of dumbfounded awe with Frotwoot… in which second Pixley didn’t hesitate to punch him right in the throat. 
 
    As Agent Peaseblossom doubled over, struggling to breathe, Pixley followed his punch with a knee to the face, and, just like that, Agent Peaseblossom was out for the count. Pixley strode past Frotwoot without a glance, looking rather annoyed, and Frotwoot followed him into the sitting room just in time to see Agent Cobweb pull himself up from the floor (on which he’d left a nice, bloody trail) and onto the balcony’s railing. He looked at them with a mixture of relief and exasperation, then quick-drew his crossbow to fire a bolt in their direction. Pixley caught it with his arm, wincing a little as the amber no doubt put a part of it to sleep, then charged after him even as he flew off into the sky. 
 
    “Come on,” said Pixley, spreading his wings as soon as they’d reached the railing. “We can still catch him.” 
 
    “Okay, wait—” Frotwoot began, but it was too late; Pixley had already pushed him over the edge. 
 
    If anyone in the next few floors below had been sleeping, Frotwoot’s panicked scream certainly woke them up as he fell past, struggling to right himself in the air. He eventually managed to get himself falling in a direction that wasn’t “down”, at which point he began flying in that direction. This worked out for a few seconds, at least, at which point he literally ran into a wall. He did so gently, of course, having seemed to have mastered “slowing down”, and was thus able to get a handhold on a nearby ledge. He stayed there for a while, fluttering his wings a bit when his fingers got tired, until finally Pixley flew up alongside him. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, furrowing his brow at him incredulously. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “DID YOU CATCH HIM?!?!” said Frotwoot, his voice coming out much, much louder than he’d intended it to. 
 
    Pixley cocked his head and laughed a silent laugh. “No. I saw you were in trouble, so I—Seriously, what are you doing?” 
 
    “I CAN’T FLY!!!” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “I CAN’T FLY! BUT I’M OKAY, GO CATCH THE GUY!” 
 
    “He already got away.” 
 
    “Oh no,” groaned Frotwoot, feeling like a total idiot. “I’m sorry, man, I—” 
 
    “What do you mean you ‘can’t fly’?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Is it a flight impediment, or something?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah! Yeah, exactly.” 
 
    “What kind?” 
 
    Frotwoot’s mind scrambled for an answer, because he felt that “lack of experience” probably didn’t count as an “impediment”. “I don’t know, it’s, um… I never had it diagnosed.” 
 
    This seemed to be an acceptable answer, as Pixley nodded (somewhat) understandingly. Then, taking Frotwoot by the scruff of his surcoat’s neck, he flew the two of them back towards The Hotel Avalon. “Is there anything else you can't do?” 
 
    “Well, I don't do phones, so—” Frotwoot's smirk faded for a second as Pixley dropped him back onto the balcony of the Titanias' penthouse, thinking his little joke had gone too far, but it came right back when Pixley alighted next to him with an amused smirk of his own. 
 
    “Come on, kid,” he said, clapping him on the back and stepping into the hotel room. “We've got a lot of work to do.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Pixley sure wasn’t kidding. For the next couple of hours he and Frotwoot tore the Titanias’ hotel room apart, looking for anything and everything that they might’ve left behind. Then, with Golroc’s help, they spent another hour interrogating Agent Peaseblossom back at the tower (getting nothing out of him but his codename, which, of course, they already knew) before heading off to the bullpen, where they ate lunch, discussed the quest, and filled out many, many reports. 
 
    “Okay,” yawned Frotwoot, tossing Pixley the last form in his pile. “Done.” 
 
    “Lucky you,” said Pixley, echoing the yawn and rubbing the back of his neck as he looked it over. It was a description of Maeve, AKA “The Girl on the Balcony”, and while the form had called for “as much detail as possible” Frotwoot had been very careful not to give it that. It had only been a quick look, after all, and as far as The Order of the Gecko knew it had been his only look. Anything beyond “teenage girl, pretty, black hair, fair skin, blue eyes” and someone might get suspicious. “All right, looks good. You can go… do whatever it is people who like people do.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t like people.” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed. “No, I mean… what’re you gonna do? Like, when you’re done.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Why?” 
 
    “Well, you wanna, like… hang out, or something?” 
 
    Pixley gave him a funny look, then looked away and shook his head. “No, sorry. I can’t do social things unless I have at least a day’s notice. How about tomorrow?” 
 
    “… Really?” 
 
    “ ‘Really’ to which part?” 
 
    “The, uh—the ‘day’s notice’, thing.” 
 
    “Yes, really.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Pixley shrugged. “Wish I knew. So… tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” said Frotwoot, smiling bemusedly at him as he got up to leave. “Tomorrow. Right. Don’t know what I’m gonna do now, but—” 
 
    “A lot of people hang out up at the courtyard,” Pixley said distractedly, having turned his attention back to the mound of papers and little baggies of evidence that lay in front of him. “There’s a lounge on the upper level.” 
 
    “Okay, cool,” said Frotwoot, heading off in that direction. He turned around after a few steps, and while walking backwards gave him a little wave and said, “Have fun being weird.” 
 
    Pixley flashed him a quick smirk, then went right back to what he was doing. 
 
    “Hey!” Frotwoot greeted Dame Megainn as he passed the front desk on the way to the stairs. “Dame… Megan, right?” 
 
    “Close enough, dear,” she said sweetly, glancing up from what looked like a cheap romance novel. “Especially since I don’t remember your name, at all.” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed and shook his head. “It’s Frotwoot.” 
 
    “Oh, well, as long as you remember I suppose we’re all right,” she said wryly, licking her finger and turning the page in her little book. “Nice seeing you, dear.” 
 
    Knowing a polite brush-off when he heard one, Frotwoot chuckled to himself and set off up the stairs, stopping in at his room to quickly change clothes before continuing on to the courtyard. Once he got there he went up one more level, and found the promised “lounge”, which turned out to be the darkened, circular walkway he’d seen from the grass that morning. It was all lit up, now, and it was filled with off-duty squires and knights. Plush-looking couches and chairs were everywhere, the occasional coffee table set in front of them, and those tables were filled with various magazines and board games. There was a fairly large TV set off to one side, angled so that anyone on the walkway could see at least part of it, and it was currently playing what looked like some kind of late-night talk show. 
 
    “Frotwoot!” someone said somewhat breathlessly behind him, and he turned to see Thania, jogging in place. She was wearing nothing but a sports bra, gym shorts, and a smile. “Hey! How was your first day?” 
 
    “Oh, man, it was crazy! We went to this hotel, and—” 
 
    “Wait,” she cut him off, pairing a furrowed brow with a condescending smile. “Does this have to do with your open quest?” 
 
    “Um, yeah…?” 
 
    “Then why are you sharing the details with me? Sir Golroc just rebuked you for this today!” 
 
    Frotwoot stared at her in disbelief for a second, then laughed and shook his head. “You know, Thania, I think you’re my favorite.” 
 
    “Really?” she said, looking slightly smug about it. “Favorite what? Fellow squire? Person in general?” 
 
    “… Just don’t ever change,” said Frotwoot, patting her on the shoulder as he walked away. She’d already run off before his brain caught up with his hand, at which point he realized that her skin had actually been quite soft to the touch. He wondered if what she’d said about sunlight earlier had anything to do with it, especially since it was dark out now…  
 
    “Frotwoot!” someone else said this time, and Frotwoot glanced across the courtyard to see Roebin waving him at him like a madman. Oberon was there too, of course, staring intently at the rather complicated-looking board game they had set up in front of them, and when Frotwoot walked over to join them he didn’t even look up. 
 
    “Hey guys,” he said, plopping down next to Roebin as he moved from the center of the loveseat to the far side of it. “Whatcha’ playin’?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” asked Oberon, still not looking up. 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, unless you think it’s a really good joke; I wouldn’t wanna take that away from you, or anything.” 
 
    Oberon finally looked up at him, his expression, as ever, completely unreadable. “It’s just the greatest and most popular game ever,” he said, shaking his head in disgust. 
 
    “It’s called ‘Knights of the Seelie Court’,” Roebin supplied much more helpfully. “It’s a kind of a… I don’t know, I guess you’d call it a ‘role-playing game’.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” said Frotwoot, having played a little Dungeons & Dragons in junior high. “Cool. So… what do you do in it?” 
 
    “What don’t you do?” said Oberon. 
 
    Roebin sighed and shook his head, but otherwise went on as if Oberon hadn’t spoken. “Well, you create a character that starts out as a page. You do quests and stories at the Elf Academy until you level up enough to ‘graduate’, and then you become a squire. From there you play quests and stories in Tirnanogue with either an NPC knight or a player playing a knight until you level up to knight yourself, at which point you—” 
 
    “Okay, so wait,” said Frotwoot, holding up his hands and furrowing his brow. “Is the point of this game, then, just—just to pretend that you’re a knight?” 
 
    Roebin shifted uncomfortably and Oberon rolled his eyes. “Well… sort of, I mean… like I said, you can also be a page, and a squire—” 
 
    “But that’s what you really are!” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Oberon, holding up a little hand-painted figurine. “But my character’s a brave, beautiful brownie woman. I’m not really that, am I?” 
 
    “Yeah, and my character’s a—” Roebin began, but stopped short and said, “Okay, yeah, my character’s just me.” 
 
    “We don’t just play it to pretend we’re someone else, either,” said Oberon, reaching under his chair to pull out a big, heavy brown book. “We play it for the stories.” 
 
    “Yeah!” said Roebin. “They’re really exciting, too! And when you run out you can just get new ones!” 
 
    “It also helps develop problem-solving skills, and—” 
 
    “Okay, okay!” said Frotwoot, waving his hands in bemused surrender. “It’s cool, I get it.” 
 
    “You wanna play?” asked Roebin, the child-like look of overeager excitement on his face making it pretty much impossible to say “no”. 
 
    “Sure,” sighed Frotwoot, shaking his head and accepting the piece of paper labeled “character sheet” as it was handed to him. “What do I do?” 
 
    “Start by rolling up your stats,” said Oberon, handing him a small handful of dice. “Don’t worry about the math, I’ll—” 
 
    “Frotwoot!” The Dryad’s voice burst into his head, instantly tearing his attention away from whatever Oberon had been saying. “Finally! I thought thy flesh would ne’er come into continual contact with mine amber again!” 
 
    Frotwoot looked at one of the dice, and indeed noticed that its carved-out numbers had been filled in with amber. Roebin noticed him noticing it, and said, “Oh, that’s—that’s one I made myself. I put some amber in it for luck.” 
 
    “Cool,” said Frotwoot, letting the rest of the dice fall to the table and standing up with the amber one. “Can—can you guys just hold on a second? I’ll be right back.” 
 
    They watched him go with looks of absolute puzzlement, and he was pretty sure he heard Roebin say “Did he just steal my die?”, but he didn’t care. The Dryad was back! “Dude, where’ve you been?” he asked once he’d found a quiet corner of the lounge, which, oddly enough, was right near the TV. No one really seemed to be watching it right now. 
 
    “I have been where I have ever been, yea, even rooted helplessly to the grounds of my temple!” 
 
    “No, I mean, like… why haven’t you been talking to me?” 
 
    “The answer to that is likely quite simple, but it doth require thee to answer an embarrassing question.” 
 
    “Uh… okay, what?” 
 
    “Hast thou moved thy bowels this day?” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed incredulously. “Uh… well, yeah.” 
 
    “But how can that be? For behold, I did lose contact with thee whilst thou wert in the shower! And lo, what madness could possess a man to move his bowels after a shower?” 
 
    “I didn’t have to go while I was in the shower!” said Frotwoot, feeling oddly defensive about it. 
 
    “I… I see,” The Dryad said uneasily. “Well, at any rate, the bead of amber that thou didst ingest must have passed at that time, and without that physical contact I could not make mental contact, hence my silence.” 
 
    “Okay, can we stop talking about this now?” 
 
    “Of course! For now it is time to share with thee the final portion of the tragedy which was wrought by Diyana Titania!” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No! Thou wilt hold thy tongue and thou wilt listen,” said The Dryad, and Frotwoot felt bad enough about almost putting him off again to actually do so. “Now behold, it came to pass that after Diyana was crowned queen, yea, even the queen of Fae, that she did set into motion her treacherous plot. Writing an epistle to each nation’s ruler, she did implore them to meet with her on the next Midsummer’s Eve, and behold, they did do as she requested.” 
 
    “Did she kill them?” 
 
    “What? No, no, she merely—” he groaned in frustration, then quickly soldiered on. “Having gained an audience with her equals, Diyana did then share with them the philosophies of a great faerie thinker named Elfa, whose philosophies she had diligently studied. They proposed a new form of government, yea, even a government which did exist solely to serve the people, which would eliminate war and poverty across the land.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow. “Okay, so… when’s the bad part?” 
 
    “That—that is the bad part!” 
 
    “… World peace is the bad part?” 
 
    “No, just listen!” said The Dryad, but then, before he could go on, the TV went all wonky, distorting the screen and letting out an incredibly high-pitched tone. It quickly un-wonked itself, but instead of the late night talk show reappearing on the screen a close-up shot of King Riallo’s face appeared, instead. 
 
    “My fellow Tuatha,” he said, his words almost drowned out by the commotion this interruption had caused in the lounge. Maybe they had been watching the show…? “Two hundred and fourteen years ago, my ancestor, Diyana Titania, conspired with the other rulers of Seelie to give away my birthright.” 
 
    “That’s my story!” The Dryad muttered, sounding slightly incredulous. “That’s my story, right where I was telling it…” 
 
    “Shh,” said Frotwoot, reaching over to turn up the volume. 
 
    “It wasn’t theirs to give,” said Riallo. “It wasn’t anyone’s. The royal families of Fae, Goblo, Pook, Fenodor, Sprittania and Trolland were chosen by The Dryad himself. We were left, in his stead, to watch over his people. Diyana Titania had no right, no right, to give that power and responsibility to the people. But that, of course, is exactly what she did.” 
 
    “Honestly, what art the odds?” 
 
    “Under the old system, I would be one of the six most powerful people in the world,” Riallo went on. “Under the Seelie Court, I’m a joke. My castle, once a seat of authority, is now little more than a mausoleum to my family’s former glory. My fortune, once the very treasury of Fae itself, is now a pension of pity, provided by the constitution of the Seelie Court as a sort of… consolation prize. And my power, willed to me through the generations by the Dryad himself, is now less than that of a squire.” 
 
    “One wouldst think that I had timed this, but verily, I—” 
 
    “Well, Seelie, the joke is over,” Riallo snarled. “The time of a man-made government has come to an end. It’s time to bring back the Dryadic order. This is not a plea, dear Seelie, this is not a suggestion, this is a declaration of war. Give the power back to whom it belongs, and do so swiftly, or we, the Unseelie Court, will be forced to take it.” 
 
    The picture flipped back, and the courtyard lounge, which at this point had fallen quite silent, was abruptly filled with the inappropriate laughter of a live studio audience. 
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    Frotwoot reached the bottom of the stairs just as Pixley was coming out of the bullpen. 
 
    “Pix—!” 
 
    “I know,” said Pixley, taking a second to straighten his sword belt. “I’m gonna go check it out. You stay here.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “… It could be dangerous.” 
 
    “Was what we already did today not?!” 
 
    Pixley gave him a rather hard look, then shook his head and went through the front desk’s turnstile. 
 
    “Wait, man, I’m coming with you!” said Frotwoot, starting forward. 
 
    “Meg, drop the gate!”  
 
    The portcullis came crashing down less than a second later, at which point Dame Megainn looked up from her book just in time to see Pixley smirk and stalk off. She stared after him for a moment, then looked at Frotwoot, who was holding out his hands and sputtering a bit in shocked annoyance. 
 
    “Excuse me, dear,” she said, standing up to grab a spool in the wall and, with a sigh, slowly start reeling the gate back up into the ceiling. “Why did I just do that?” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t answer her, bolting up the stairs toward his room instead. If he hurried, he might be able to fly out his window and— 
 
    “Frotwoot,” said The Dryad, the homemade die he was speaking through having just been shoved into the top of Frotwoot’s sock so he wouldn’t have to keep holding it to maintain contact. “I was just going through thy memories of this day, hoping, if I could, to gain from them a bit more background on what just transpired, and behold, I did happen upon what must be an error, or yea, even a delusion.” 
 
    “What?” said Frotwoot, too distracted by recent events and his rapid ascent to berate him for “going through” his memories… or maybe he’d just gotten used to this telepathy thing and didn’t really care anymore. It was hard to say. Again, he was distracted. 
 
    “When thou wert bound at The Hotel Avalon, thou seemest to believe that thou wert freed by the magic word of unlocking that I did once tell unto thee, and yea, even that thou didst perform magic without my having channeled my power through thee.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Frotwoot said breathlessly, nearly having reached his destination in a lot less time than was probably healthy. “Yeah, no, I actually did that. Awesome, right?” 
 
    “Ah… no, Frotwoot, that is not ‘awesome’. It is, in fact, impossible, and thus I am led to believe that thou art deluded, and did escape another way. Perhaps thy cuffs were loose, or—” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I said in my report,” said Frotwoot, bursting through his bedroom door and quickly crossing the floor to his window. “But it’s not true. I remember, dude.” 
 
    “… I see. Well, some of my power must have remained in thy system, or… or something, because—” 
 
    “How’d I remember the magic word, though?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know, Frotwoot! For verily, as I said, what thou hast done should be impossible, and yet… hmm…” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and waited for that thought to finish, but when it became clear that The Dryad wasn’t actually going to finish it (or at least not anytime soon) he shook his head and re-focused all of his attention on the matter at hand. Raising himself up on the windowsill, he spread his wings and looked out over the city, hoping to catch a glimpse of his knight. This quite logically led his gaze directly downwards… at which point he couldn’t help but notice that someone was hanging from the wall. 
 
    “Hi,” the gorgeous goblin girl said as he stared down at her, smiling the smile of someone who’d just been caught doing something embarrassing but was incapable of being embarrassed. “Can I come in?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked at her hands, wondering what she was holding onto, and his eyes went wide when he realized she was just holding onto the wall… with her claws. 
 
    “Well?” she giggled, either unaware of the fact that she had a set of ten (apparently very sharp) black talons where her fingernails should be or, more likely, so used to the fact that she didn’t realize how objectively terrifying it was. 
 
    Frotwoot started to move out of the way, but then something like inspiration struck. “No,” he said, stepping back up into the window and smiling slyly. “Not until you tell me who you are.” 
 
    “… Really?” 
 
    “Hey, I tried asking you the normal way.” 
 
    “Come on, man…” 
 
    “Why don’t you just tell me your name? Is it, like, really weird or something?” 
 
    “No, it’s just—” she growled and rolled her eyes in mildly amused frustration. “Look, if I tell you who I am you’re not gonna let me stay here.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you, or you’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Well… it’s not like I’m ‘letting’ you stay here, anyway. You’re kinda’… just staying.” 
 
    “Yeah, but if you knew who I was you’d have a way to make it so I couldn’t.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at her for a second as he tried to puzzle this out. “What?” 
 
    The girl sighed. “Okay, how about this: If I tell you who I am, you have to promise not to kick me out. Deal?” 
 
    “Yeah, deal,” said Frotwoot, who frankly could not imagine the circumstances that would lead to him evicting an attractive female roommate. 
 
    “All right, cool. Can I come in first, or—?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” the girl laughed, and Frotwoot dutifully stepped back down into his (or was it their?) room. He reached out to help her in, but immediately withdrew his hand when he saw the claws coming at him. Fortunately, she seemed more than capable of doing it herself, and, once she had, she retracted said claws back into her fingers, leaving nothing behind but what looked like a set of completely normal (albeit black) fingernails. 
 
    “Okay, so—” Frotwoot began, stopping short in despair as she made for the door. She didn’t get two steps before grinning, though, and assuring him: “Just kidding.” 
 
    “Ha… ha.” 
 
    The girl laughed and took a seat on the couch. Frotwoot closed the door and sat on his bed. Neither of them said anything for a moment, but then Frotwoot put on some impatient body language and the girl, with another laugh (she seemed to do that a lot), finally broke down and said, “Okay, my, um—my name is Golrocca Rustigark.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow. Why’d that sound so familiar…? “Wait, that’s, like… that’s Sir Golroc’s name, isn’t it? But, like, with a ‘cuh’?” 
 
    “Yes,” the girl laughed yet again, but in a decidedly more nervous way than before. “Yes it is.” 
 
    “But why would you—?” Frotwoot began, but then it hit him, and he was sure if he’d been holding anything just then he would’ve hilariously dropped it. “Wait, is that guy your dad?!” 
 
    Golrocca nodded slowly. 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” said Frotwoot, jumping up involuntarily and clutching the sides of his head with both hands. “Oh my gosh, he—he came in here today and you—you weren’t even wearing pants!!!” 
 
    “I know,” she said, her apologetic tone somewhat belied by how much she looked like she wanted to laugh. “I’m sorry, that—that could’ve been really bad…” 
 
    “You could’ve gotten me killed!!!” 
 
    “Which… would be ‘really bad’, so—” she began, having to stop so she could use both hands to stifle a giggle. 
 
    “You think this is funny?!” 
 
    “Well… yeah, kinda’.” 
 
    Frotwoot groaned and shook his head. She was right; he did want to kick her out now. “Okay, so… why are you staying here? Doesn’t your super-scary dad have a house, or something?” 
 
    Golrocca half-laughed/half-sighed. “Yeah, but… I’m not really welcome there right now.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “No, it—it kind of does.” 
 
    “… All right,” she groaned, rolling her eyes at him good-naturedly and raising herself up to sit Indian-style on the couch. “Well… you know how my dad’s all famous and stuff?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Frotwoot kind-of-lied, keeping his eyes on her as he slowly sat back down on his bed. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t want that to, like… affect my career or whatever, you know?” 
 
    “… Uh-huh.” 
 
    “I mean, I knew this kid in high school, right? His mom’s the captain of the Thrice-Shielded Pegasus… es. Pega… si? Whatever. Anyway, she told him that if he joined the Elves she’d put him on ‘the fast-track’ to knight, and when she made lady mayor somewhere she’d make sure he was her replacement, which is just—I don’t know, isn’t that, like, the opposite of what Elven philosophy’s all about?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah,” said Frotwoot, who was now both more and less hazy on “what Elven philosophy’s all about”. Did she just say that the knights became mayors…? “Sounds more like what that Riallo guy’s all about.” 
 
    “Exactly!” said Golrocca, as if she’d been searching high and low for someone who shared that sentiment. “It’s like they’re trying to insert divine right into a system that was specifically designed to abolish it! I mean… what the fie, right?”  
 
    Frotwoot nodded in agreement, wondering in the back of his head just how extreme a swear word “fie” actually was. He needed to know before he started saying it, after all, and he’d heard it enough at this point that (for some reason) he really wanted to start saying it. 
 
    “So, yeah, I didn’t wanna be like that, but my dad—well, I asked him if he’d just sort of… keep away from my career, y’know? Like, let me start out back in Goblo, or whatever. And he said he would, but—” 
 
    “He didn’t?” 
 
    “Yeah!” she said in a “can you believe it?” kind of way, her voice rather adorably going up a pitch. “He, like, requested me out of the academy, even!” 
 
    “Did he say why?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” she said, shaking her head and laughing bitterly. “Yeah, he—he said I needed him. He said I couldn’t do it alone.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “I know, right?” she said, launching herself up to pull a piece of important-looking parchment from the top dresser drawer and hand it to him. “I got the best possible marks in almost everything, and he still thinks I can’t cut it.” 
 
    “Huh,” Frotwoot grunted, scanning said parchment with mild interest. It looked like a report card, but the classes were much more interesting than the ones he was used to seeing. There was Swordsmanship, Archery, Multi-Species Equestrianism, Unarmed Combat, Detection and Deduction— 
 
    “Wait,” he said, holding up a hand and narrowing his eyes at that last one. “Did you fail Detection and Deduction?” 
 
    Golrocca rolled her eyes. “Yeah, but, like… who uses that anyway?” 
 
    “Um… me and Pix have been using it a lot,” said Frotwoot, smirking a bit as Golrocca snatched her parchment back. “I mean, he has, but… yeah, it seems pretty important.” 
 
    Golrocca sighed and plopped down next to him on the bed. “I know,” she said, laughing to herself and looking down at the report card with obvious regret. “It’s just so boring, though.” 
 
    Frotwoot could certainly sympathize. He’d never passed a math test in his life, and try as he might he couldn’t seem to make himself care, either. 
 
    “I thought if I was good at everything else it wouldn’t matter,” she went on. “And it didn’t, really, I mean… I made squire! But… I don’t know. I guess he was just looking for an excuse, and I kinda’ gave him one. 
 
    “Anyway… after I found out I was gonna be in his order, we got into this big fight. Like, the biggest we’ve ever had. I was screaming, he was screaming, my mom was screaming… I don’t really know who mom was screaming at, but—yeah. Big fight. Went on for hours. Eventually I got so sick of it that I just told him I was gonna move out, and he told me that I couldn’t, that he wasn’t gonna ‘waste a room in the tower’ on someone who ‘has a house in the city’. So I told him fine, I wasn’t gonna stay in the tower, but—” 
 
    “But you are.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “… Which finally explains what you’re doing here.” 
 
    Golrocca laughed. “Yeah, well… I didn’t really have a choice, y’know? It was either break into what I thought was an empty room here, or… well, live at home for another week, I guess. Gosh, it sounds so stupid when I say it like that…” 
 
    “Maybe you should’ve tried saying it out loud before you did it.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” she half-laughed/half-sighed again. “So, anyway… that’s my story. You can kick me out now, if you want.” 
 
    Frotwoot pretended to consider this for a moment. He wasn’t going to kick her out, of course, but it seemed like he could get something out of this if he made her think he might. “No, you can stay,” he said slowly, having stalled just long enough to think of what he wanted and, serendipitously enough, to establish the leverage he’d need to get it. “But you’ve gotta do something for me.” 
 
    She eyed him mock-suspiciously. “What?” 
 
    “You’ve gotta teach me this stuff,” he said, tapping the report card in her hands. “I don’t know any of it and I… think I need to.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay,” Golrocca shrugged, blinking in mild surprise and smiling uncertainly at him. “Where do you wanna start?” 
 
    Several hours, a few records (apparently music in Seelie was still recorded exclusively on vinyl), and one hilariously embarrassing lesson on swordsmanship later, Frotwoot suddenly remembered that he was supposed to be chasing after Sir Pixley. Oh well, he thought, trying not to feel too guilty about it as Golrocca excused herself to go and get ready for bed. He didn’t want me to come with him anyway, right? Right…? 
 
    “Hey, Frotwoot?” said Golrocca, interrupting his little guilt-fest a few minutes later by opening the bathroom door a bit and looking out at him as she brushed her teeth. She was wearing another oversized pajama shirt, but (much to his somewhat paranoid relief) she’d added a pair of pajama pants as well. “I just, um… thanks for letting me stay here.” 
 
    “Yeah, no problem,” said Frotwoot, looking up from the liner notes of the particularly awful goblin rock album they were listening to to flash her a “Yeah, no problem” kind of smile. 
 
    “It’ll just be till we get paid,” she assured him, her mouth all full of toothbrush. “I was looking at this apartment today, and—” 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and Golrocca barely had time to duck behind the shower curtain before it came swinging open. “Where is it?” Oberon demanded, walking right past where Frotwoot sat on the floor to start snooping around the room. Roebin came in after him, looking slightly embarrassed. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Frotwoot,” he said, smiling nervously. “Um, we were just wondering if you’d seen my die—” 
 
    “We need it for our current campaign,” said Oberon, opening the bottom dresser drawer and working his way up. Panic shot through Frotwoot’s body as he remembered what was in the top drawer (i.e. lots and lots of girl’s clothes), and he quickly sprang into action. “Roebin keeps getting bad rolls and blaming it on the dice. If he gets his ‘lucky’ one back it might shut him up, so—” He looked up in dispassionate alarm as Frotwoot slammed his hand into the top drawer to secure it. “What are you doing?” asked Oberon, tugging stubbornly against it. 
 
    “It’s not in there,” he said, reaching into his sock to pull out the die with his free hand and hold it up for inspection. “See? It’s right here.” 
 
    Oberon barely even glanced at the die. Instead, he looked down at the drawer that Frotwoot was holding fast, then back up at Frotwoot. “What is in there?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “There’s no way there’s ‘nothing’ in there,” said Oberon, continuing to tug at the drawer, the effort with which he did so increasing with each second. “Come on, let me see.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Oberon gave it a rather sharp pull, but Frotwoot had been expecting that and had applied both hands to the task. “Come on, let’s go,” said Roebin, walking up to Oberon and putting a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Why won’t you let me see what’s in here?” said Oberon, ignoring him. 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “Because I’m really curious now. I probably won’t even be able to sleep.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “No you’re not. If you were sorry you’d—” 
 
    “Hey, what’s going on?” said Thania, appearing quite suddenly in the doorframe. All three boys turned to gawk at her. Apparently, her idea of “pajamas” was a bit closer to what most would consider “lingerie”. It wasn’t quite lingerie, mind you, but it was close; close enough for a gawk, at least. 
 
    “Frotwoot 2 has a secret drawer,” said Oberon, pulling at it once again. 
 
    “No I don’t,” said Frotwoot, turning red. 
 
    Thania furrowed her brow and took turns looking at each and every element of the situation. “So… why are you holding it shut?” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Oberon, snapping his fingers and pointing at her. 
 
    “I’m just gonna go,” said Roebin, who seemed almost insanely uncomfortable. 
 
    “What’s in the drawer, Frotwoot?” said Thania, putting her hands on her hips and walking up to them as Roebin slipped by her. 
 
    “Nothing! I—Why aren’t you people asleep?” 
 
    “How can we sleep? Didn’t you see the broadcast?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” said Frotwoot, who’d somehow managed to forget all about it for a moment, there. “That was crazy, right?” 
 
    “Stop trying to change the subject!” said Oberon, who’d now gotten his foot into the action, pressing against the lower drawers with it as his hands continued to pull. 
 
    “Oh, honestly,” said Thania, rolling her eyes and reaching up under Frotwoot’s arms to give him a quick tickle. He was helpless to resist, and in the next instant the drawer went flying open and right off the runners. Oberon landed right next to it, and in the process was half-covered in Golrocca’s clothes. He looked down at them in bewilderment, then very slowly up at Frotwoot, who, at this point, had pretty much just given up and buried his face in his hands. 
 
    “… Can I borrow this?” said Thania, holding up a little plaid skirt and bursting into laughter about halfway through the third word.  
 
    “Okay, wait—” 
 
    “Good night, Frotwoot,” said Thania, shaking her head and continuing to laugh as she (otherwise gracefully) left the room. Oberon soon followed, moving so fast you’d think he thought the place was haunted, and then, once the coast was decidedly clear, Golrocca sheepishly reemerged from the bathroom. 
 
    “I am so sorry,” she said, looking like she genuinely meant it despite also looking like she kind of didn’t. Frotwoot tried to give her a stern look, figuring she’d more than earned it, but he just wound up smirking and making her laugh instead. “If you want me to tell them these are mine, I can—” 
 
    “No, that’s okay,” said Frotwoot, putting the drawer back into the dresser and kneeling down to start picking up clothes/slip Roebin's lucky die back into his sock. “If you tell them they’re yours then they’ll know you’re living here. I don’t think Oberon would say anything, but I know Thania would, so… yeah, no.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yep. Now come pick up your underwear, I’m not doing it.” 
 
    Once the mess had been cleaned and Golrocca had climbed into bed, Frotwoot took a moment to consider the (now very relevant) problem of unwanted visitors. The door didn’t lock, at least not in any way that he could see, and he was pretty sure a homemade “Do Not Disturb” sign would do little to deter anyone who wasn’t Roebin. Golrocca assured him she could just keep hiding whenever someone came in, which, of course, was ridiculous, but… well, what other option was there? 
 
    Believing he’d come to a solution, Frotwoot stepped forward and slid the couch in front of the door. “Ta-da,” he said, turning off the light and jumping into bed. Golrocca laughed, and then everything was fairly quiet for a moment as they both got situated (she’d been sitting up on her mattress, watching him), at which point she let out a contented sigh and said, “Good night, Frotwoot.” 
 
    “Good night, Golrocca.” 
 
    “Oh, geez… call me Golly.” 
 
    “But—why? Golrocca’s such a pretty name,” said Frotwoot, smiling to himself as she laughed and made a half-hearted attempt to hit him with her pillow. “All right. Good night… ‘Golly’.” And, with that, he almost immediately fell to sleep. 
 
    He woke up a few hours later to the sound of someone trying his doorknob. This was annoying for several reasons, not least of which was the fact that he’d just been dreaming he was back home in Rensselaer. His annoyance was quickly upgraded to fear, though, as the doorknob-trying suddenly turned into doorknob-kicking. 
 
    Golly rolled out of bed almost as if by reflex and landed on the floor as deftly as a cat. Wasting no time in grabbing her sword, she stood off to one side of the buckling door, ready to strike, but then, just when it seemed like whoever was on the other side of it was about to break through… the kicking stopped. 
 
    “What was that?” she whispered to Frotwoot, letting her sword drop with one hand and running her fingers through her hair with the other. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Frotwoot, sitting up and furrowing his brow puzzledly. “Did you order a crazy person?” 
 
    Just then, Pixley flew in through the window, proving once and for all that the universe, at the very least, had an excellent (if somewhat inconvenient) sense of comic timing. 
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    Pixley looked at Golly, looked at Frotwoot, looked at the door, opened his mouth as if to say something… then finally just shook his head and turned around. 
 
    “Uncle Pix, wait!” said Golly, stopping Pixley in his tracks and causing Frotwoot to mouth “Uncle Pix?” to himself in mild bemusement. “It’s not what it looks like!” 
 
    “… Good,” said Pixley, turning back to face her as she ran up to him. “What is it, then?” 
 
    While Golly hastily explained the situation, Frotwoot just sat by and did his very best to look innocent. This involved a lot of wide-eyed nodding, mostly, so his mind was quite free to wander, which, belonging as it did to a teenage boy, meant it didn’t so much “wander” as “fly directly to” the nearest teenage girl. 
 
    There was something about her… well, no, that wasn’t right. It was everything about her. The way she talked, the way she laughed, the way she smiled… even the way she breathed seemed specifically designed to make him smile. There was so much fun, so much energy in everything she did; it was almost as if the world had never gotten around to stifling her childlike enthusiasm for life—as the world tends to do—and had let it go too long at this point to do anything about it. Not only that, but— 
 
    “—But Sir Golroc is her father,” said The Dryad, his voice cutting through Frotwoot’s thoughts like a record-scratch through a movie trailer. 
 
    “Oh yeah…” 
 
    “What?” said Pixley, stopping Golly mid-explosion sound (why was she making an explosion sound?) as he turned to face him. 
 
    “Oh, uh… nothing, nothing,” said Frotwoot, waving at them to continue. He wasn’t sure if he should thank The Dryad or curse him for that crush-killing reminder, so he quietly did a little of both as he re-focused his attentions on anything but Golly. It was probably for the best, anyway, he thought; Golroc aside, it’s not like he was going to stay here or anything…  
 
    Once Golly had finished setting the record straight, she flashed Frotwoot a quick little smile (instantly restoring his crush, of course) and excused herself to the shower. Pixley gave Frotwoot a long look out of the corner of his eye, then awkwardly moved to the door and slid the couch out of the way so he could survey the damage. “Sorry about that,” he said, shaking his head at the doorknob as he looked at it from the outside. Among other things, it was at a rather unuseful ninety-degree angle. “I thought you were… hurt, or something.” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head and shrugged. 
 
    “You really need to get her out of here,” said Pixley, master of the smooth segue. “If I were Rocky she’d be explaining things over your corpse right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” said Frotwoot, laughing softly. “But—where’s she gonna go?” 
 
    Pixley thought about that for a moment, but either he lost his train of thought or just couldn’t think of an answer because the next thing he said was, “Come on. We’ve got things to do.” 
 
    “Okay. But, um… I need to shower still, so—” 
 
    “No, just suit up. We need to get out of here before the rush.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you in a minute. I’ve gotta go get our horses ready.” 
 
    The tower was pretty quiet as Frotwoot (one suiting-up later) made his way downstairs, but as he got closer to the stable a certain clamor began to fill the air. At first it sounded like nothing more than the ambient sounds of a crowd, but by the time he reached the lobby it sounded like nothing more than the ambient sounds of a mob. Dame Megainn didn’t seem too worried about it, which might have been comforting had she been the sort of person that seemed capable of worry and not, say, a crazy old lady with a killer gate. As it was, Frotwoot couldn’t help but be more than a bit anxious as he very, very slowly descended down the final flight of stairs. 
 
    “Hey! Who’s that?” 
 
    Frotwoot froze like a startled spider as what must have been dozens of eyes turned his way. The stable was empty, but pressed up against and peeking through the portcullis was a veritable sea of people. Well, maybe not a “sea”; a small pond, maybe. It just seemed like a sea at the moment, especially with all that mob-like noise they were making. 
 
    “Hey, kid! Who’re you?” 
 
    “Are you the squire?” 
 
    “What’s your name, kid?” 
 
    “Don’t even look at them,” said Pixley, his calm, quiet voice somehow managing to cut through the cacophony of questions the crowd was hurling Frotwoot’s way. He was standing off to one side, the reins of both their steeds in hand, and had the unsettling look of a man who had come to peace with the fact that he might kill someone soon. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Frotwoot asked, stepping forward to take Clapton’s reins as they were offered to him. 
 
    “Reporters,” said Pixley, mounting his horse in one incredibly smooth motion and gently urging it forward. 
 
    “Reporters?” said Frotwoot, mounting his catoblepas in at least five different but equally clumsy motions as it began to trot forward of its own accord. “What, like from TV, or—?” 
 
    “From everywhere.” 
 
    “… Why?” 
 
    “Because they figured it out,” said Pixley, glaring at them as he signaled the spindly old sprite to start raising the gate. “I thought if we left early enough we could avoid them, but—” he shook his head and sighed as the gate finished creaking open, then turned a slightly kinder gaze on Frotwoot. “Just keep riding forward. No matter what they say, no matter what they do, just Keep. Riding.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded, and as Pixley’s horse plunged into the crowd he and Clapton followed closely behind. 
 
    “Sir Pixley!” 
 
    “Sir Pixley!” 
 
    “Sir Pixley, is it true that your squire’s the young man who saved Queen Mab?” 
 
    “What do you think of King Riallo’s statement?” 
 
    “Is there a connection between the attempt on Mab’s life and the Unseelie Court?” 
 
    “What’s your favorite TV show right now?” 
 
    “Sir Pixley!” 
 
    “Sir Pixley!” 
 
    Eventually they were clear enough of the newshounds to go galloping off, at which point Pixley, of course, immediately did. Unfortunately, Frotwoot wasn’t sure how to make his steed gallop, so he was subjected to several more questions (and a few uncomfortable gropes and grabs) before Clapton seemed to get the hint and kick it into high gear on his own. 
 
    “I think one of them touched me,” Pixley muttered, twitching and squirming a bit as Frotwoot rode up alongside him. 
 
    “I think all of them touched me…” 
 
    Pixley shivered violently and swatted at his arms as if they were covered in fingers. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Pixley just stared straight ahead and trembled. 
 
    “So… where’re we going?” asked Frotwoot, who’d very nearly extended a comforting hand before deciding it would be better (and certainly safer, hand-wise) to just change the subject. 
 
    “What? Oh. We’re going to the castle.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We need to follow up on something.” 
 
    “… At the castle?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What do we need to ‘follow up on’ at the castle?” 
 
    Pixley furrowed his brow at him, apparently as confused by Frotwoot’s confusion as Frotwoot was by their current destination. “A lead.” 
 
    “… At the castle.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    Frotwoot got the distinct impression that he’d just wandered into “you’d know if you were a local” territory, so to avoid further embarrassment he changed the subject yet again. “So where’d you go last night?” 
 
    Pixley looked around as if he were expecting to see hidden cameras, then shook his head incredulously and said, “The castle!” 
 
    “Ohhh,” said Frotwoot, laughing nervously and trying not to look as puzzled as he still felt. “Um… why?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Er… Frotwoot,” said The Dryad, his timing a more perfect exemplar of the phrase “better late than never” than anyone could ever hope to find. “I am not certain, as until now mine attentions have been elsewhere, but it would seem that thy mentor is assuming a common knowledge that thou dost not possess, yea, even the knowledge that the throne room of the castle is the only place in Seelie that is equipped for a global priority broadcast.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Frotwoot, furrowing his brow and taking a moment to figure out what that meant and, more importantly, why it applied. “Oh! Oh yeah! Right! Duh. Sorry, I’m um… I’m not from around here.” 
 
    “Really?” said Pixley, cocking his head at him. “Where’re you from?” 
 
    “Oh, uh… Rensselaer. It’s this small town in Fae. We don’t have, like,” he paused as his mind went blank, and tried not to be too obviously relieved as The Dryad filled in that blank, “ ‘Global priority broadcasts’ or whatever, so I thought you just went to the TV station or something.” 
 
    “Huh,” said Pixley, indicating in no perceivable way whether or not he believed him. Of course, indicating that he didn’t believe him probably would have been worse, but only a little, and in the long run it might actually have been better. Either way, it sure felt like it was time for another subject change…  
 
    “So… what happened? What’d you find out?” 
 
    “Well,” said Pixley, sighing softly and leaning back in his saddle. “When I got there it looked like the front doors were secure, so I went around back to the service entrance and found the knights who’d been guarding the castle on the ground.” 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, they weren’t dead. Riallo and his ‘knights’ were using amber edges. Anyway, everyone else had been knocked out, too, so I went around looking for clues until someone woke up. I didn’t really find a lot, though, and nobody really knew anything, but there was something that—” Pixley paused to grimace and roll his eyes as they entered Castle Square (Frotwoot had just noticed a few signs that identified it as such) only to be immediately pounced upon by another (or possibly the same) herd of reporters. 
 
    “Sir Pixley!” 
 
    “Sir Pixley!” 
 
    “Sir Pixley, is it true that your squire is actually a knight?” 
 
    “Does he even know how to use a sword?” 
 
    “Hey, kid! What’s your name? Talk to us!” 
 
    “Sir Pixley, what’s your take on the recent break-up of—” 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” said Pixley, drawing his sword in the time it would’ve taken most people to think about it and holding it to the throat of a particularly grabby faerie whose chubby little finger was just inches from poking him in the side. The picture-taking seemed to increase exponentially at that point and the assembled “journalists” had only fallen silent for about a second, but when Pixley sheathed his sword and rode on he was given a much wider berth than before. 
 
    “Sir Pixley!” 
 
    “Sir Pixley!” 
 
    The reporters didn’t actually give up until they’d reached what looked like a line of police tape (except it was black with white letters, simply said “DO NOT CROSS”, and intermittently bore a little shield with the crest of the Order of the Gecko), and even then they just stood there, shouting at the edge of it while Frotwoot and Pixley left their steeds behind to duck under it. 
 
    “Are they always like that?” asked Frotwoot, following Pixley down the narrow, walled-off lane that the tape had been protecting. It seemed to be designed for deliveries, and as far as Frotwoot could tell led directly (and exclusively) to the back of the castle. 
 
    “No… just at the worst possible times,” said Pixley, falling silent as they approached the service entrance and holding a hand up to make sure Frotwoot did the same. It was a wide, heavy-looking sort of steel door, and had one of those little horizontal slots that you always saw menacing eyes peer through in movies as someone inside demanded a password. Four knights were standing in front of it, bickering, and of them was quite noticeably Golroc. 
 
    “I’m just sayin’: We’d’ve had a Gecko on this door last night? None of us’d be talkin’.” 
 
    “Really?” scoffed one of the others, a slim, twenty-something faerie man with carefully-combed brown hair, a face that looked like it had genuinely never gone a day without shaving, and a dark blue surcoat with the emblem of a big silver snowflake in the middle of it. “And what, pray tell, would a ‘Gecko’ have done differently if ‘we’d’ve’ had them on this door last night?” 
 
    “Not get knocked out?” a phooka woman with short, sandy-colored hair, a nasty-looking scar on her cheek, and a green surcoat depicting a white pegasus with three little white shields lined up above it suggested wryly, earning herself a chuckle from everyone but the snowflake guy and a rather unnecessary “HAW!” from Golroc. 
 
    “… Yes,” said the Snowflake, his eyes shooting daggers at her that failed to pierce her smirk before turning back to the goblin. “But what about your Pixie? As I’ve heard it, despite being ‘a Gecko’, he left here last night having determined nothing, and—” he stopped short as Pixley stepped past him, apparently not having realized he was there, but recovered in time to sneer at him as he reached for the door, “I’m afraid you’ll have to knock, Sir Pixley. That door locks automatically, and while I’m sure your background in burglary is quite extensive it probably won’t—” he stopped short again as the door swung right open, startling awake a snowflake-clad knight who’d been napping on a stool just on the other side of it. “Ah.” 
 
    “Who—Who secured this place?” said the fourth and as-yet-unheard-from bickering knight (a troll in a red surcoat whose emblem was… difficult to describe), looking both amused and appalled at the same time. 
 
    The knight on the stool timidly raised a hand, once again making everyone laugh but the other snowflake guy, who just looked at the ground and shook his head. 
 
    “It’s not his fault,” said Pixley, kneeling down to examine the doorframe and closing one eye to get a better look into the hole that catches the bolt. “There’s a piece of gum in here.” 
 
    “… Gum?” said Golroc, rushing forward to kneel next to him. 
 
    “Yeah. I didn’t notice it last night because I was thinking about… other things, but someone stuck gum in here so the bad guys could get in.” 
 
    “If you didn’t notice it how’d you know it was there?” said the outside Snowflake. 
 
    “I didn’t. I just thought it might be.” 
 
    “… Why?” 
 
    “Because it made sense,” said Pixley, jumping to his feet as Golroc popped a claw from his index finger to reach into the hole and extract the current topic of conversation. “Your guards were both outside, several feet from the door. They wouldn’t have run out to fight if they could just close it, or keep it closed. One of the cook’s bodies was holding it open, so I didn’t really get a chance to notice whether or not the deadbolt was working, but when I was thinking about it at home I realized there was no way it could be.” 
 
    “So… what, you just left it like this all night, then?” said the Snowflake, feigning outrage in a painfully transparent attempt to pass the buck. “You knew the castle might not be secure and you—you—” 
 
    “Trusted the Order of the Snowflake to secure it?” said the phooka, who seemed to delight in rattling this guy’s cage. 
 
    “It’s really not his fault,” said Pixley, looking at Golroc as if he were insane because the goblin had just rather insanely tried to hand him the just-now extracted piece of gum. “I’ve been on castle duty before. There’s nothing in the post orders about making sure the door catches.” 
 
    “What about staying awake?” said the phooka, getting another round of laughs. 
 
    “… And who’s this?” snapped the Snowflake, rounding on Frotwoot as soon as he’d dared to crack a smile. “I don’t remember seeing him on the list of incoming squires.” 
 
    “You know who he is, fie-face,” said Golroc, rolling his eyes. “You’re just tryin’ to change the subject.” 
 
    “Well, maybe it warrants changing!” said Snowflake, turning away from Frotwoot to yell at his captain. “This man is a criminal, and this one is an amateur! Should they really be working on the most important quest the Seelie Court has ever faced?” 
 
    “He’s got a point,” the phooka shrugged.  
 
    “Yeah, on his head!” snarled Golroc. 
 
    “… Aaand that’s our cue,” said Pixley, waving Frotwoot over to him while Golroc and the Snowflake continued to vocally erupt at each other. Once knight and squire were both inside the former let the door fall shut, and while it muffled a lot of the noise (you could barely make out the non-profanities) it didn’t even come close to muffling all of it. 
 
    “What was that?” laughed Frotwoot, looking around him at what appeared to be a rather fancy kitchen and casting a quick, incredulous glance at the knight on the stool because, somehow, he’d already fallen back to sleep. 
 
    “Captains’ meeting,” said Pixley, smirking a bit as he turned to study a clipboard hanging next to the door. 
 
    “Those guys are the other captains?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Why’s that one guy hate you so much?” 
 
    “Most knights do,” said Pixley, sounding strangely matter-of-fact, considering the context. “They don’t like how I got into knighthood.” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Pixley smirked. “It doesn’t really matter, though. I don’t like them, either.” He tapped something on the paper that the clipboard held and rather abruptly turned to leave the kitchen. Frotwoot followed after him, weaving around the odd maid here and there as they moved quickly down the hallways, and just as he was starting to catch up Pixley stopped to wait for him at the front doors. Holding a finger to his lips, Pixley opened one of the doors just a crack so he could peek outside, then opened it all the way to carefully sneak him and Frotwoot past the reporters (who were still quite focused on the taped-off lane) and to the same public telephone they’d used the other day. 
 
    “Look this up,” Pixley whispered, indicating the phone book with a tip of his head and keeping a wary eye on the people they were evading. “ ‘Zinnily Powrie’.” 
 
    Frotwoot did as he was told, and after a few wrong guesses at the spelling he eventually found the listing he was looking for. “You want the address, or—?” 
 
    “Yeah, just tear out the page,” said Pixley, reaching for his sword as the guy who’d almost poked him slooowly turned to look their way. Frotwoot once again did as he was told, and no sooner had he shoved the page into his pocket than the fairyland paparazzi came rushing towards them. 
 
    Pixley didn’t have to tell him to run, as he was already setting quite an excellent example. For the first couple of blocks they managed to maintain a sizeable distance between them and their pursuers, but running in chainmail was pretty hard, so for a moment or two it looked as if Frotwoot was going to be swallowed up by the mob. But then, bursting forth from among them like an alien through John Hurt’s chest… came Clapton. 
 
    “Oh my gosh, I love you,” Frotwoot told his catoblepas as it drew level with him and let him climb on. They caught up with Pixley a few seconds later, and once he’d positioned himself on the back of the saddle it was only a matter of moments before the reporters catching up to them was no longer an issue. 
 
    “That was insane,” said Frotwoot, breathing heavily and slowing his steed to a trot. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Maybe we should just talk to them next time.” 
 
    “… No.” 
 
    “So, uh… where’re we going now?” 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Frotwoot laughed softly, a more difficult task than usual due to the current state of his lungs. He dug into his pocket, pulled out the piece of phone book paper, and quickly found the listing again. “1039 West Briar, apartment 6-G.” 
 
    “You know where that is?” 
 
    “… I don’t know where anything is.” 
 
    “Good, let me steer,” said Pixley, prompting Frotwoot to stop Clapton and switch places with him. 
 
    Once everyone was properly re-positioned and they’d started moving again, Frotwoot glanced over his shoulder to ask, “All right, so… why are we going where we’re going?” 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you already?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Verily, he did not.” 
 
    “… No.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry. Yeah, we’re going there because it’s where the person who let the bad guys in lives.” 
 
    “What? Why—? How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because the maids’ time sheet says she’s the only one who didn’t show up for work today, and next to ‘excuse’ it just had a question mark.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, like… maybe she’s just scared, or something. I mean, the place did get attacked last night.” 
 
    “Maybe,” shrugged Pixley. “I guess we’ll see.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded, and they didn’t speak again until they came to a stop. 
 
    “All right, this is it,” said Pixley, jumping off of Clapton and handing the reins over to Frotwoot. He took a moment to survey the building in front of them, looking up and down its cracked stone edifice quite carefully, then, once Frotwoot had finished tying Clapton up (all while telling him how great he was, of course), Pixley turned to him and said, “Oh, kid… you’re not gonna like this.” 
 
    “What?” said Frotwoot, falling in line behind him as he started moving forward. “Are we gonna do something crazy?” 
 
    “Yeah… but just a little,” said Pixley, leading him into a nearby alley. “The only way in is to get buzzed up, and I don’t wanna give her a chance to get away.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just break the door or something?” 
 
    “There’re bars on the glass.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. Not because it’s insane or anything, but—” Frotwoot laughed and shook his head. “Okay, so how’re we gonna get in?” 
 
    “We break a window,” said Pixley, flying up to the fire escape above them and knocking the ladder down. Frotwoot sighed, and after one more disbelieving laugh reluctantly followed his partner up to the seventh floor. They stood on the landing for a moment while Pixley counted the windows, then, turning to the one in front of them, Pixley raised his eyebrows in mild surprise and said, “I think it’s this one.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s lucky,” said Frotwoot, moving out of the way as Pixley drew his sword and slipped it under the window. Pushing down on his weapon like a lever, Pixley broke the lock and deftly slipped inside. He waited for Frotwoot to follow him in, then, holding a finger up to his lips, proceeded to give him directions via a series of brief, complicated hand signals that Frotwoot didn’t even begin to get. 
 
    “I believe it is his desire that thou wouldst assist him in ‘clearing’ the apartment,” said The Dryad, who was apparently more well-versed in… whatever it was Pixley was doing. 
 
    “… What?” Frotwoot mouthed, waiting until Pixley had turned away to do so. 
 
    “It means to draw thy weapon and go through each room searching for—” 
 
    “I know, I’ve seen movies,” Frotwoot muttered, drawing his sword and shaking his head in disbelief as Pixley turned back around to further (and much more simply) indicate that they should go in two different directions. “I just don’t know why he thinks I’m an action hero.” 
 
    “Well, thou didst volunteer for it… and behold, whene’er thou dost receive direction intended to keep thee safe thou dost generally ignore it. Perhaps he is simply giving unto thee that which he doth believe thee to be capable.” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” Frotwoot began, deciding not to finish because he realized he was probably right. “… Yeah, okay. Let’s do this.” 
 
    There were actually only a couple of rooms in the apartment. Pixley seemed to be handling the kitchen and the bathroom, which left him with the bedroom. The door was half-closed, so Frotwoot stood as far back as he could and eased it open with the tip of his sword. Nothing happened. Stepping slightly forward, he peered around for a closet (figuring that it was a fairly likely place to hide) and quickly found one on the far wall. Keeping his eyes on it and moving very carefully forward, he made it about halfway across the room before he noticed that someone was standing behind him with a battle axe. 
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    Frotwoot whirled around, letting out a strangled cry and tripping over his own feet as he swung his sword ineffectually at the air. The guy with the axe, meanwhile, didn’t move at all, and after a few seconds of panicked observation Frotwoot realized it was because “he”… was a cardboard cut-out. 
 
    “Shut up,” Frotwoot muttered, smirking at himself as The Dryad exploded with laughter. He was about to get up, but then Pixley walked in and the irresistible opportunity to get some laughs of his own suddenly presented itself. 
 
    “Pix, look out!” said Frotwoot, pointing in mock terror at the cardboard warrior. Pixley spun in place, weapon raised, but instead of doing something funny he simply shook his head and turned back around. 
 
    “What?” he asked, shrugging. 
 
    “… Nothing,” sighed Frotwoot, pulling himself to his feet. The Dryad was laughing even harder, now. “You find anything?” 
 
    “No,” Pixley said slowly, furrowing his brow and glancing back at the wall as if trying to puzzle out what had just happened. “Place is clear. I’m gonna start looking for clues and stuff.” 
 
    “Oh. Do you, like, want me to look too, or—?” 
 
    “No, just… stay here. Make sure this guy doesn’t come to life or something.” 
 
    “Wh—? Oh. Okay,” said Frotwoot, smiling and nodding sheepishly as Pixley broke his deadpan with a quick, knowing smirk and turned to leave. “Yeah, I’ll just—yeah.” 
 
    The Dryad was still laughing, of course, so, having no one to talk to, Frotwoot busied himself with looking around the bedroom. The guy in the cardboard standee (a scowling, smolderingly handsome hero type whose dark gray, amber-etched axe actually changed through the use of lenticular images into either a sword or a bow, depending on how you looked at it) seemed to be a favorite theme of decoration; posters, statues, and what looked like framed comic books bearing his image lined every wall and shelf, and each one was emblazoned with an overly-stylized logo that read, “The Changeling”. There was even an entire bookcase dedicated to “The Changeling”-branded paperback novels, and at this point Frotwoot had grown curious enough to want to go pick one up and flip through it. He never got a chance, though, because no sooner had the thought popped into his head than it was replaced by a sudden, far more pressing one: He still hadn’t checked the closet. 
 
    “Ohhh fie,” he said, giving the local expletive a try as he turned to look at the unsearched door. He briefly considered calling Pixley for help, but he was pretty sure whoever may or may not have been in there would hear him and would either launch a pre-emptive attack at worst or get ready for him at best. He then briefly considered quietly leaving the room to get Pixley, but if he did that it might give the hypothetical person in the closet a chance to escape. Finally, having exhausted what seemed like every possible consideration (he’d probably think of a really good one later and kick himself), he decided to just raise his sword, step forward, and do what needed to be done. 
 
    “Hah!” said Frotwoot, flinging open the closet door and scrambling back in case someone rushed him. No one did. The hinges squeaked terribly and a bag that had been leaning up against it on the inside shifted and fell down, and, anti-climactic as it was, that was pretty much it. “… Huh.” 
 
    After trying for a moment or two to sheathe his sword, Frotwoot eventually just set it on the floor and knelt down to see what was in the bag. It was just a bunch of junk, but now that he was lower he could see something in the back of the closet that he probably would have missed otherwise, so at least it had been a somewhat useful bunch of junk. “Whoa,” he said softly, crawling in under the hanging clothes to get a better look at the small, softly-glowing, amber-carved tree sculpture that sat in front of him. “That’s… pretty.” 
 
    “Yea, verily,” said The Dryad, who’d finally stopped laughing (long after he should have, really) and was apparently (if his tone was any indication) quite intrigued by this latest discovery. “But behold, what is it?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Frotwoot chuckled, holding his hands out to indicate it in that “can’t you tell?” kind of way. “It’s you!” 
 
    “Me? But… no, that’s—is that what I look like?” 
 
    “Yeah. You don’t know what you look like?” 
 
    “Didst thou see any mirrors in mine temple?” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed and shook his head. “What’d you think you looked like?” 
 
    “I don’t know… I thought I was thinner…” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed again, and then, mid-laugh, something else caught his eye that made him gasp. In the farthest corner of the closet, half-buried by dirty clothes and other assorted detritus, was something he hadn’t even realized he’d been missing until just now, but now that he saw it he felt like he’d just found water in the desert. “Oh… yes!” he said, barely able to contain his excitement as he knocked everything out of the way in a mad rush to get at what looked to be a brand-new acoustic guitar. 
 
    “… But behold, why wouldst someone have a miniature replica of me, yea, even a replica of most unflattering thickness, in their closet?” said The Dryad, clearly unaware of how very unlikely his capturing Frotwoot’s attention was going to be at the moment. He’d just emerged with the guitar, so he’d need a few seconds to sit down and look at it before he could even think about thinking about anything else. 
 
    The body was dark gray, with (obviously fake) amber-etching, so it was pretty clearly a “The Changeling”-inspired design. That, coupled with the fact that every string was woefully out of tune, made it sickeningly obvious why this wonderful thing had been tucked away in a closet; it was less of a “musical instrument” to its owner than it was a “limited edition collector’s item”. It had probably never even been played…  
 
    “Frotwoot?” 
 
    “Oh, um… I don’t know,” said Frotwoot, furrowing his brow in concentration as he carefully tuned the first string. “Maybe they, like, use it to ‘worship’ you at home, or whatever.” 
 
    “Hmm. Maybe so…” A thoughtful second or two passed, then, “Frotwoot?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “… Why didst thou say ‘worship’ in such a manner, yea, even as one who, if their hands were free, wouldst surround the word with ‘air quotes’?” 
 
    “What—? I don’t know.” 
 
    “No… no, thou knowest. Thou dost simply seek to avoid conflict.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “Frotwoot, please! I must know what thou art thinking!” 
 
    “I’m not thinking anything!” 
 
    “Verily?” 
 
    “… Well—” 
 
    “Aha!" 
 
    Frotwoot sighed. “No, it’s like… it’s not a big deal, it’s just…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Well, I mean… you’re not a god.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “So, like… why do they think you are?” 
 
    “Ah. Well. You see—” 
 
    “Did you tell them you were?” 
 
    “Not… exactly.” 
 
    “But kind of?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t… not tell them I was. I mean, what I said was ‘I am your creator and your savior’, not ‘I am your god’.” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed and shook his head. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Okay, so like… whose idea was it for them to pray to you?” 
 
    “Mine… but I didn’t call it prayer!” 
 
    “What’d you call it? ‘Spiritual communication with your almighty creator and savior’?” 
 
    “No! Well… that’s close, actually. But verily, what was I to do? Leave them rudderless in the storm? Abandon them to their own devices whilst I ascended to immortality, never to influence or guide the course of their lives again?” 
 
    “Well… yeah, why not?” 
 
    The Dryad sputtered for a bit before answering. “Because they needed me! They asked for my help, I didn’t—I didn’t foist it upon them!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “… Relatively!” 
 
    “Okay, but what about now? Do they still need your help? I mean, you don’t get to pick the kings anymore, so what’s the point? Why should they keep looking to you like you’re their god when you’re just a guy?” 
 
    The Dryad made an indignant sort of noise, no doubt as a precursor to an indignant sort of response, but before he could make it Pixley walked back into the room. “Here,” he said, stopping in front of Frotwoot to empty a little trash can he was carrying out onto the floor. “I need you to go through this.” 
 
    “Dude!” Frotwoot exclaimed, scooting back automatically until he hit the nearest wall. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You know. Clues and stuff.” 
 
    “… All right,” Frotwoot grumbled, setting the guitar aside and approaching the pile of garbage with what he felt was an appropriate level of unease. “What kind of ‘clues and stuff’?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Just pick up what I tell you and show it to me.” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed theatrically and rolled his eyes, but he did as he was told and started unfolding pieces of crumpled-up paper for Pixley to read. The first few pieces were just “The Changeling” fan fiction, apparently, which was neither surprising nor interesting, but then they got to a cluster of torn, fancy parchment that looked as if it had been torn from an equally fancy journal. Pixley confirmed that that was indeed the case, and, as he carefully copied down what it said on a little notepad (Frotwoot held the parchment up for him so he wouldn’t have to touch it), The Dryad’s voice came out of nowhere and said, “Wait… I know what this is all about!” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow but otherwise didn’t respond as he dropped the scrap of parchment he was holding to pick up another. 
 
    “Thou believest me to be indirectly responsible for the actions of the Unseelie Court!” 
 
    Frotwoot raised an eyebrow and shook his head ever so slightly. 
 
    “No, no, thou dost! Without me, thou hast reasoned, Maeve and Riallo Titania would have no religious justification for their actions, and, perhaps, less impetus for said actions! Is this not so?” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged. He kind of did think that, but only in a half-formed, scarcely-considered way. After all, Riallo and The Dryad seemed like they wanted pretty much the same thing, and— 
 
    “That may be so,” said The Dryad, apparently having once again read his mind without permission and then responding to it as if his thoughts had simply been part of the conversation. “But behold, despite the fact that they do seek to do my will, and yea, do even do so in my name, I am as opposed to the Unseelie Court as thou art.” 
 
    Frotwoot made a skeptical sort of face. 
 
    “No, no, truly! I am on thy side!”  
 
    Frotwoot made a “Yeah, okay, sure” kind of face, which happened to be spotted by Pixley. It was pretty awkward. 
 
    “All right, let’s put this into perspective,” said The Dryad. “Dost thou believe in a god?” 
 
    Frotwoot did, in fact, but he didn’t see what that had to do with anything. Still, he nodded. 
 
    “And would it be fair to assume that there are those who do evil in order to accomplish the good which thy god doth desire?”  
 
    Frotwoot finished unfolding another, particularly stubborn piece of parchment for Pixley (turns out there was gum in it) then nodded again,  
 
    “And dost thou consider that to be thy god’s fault? Or dost thou consider it to be the fault of his or her followers?” 
 
    Frotwoot tried to think of a way to non-verbally communicate “followers”, but then he remembered that he could just think it really hard and get the same result. 
 
    “So why, then, dost thou blame me for the evil that my followers do?” 
 
    Frotwoot thought about that for a moment, continuing to pick up and display various pieces of trash for Pixley as he did, until finally he arrived at a conclusion that he felt could best be communicated through a simple shrug. So… he shrugged. 
 
    “… I see. Well, regardless of whether or not I am to blame, I can assure thee, yea, even with the most mighty of assurances, that I will, through thee, do everything in my power to thwart the Unseelie Court. For behold, their cause is just, but their methods are not; and while it would please me greatly to have the Tuatha Dryadia look to me for guidance once again, yea, even as they did in days of yore, it cannot, it must not, be done by way of the sword! For that, dear Frotwoot is—eww!!!” 
 
    “Eww” was right. With the last (and decidedly unspeakable) item Frotwoot had just touched, he was officially done with picking through the garbage for Pixley. The older faerie seemed to understand, though, as the very sight of it had sent him fluttering into the far corner of the ceiling. 
 
    “… Okay,” he said, coming back down to the floor after a few moments’ discussion of how awful that… thing was. “I think we’ve got enough to go on, now.” 
 
    “Good,” said Frotwoot, taking the glove off his right hand and adding it to the pile of trash. “What’d we find out?” 
 
    “Well… we know she did it.” 
 
    “Really? How?” 
 
    Pixley leaned up against the wall with his legs crossed and flipped through his little notepad, which appeared to be attached to the inside of a black leather wallet-thing with an Order of the Gecko-crested badge on the front of it. “Every time she misspelled a word or drew a letter funny in her diary she crossed it out and threw it away. I was able to piece together most of what she wrote yesterday just from that, and from what I could tell it was pretty much a confession.” 
 
    “Did she say why she did it?” said Frotwoot, figuring that if they were getting all “casual” now he’d just sit back down and finish tuning the guitar. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not really clear. Something about ‘Princess Maeve’ and ‘the good of the world’.” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed. Freaking Maeve… “Anything else?” 
 
    Pixley shrugged. “She’s a brownie.” 
 
    “What? How do you know?” 
 
    “She doesn’t have a bed.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and turned to look around at this bedroom’s utter and rather conspicuous lack of a bed, wondering how he hadn’t noticed that. “Okay, but wait—” he began, nearly asking a question that probably would've sounded stupid and/or racist before being saved by The Dryad with a hasty explanation (“At their creation, I didst gift the brownies with unlimited stamina, so that they wouldst never tire and never sleep; I don’t recall why I gave them pointy teeth, though. To look scary, maybe…?”). 
 
    “Oh,” said Frotwoot, recovering not-so-deftly from a too-long pause. “Right.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of other stuff, too,” said Pixley, flipping the notepad closed and bouncing up off the wall. “I don’t think she’s in Tirnanogue anymore, though, so we’ll probably just have to pass it all along.” 
 
    “… Okay,” said Frotwoot, feeling like he should be more invested in what was happening but finding himself quite unable to focus now that he’d just finished tuning the guitar. “So… what now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. This was our only lead.” Pixley glanced at the (of course) “Changeling” wall clock, seemed to consider something for a moment, then said, “You like Seelieball?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just say you do,” sighed The Dryad. 
 
    “Uh… yeah. Why?” 
 
    “The first game of the year’s starting in an hour. We don’t have anything else to do, so… wanna go?” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at him. He wasn’t sure why, but this seemed… odd. “I guess so.” 
 
    “Great,” said Pixley, clapping his hands together in what could best be described as “poorly-feigned excitement”. Frotwoot got up and started to lean the guitar up against the wall, and apparently his reluctance to do so was obvious because Pixley nodded at it and said, “You can keep that if you want.” 
 
    “What, really?” 
 
    “Yeah. She can have it back when we catch her.” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed and shook his head, as this was obviously just a joke… but he still took the guitar. 
 
    Once they’d “secured the scene” (i.e. left a note for the landlord and closed the window behind them), Frotwoot and Pixley got back on Clapton and made their way across town to a massive, ring-shaped stadium. People of all shapes and sizes were filing in through several inadequately-sized entrances, waving pennants and making lots of noise. Some suitably blood-pumping music was being played over the loudspeakers, and every middle-aged man without a shirt seemed to know at least half of the chorus. A goofy-looking mascot of some sort (it appeared to be a color-blind griffin, but Frotwoot couldn’t really say why) was working the crowd, flanked by a pair of decidedly un-goofy-looking cheerleaders. It was all very familiar, but at the same time… very not. 
 
    “Hey, um… how much is this gonna cost?” asked Frotwoot, realizing as Pixley steered them into the packed parking lot that, despite having a decent amount of money, he didn’t actually have any on him. 
 
    “It’s free,” said Pixley, moving up the rows of tied-up horses and carriage-based tailgate parties so quickly it was as if he weren’t even looking for a space. “Just show them your shield.” 
 
    “My… what?” 
 
    “Your shield,” Pixley repeated, pulling out the little black wallet/notepad thing and showing him the (admittedly shield-shaped) badge that had been attached to it. “Didn’t Rocky give you one?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Oh. I guess you’ll just have to wait outside, then.” 
 
    Frotwoot took him seriously for about a second, at which point he gave himself away with a silent shake of laughter and a smirk over his shoulder. “No, you’re with me; that should be good enough.” 
 
    There was a cluster of hitching posts near one of the entrances that seemed to be inexplicably empty, and as Pixley rode Clapton up to them Frotwoot quickly saw why: Next to each one, painted in gold, were the words “ELF PARKING ONLY!!!”, triple exclamation points and all. 
 
    “So… we get special parking spaces and we get to watch the game for free,” said Frotwoot, jumping off his catoblepas as Pixley got down to tie him up. “Is corruption just, like, built in to the system, or something?” 
 
    “Well, it’s easier to regulate that way,” quipped Pixley, laughing silently and smirking again as he finished securing Clapton to the post. “Here, get the radio.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’re still on-duty,” said Pixley, stepping past him to pop the CB radio on Clapton’s rear-end out of its base which, apparently, was a thing that could be done. “If someone needs to reach us I wanna be able to hear them.” 
 
    “Uh… okay,” said Frotwoot, grunting a bit as Pixley passed the unexpected weight of the radio to him as if there were no “unexpected weight” to speak of. “Should I just carry it, or—?” 
 
    “No, just strap it to your back.” 
 
    “But… ?” said Frotwoot, turning the radio around in his hands to find the two leather straps that essentially made it a backpack. “What about my guitar?” 
 
    “… Oh yeah,” said Pixley, furrowing his brow at the instrument that was already occupying the radio’s intended space. “Just, um… just leave it here.” 
 
    “What? No!” 
 
    “I’ll buy you a new one if it gets stolen, okay?” 
 
    “Why don’t you just wear the radio?” 
 
    “Because that’s—” Pixley began, shaking his head and lowering his voice as if he were mildly ashamed of what he had to say. “That’s a squire thing.” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed in disbelief. “What?” 
 
    Pixley smiled sheepishly and gave him an apologetic little shrug.  
 
    “… All right,” said Frotwoot, half-sighing/half-chuckling as he did what he was told. “Clapton’ll probably keep it safe anyway, won’t you, boy?” 
 
    Clapton made what sounded like an affectionate sort of sound, but Frotwoot couldn’t really be sure. He didn’t speak horse. 
 
    It took them a while to get into the stadium, and not just because there were an awful lot of people trying to do the same thing; there was also the matter of Pixley, and the fact that he couldn’t seem to bring himself to join the throng. He’d start toward it every now and then, looking like a man determined to face his darkest fears, but after just a couple of steps he’d start to panic and go back to where he’d started. Eventually the crowd cleared up enough for them to get inside, but by then Frotwoot had to sincerely wonder why, especially since the older faerie insisted on sitting so far back (i.e. as possible) that they could barely see the field. 
 
    “You can sit closer if you want,” Pixley said after they’d been sitting for a minute. “I just—I can’t have people behind me, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” said Frotwoot, flashing him a reassuring smile. They sat in silence for another minute or two, watching with everyone else while the teams warmed up, at which point Frotwoot’s compulsive sociability struck again and he said, “So who’s playing?” 
 
    “The… Griffins, I think.” 
 
    “What about the other guys?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “… Big sports fan, huh?” 
 
    Pixley narrowed his eyes at him in an “unamused, but really, amused” sort of way for a second, then turned back to the field, prompting Frotwoot to do the same. 
 
    Each team, as far as he could tell, seemed to be made up of one troll and two of every other race. They were running back and forth with a rather non-descript ball (except for the faeries, of course, who were flying back and forth) in a way that reminded Frotwoot of something he’d seen before. Peering closer, he realized that the uniforms (long-sleeved, striped polo shirts with shorts) reminded him of that same thing, and that realization, in turn, made him further realize what that “thing” was. 
 
    “Is this just rugby?” he asked The Dryad, speaking very quietly and barely moving his lips. 
 
    “No, this is Seelieball.” 
 
    “I know, but it kind of looks like rugby. My uncle plays for a team in Africa and—” 
 
    “It’s not.” 
 
    “I. Know. But it looks like it.” 
 
    “If thou sayest so.” 
 
    “Hey… we’re still cool, right?” 
 
    “Of course! Why wouldn’t we be?” 
 
    “I don’t know, you just seem kind of mad.” 
 
    “Oh, well I’m not, I’m just… thoughtful. For behold, I never quite realized until now how odd it was for me to have set myself up as a deity.” 
 
    Frotwoot scoffed. “You didn't?” 
 
    “We live and we learn, Frotwoot. We live and we learn.” 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” said the announcer, quieting virtually no one. “We regret to inform you that Queen Mab, who, as our newly-elected ruler, would traditionally be performing the Seelie Court anthem for us, will not be able to do so today. Instead, the anthem will be performed by Songbirds of Seelie runner-up: Caellyn Denzar!” 
 
    There was a brief smattering of applause, during which Pixley sprung up quite suddenly from his chair and stalked off in the direction of the nearest exit. Frotwoot stared after him for a second, puzzled, then got up to follow him as a distant figure on the field held up a microphone and started to sing. 
 
    “Pix!’ he said, catching up to him in a narrow, mid-level hallway that branched out to a variety of currently empty concessions and memorabilia shops. Pixley was standing at the very end of it, staring at nothing through the locked gate that (presumably) denied non-intermission access to said shops and leaning up against it with one arm. He didn’t turn to look at the sound of his name, but he did sigh, and after he sighed he spoke. 
 
    “Go back and watch the game, kid.” 
 
    “Hey, man, what’s wrong?” said Frotwoot, ignoring him and drawing closer. He started going over what had just happened in his mind, wondering if it should be obvious, and then, much to his surprise, he realized that it just might be. “Wait… dude, is this about Mab?” 
 
    Pixley didn’t answer, but the way he didn’t answer was like an answer all its own. 
 
    “It is, isn’t it? You like… wanted to see her, or something, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Kid… you need to go.” 
 
    “What’s with you guys, anyway?” 
 
    Pixley turned to snap at him (the only sound a mouth connected to a face like that could possibly make was a snap), but he was interrupted by a roar. Not the roar of the crowd; they’d actually just started screaming. No, it was more like the roar of a lion, if lions were a lot bigger and a lot scarier. Turning as one, Frotwoot and Pixley looked out at the field, and even though what they saw was something Frotwoot had technically never seen before… it was the kind of thing you didn’t have to see to know what it was. 
 
    It was a dragon. And, of course, it was heading right for them. 
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    Frotwoot froze, but, luckily for him, Pixley didn’t. Without a word, without even the slightest bit of hesitation, he kicked his squire into the wall and launched himself back into the one opposite in the process, saving them both from the stream of flaming dragon’s breath that had just blown their way. The dragon roared in frustration and veered off, but it was clearly just going to come around and make another pass. “Call for help,” said Pixley, rising to his feet and drawing his sword. 
 
    “… O-okay,” said Frotwoot, watching him sprint out of the hallway with a blank, shocked stare. “Yeah, I’ll just… yeah. Okay. Right. Where’s the, uh—?” Snapping himself out of it as best he could, he took the radio off his back and started fumbling with it because, at this point, “fumbling” was the closest he was going to get to “operating”. It took a few tries, and he was pretty sure he damaged something by switching too abruptly from “siren” to “loudspeaker” mode, but eventually he got the hang of it and said into the little handheld microphone, “Uh, hey, this is Frotwoot… Crossley. Just, um… calling for help, here. If you could help, that’d be, um… that’d be great.” 
 
    Cringing at how badly he’d just done, Frotwoot released the button on the side and waited for a response. After a few seconds of static and other murmured transmissions, a female voice came on and said, “Sir Frotwoot, what’s the situation and what’s your location, over?” 
 
    “Oh! Uh, dragon. There’s a dragon here.” He released the button for a second, then quickly pressed it again to add, “Over.” 
 
    “Where, over?” 
 
    “Right, sorry, uh… stadium! We’re at the stadium!” He released the button too soon again, groaned in panicked frustration and snapped another quick, “Over!” 
 
    A second or two passed, and then The Dryad said, “Er, Frotwoot?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Thou probably hast not noticed it, for it is in thy peripheral vision, but—but behold, to thy right!” 
 
    Frotwoot “beheld” to his right, and beholding right back at him was another dragon, sitting just outside the too-narrow-for-it hallway and taking a deep breath. 
 
    “Gah!” cried Frotwoot, diving out of the way just in time to avoid being fried. He looked around frantically for another exit, the most obvious one, of course, being quite lethally blocked, and it occurred to him that the lock on the gate behind him was only an obstacle for people without a talking tree in their head. He opened his mouth to ask for the magic word, but he didn’t have to, as The Dryad was already chanting it for him like an over-excited moviegoer telling the characters to “Go, go, go!”. 
 
    The lock fell off and the gate swung open just as the dragon let loose another fiery blast, giving Frotwoot just enough room to throw himself to the floor in front of him and not die. Crawling till he got out of range, Frotwoot slung the radio back over his shoulders, got up, and ran. Eventually he realized that no one was chasing him, so he stopped in the middle of the hallway and laughed hysterically as he tried to catch his breath. 
 
    Then, a dragon roared. 
 
    “Oh no,” he groaned, turning quickly to see the dragon who’d just had him cornered crashing through the glass in front of him. Why’d he think he was safe? This entire circular hallway had an out-facing wall made of glass, so why, why did he think he was safe? 
 
    “Berate thyself later, flee now!” 
 
    Seeing the wisdom in this, Frotwoot dashed forward, ducked under the dragon’s snapping jaws, and flew through the broken glass. Soaring up and over the stadium (he took a rather zig-zaggy and erratic path, but he got there), he stopped in mid-air to hover unsteadily and look for Pixley. He didn’t see him or his dragon, but, looking around the city from this height… he was able to see plenty of others. 
 
    “Well, fie,” he breathed, watching in morbid fascination as what was probably a couple dozen of the scaly, bat-winged beasts wreaked havoc and breathed fire all over. Distant, much smaller shapes (probably faeries) seemed to be combating them, but they also didn’t seem to be having much luck. Faint screams filled the air, and were occasionally displaced by not-so-faint roars. If chaos had a profile picture, Frotwoot thought, this would pretty much have to be it. 
 
    … He was so glad no one had been around for him to say that to. 
 
    “Frotwoot?” the female voice from before crackled over his radio. “Frotwoot, are you there, over?” 
 
    Frotwoot reached around himself to grope the handheld mic into his hand. “Yeah, I’m here.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” the voice sighed. “I thought I’d lost you. Are you still at the stadium, over?” 
 
    “Yeah… over.” 
 
    “Okay, well, Sir Golroc wants all the squires to come back to the tower right away. I don’t know if you noticed, but… you’re not the only one having a dragon problem.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed,” Frotwoot laughed. “Uh, over.” 
 
    “All right, well… hurry back! Over.” 
 
    Frotwoot tried to put the mic back, but eventually just wound up letting it dangle. He looked around to see if he could spot the tower from here, and as he looked he couldn’t help but notice that his dragon had caught up to him. 
 
    “Why art thou not flying?!?!” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t really have a good answer for that, so he whirled around and took off as fast as he could. Once he and his pursuer were past the stadium, Frotwoot tried angling downward to see if he could maybe lose him (her?) in a narrow street, but none of the ones nearby were anywhere near narrow enough. As it was, all he managed to do was lessen his lead. 
 
    “Tree guy, what do I do?!?!” 
 
    “I—I knowest not, Frotwoot!” 
 
    Frotwoot flinched as he skidded clumsily off the side of a building. “Do you know where the tower is?!” 
 
    “Nay, for behold, when I did walk these lands there were naught but fields and streams! It wasn’t until the founding of the Seelie Court that Tirnanogue was built, as the verdant island where I didst choose to plant myself was always considered neutral ground by all the peoples of Seelie, for—” 
 
    “So ‘nay’, then!” snapped Frotwoot. “Right! Thanks!” 
 
    “… Oh, so art thou blaming me for the existence of dragons, now, too?” 
 
    “Um, no, but I am now!” 
 
    “Truly? For behold, Frotwoot, I didst speak in jest, and—Ooo!” 
 
    “Ooo” was right; Frotwoot had just flown through the giant “O” of some side-hanging building sign, and, being as he was spectacularly unskilled at flying, nearly managed to tear his arm off in the process. He faltered a bit in mid-air, and as he looked behind him in a panic he saw the dragon following his path so exactly that it actually tried to make it through said “O” as well. It managed to get its neck through, but of course its body was much wider than its neck, and the neck was already kind of a squeeze. 
 
    “It’s trapped!” The Dryad stated the obvious, only for what he’d just said to become technically untrue as the dragon roared and forced itself free. The remains of the sign toppled to the ground, bouncing as they hit and causing an awful lot of damage, but it wasn’t a total loss; because now, Frotwoot had an idea. 
 
    “What doest thou?” asked The Dryad, apparently having caught a telepathic hint of what his head-mate had in mind. Frotwoot didn’t answer, being a bit preoccupied at the moment with this whole dragon thing, but The Dryad clearly didn’t need him to, because a few seconds later he gasped and said, “Thou art mad!” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t argue. He just focused on getting to Zinnily Powrie’s apartment, because it was the only empty apartment he knew about and an empty apartment was exactly what his desperate little plan of the moment needed. 
 
    Crashing through the window, Frotwoot bounced off the living room wall and scrambled to his feet just in time to see the dragon’s head come snaking in after him. It stopped just about an inch from his face, biting and growling, and then, as it prepared to breathe some more fire, Frotwoot drew his sword and stuck it through the roof of its mouth, instantly knocking it unconscious. 
 
    For a while Frotwoot just stood there in shock, staring at what he’d just done as if he couldn’t believe he’d just done it. Then, throwing his weapon down like a football in the end zone, he pumped his fists and danced and made all manner of primal, victorious noises, with a few laughs thrown in here and there for good measure. “YES!!!” he shouted at the end of this little display, stopping in front of the sleeping dragon to jump up and punch the air in front of it. “Yeah!!! Tree guy, you see that? You see what I just did?” 
 
    “Yea, verily.” 
 
    “Oh, man, that was so awesome,” said Frotwoot, grinning like an idiot even as his body trembled in some rather late-to-the-party fear. “I can’t—I can’t believe it worked!” 
 
    “Nor can I.” 
 
    “Okay, so… what should I do now?” 
 
    “Something mad, perhaps? After all, why shouldst thou disrupt the trend?” 
 
    “No, I mean, like… should I go find Pix, or—?” 
 
    “Why wouldst thou do that? Thy orders were to return to the safety of the tower!” 
 
    “Well… yeah, but I can’t just—” 
 
    “No, thou canst, and thou shouldst.” 
 
    Frotwoot started to argue, then shook his head and left through another window, ignoring The Dryad’s disapproving sigh as he flew back towards the stadium. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” said Frotwoot, glancing back in alarm as another dragon came roaring up behind him. He readied himself for another chase, but then, just as the dragon was getting close enough to get said “chase” started, it stopped abruptly, looked all around itself like a confused dog, and dove toward the ground. 
 
    Stopping rather abruptly himself, Frotwoot flew back to where the dragon had disappeared between buildings and puzzledly peeked down at what it was doing. There was no one on the streets, but the dragon was raging around and blowing fire as if its worst enemy was there. Most of its anger seemed to be being directed toward a lone unicorn, whom Frotwoot couldn’t help but notice was all kitted-up like a knight’s. Drifting cautiously forward, Frotwoot jumped back as the dragon turned to snarl his way, and once he’d done so the great beast stopped, shook its head as if listening for something, and then, puzzlingly enough, went back to terrorizing the unicorn. 
 
    “… Wait,” said Frotwoot, narrowing his eyes as what was possibly a very important thought occurred to him in the form of a strange, inexplicable hunch. He circled around the dragon, getting to where its back was to him, then flew forward again. Almost instantly the dragon spun to face him, and then, as he beat a hasty retreat, it spun once again to face the unicorn. 
 
    “What doest thou?” The Dryad asked, but Frotwoot ignored him. This was more important. Reaching back to the dial of CB radio, he slowly turned up the volume. The dragon, equally slowly, turned to face him as if he’d moved forward, and turning the volume completely off had the same effect as moving backward. 
 
    “It’s the radios!” said Frotwoot, laughing at the sheer, utter randomness of it. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Look!” said Frotwoot, turning the volume dial up and down so quickly that the dragon was likely to suffer whiplash. “It’s like they don’t like it, or something.” 
 
    “… Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know… you made ‘em, right?” 
 
    “Well, verily, but in any biologically-engineered invention there are bound, yea, even by nature, to be a few things that are—” 
 
    “Wait,” said Frotwoot, more to himself than anything else (he actually wasn’t even listening). “I—I think I can do something with this.” 
 
    “… Like what?” 
 
    “I think I can stop the dragons.” 
 
    “What? No! Just tell someone else what thou hast discovered and—and let them!” 
 
    “I can’t,” said Frotwoot, who’d already briefly considered that about a split-second ago. “People could be dying right now.” He shook his head and widened his eyes as a blood-curdling scream rang out above all the others. “People probably are dying right now! It’s gotta be me, man; there’s no time!” 
 
    “But—!” The Dryad began, stopping to try again. “I don’t—!” One more time. “What if thou art hurt?” 
 
    “… I won’t be. Don’t worry,” said Frotwoot, taking a deep breath and reaching again for the volume dial. “Okay. Here goes.” 
 
    Every dragon in the city stopped what they were doing and turned to look as Frotwoot (who was already kind of regretting it) turned his radio all the way up. He didn’t wait to see what they did next, but, judging from the variety of nightmarish noises that echoed around him as he flew off, he was pretty sure it was exactly what he wanted them to do. He was using the same follow-the-leader tactic as before, except this time he was going to need another empty room, and a lot more windows. Fortunately, in the top floor of The Hotel Avalon, he had both. 
 
    The balcony’s sliding glass doors hadn’t been replaced yet, so all he had to do was burst through some duct-taped cardboard. Once he’d done that, he bounced and skidded off the furniture and floor until he ended up on his feet, at which point he somehow managed to lose none of his momentum as he made a mad dash for the door. It was a close call, but just as what was quite possibly every dragon in the city came crashing through every opening the penthouse had to offer, roaring fire in his general direction and struggling to squeeze in after him, he dove into the hallway and kicked the door shut behind him. 
 
    The (now-muffled) roaring continued as he got to his feet. Taking another deep, steadying breath, he grabbed his radio’s handheld mic and strode forward. 
 
    “Surely thou dost not expect to stick thy sword in all their mouths?!?!” 
 
    “No,” said Frotwoot, switching the radio to “loudspeaker”, but on purpose this time. “I’ve got a better idea. Remember that sleeping spell you wanted me to use on Pix a couple days ago?” 
 
    “Yes…?” said The Dryad. Then, with the kind of voice that sounded impressed despite itself, “Ohhh. Perhaps thou art not so mad after all.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably just a little,” said Frotwoot, taking another second to brace himself before flinging open the door. “Okay, give me the word!” 
 
    “Ah, Frotwoot—!” 
 
    “Hurry!” 
 
    “But—!” 
 
    “Just gimme the word!” 
 
    The Dryad grudgingly complied, and he couldn’t have done so any sooner; too many dragons to (safely) count had crammed themselves into the room, and every single one of them was looking right at him. Shouting the magic word into the mic, Frotwoot instantly put them (and, hopefully, any other dragons that were nearby but hadn’t managed to make it inside) to sleep. 
 
    Unfortunately, he also seemed to have put himself to sleep, and the last thing he heard as he nodded off was The Dryad saying, “I tried to tell thee…” 
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    “Frotwoot!” 
 
    Frotwoot groaned and struggled to wake up. He’d never felt so tired in his life, but the last thing he’d seen had been a couch catching fire, and by the smell and sound of things he was pretty sure it had started to spread. 
 
    “Frotwoot! Arise!” 
 
    It took everything he had just to get his eyes open, but he still nearly snapped them shut again when he saw what lay in front of him. The fire (which, presumably, had been some dragon’s last-ditch attempt to kill him) hadn’t just started to spread; it had spread, and was in fact running out of places to go. 
 
    “Frotwoot, please! Thy time groweth short!” 
 
    “Guhhh,” Frotwoot didn’t so much “say” as “expel”, pushing himself up off the floor until he was on his hands and knees, then throwing himself back into a slumped sort of kneeling position. 
 
    “Very good. Now, just—” 
 
    “I know how to stand up, dude,” said Frotwoot, sounding quite a bit more like a defiant drunk than he would have liked as he launched himself sideways into the wall and slid up it until he was on his feet. “Oh, man… what is this, like… the third time I’ve been knocked out this week?” 
 
    “Something like that; but Frotwoot, thou must make haste, for behold—!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, I know,” said Frotwoot, staggering to the elevator. “Thanks for the, um… the magic, by the way.” 
 
    “Thou art welcome, though in the future I would advise thee to plug thy ears before uttering that particular word, unless thou art afflicted with insomnia, in which case—wait, what doest thou?” 
 
    “I… don’t know. What doest I?” 
 
    “Thou didst press the button for the lobby!” 
 
    “Is that bad?” 
 
    “Yes! For behold, as surely as thou hast led the dragons here, the knights, too, will have been led by the dragons; and lo, if thou shouldst exit this elevator in the lobby, will they not think thee responsible for the dragons’ defeat?” 
 
    “But… I am responsible for the dragons’ defeat.” 
 
    “Of course thou art! But behold, this is something they cannot know!” 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    “Because thou didst use magic!” 
 
    “Oh,” said Frotwoot, trying not to think about all the bragging he now wouldn’t be able to do. “Right. So… what do I do?” 
 
    “Press the button for the second floor and depart thence.” 
 
    “Are you sure we can’t just—?” 
 
    “If there were a way for thee to take credit for thy great deeds I would surely give it to thee, but behold, there is not, and so, for thine own sake, I must implore thee to simply do as thou art told.” 
 
    “… Okay,” sighed Frotwoot, jabbing the button like this was all its fault and standing back to wait. 
 
    By the time the elevator got to the fourth floor, he could hear a rumbling below him, and by the time it got to the second floor he could tell that it was being made by what sounded like a stock market’s worth of over-excited voices. Most of it was probably coming from the lobby, he was sure, but it didn’t seem too far-fetched to think that some of it was coming from outside, and just picturing all those people suddenly made him quite glad that he wasn’t on his way to face them. 
 
    “See?” said The Dryad, who got a smirk and a muttered “Shut up” from Frotwoot as he got off the elevator and made his way to the nearest back-facing window. It didn’t open. 
 
    “… Uh-oh,” said The Dryad, essentially voicing the G-rated version of Frotwoot’s thoughts as he ran back and forth, frantically testing each window and getting the same result each time. “Maybe one of the rooms…?” 
 
    “Nope,” said Frotwoot, standing back from another glued-shut window one “magic word of unlocking” and a few wasted grunts later. 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    Frotwoot waited patiently for another plan, but his patience had a limit, and The Dryad exceeded that limit by about three minutes. So, taking matters into his own hands, he looked around the room for something he could use, and, after a few fruitless considerations, was actually quite surprised to find that something. 
 
    “… A bathrobe?” said The Dryad, finally managing to make a sound that wasn’t just a periodic “thinking” noise. 
 
    “Yeah, watch this,” said Frotwoot, putting it on, tying it up, and going back out into the hallway. The elevator (if the indicator lights were any indication, which, looking at the name, one kind of had to assume they were) was currently at the top floor, presumably having brought up as many knights as it could carry. Frotwoot called it back to him, took a moment to steel himself before getting on, then, with a veritable legion of butterflies in his stomach (they even felt like they were fighting a war), rode it right down to the lobby. 
 
    The maelstrom of noise didn’t stop at his arrival, of course, as most of the people producing it couldn’t even see him, but a couple of knights guarding the elevator (Order of the Snowflake) spun around in surprise as he opened the gate behind them. 
 
    “Wh—what’s going on?” he fake-yawned, rubbing his eye with the palm of his hand and doing his very best to look “out of it”. 
 
    “There’s been an incident, sir,” said the more proactive of the two, taking him roughly by the shoulder and pulling him out of the elevator. “All guests are being asked to vacate the premises if they can, or to wait in the lobby if they can’t.” 
 
    “… Okay,” said Frotwoot, shrugging nonchalantly and melting into the crowd. A few minutes later he melted back out of it, and as he ducked into an alley to shed his robe The Dryad let out a psychic sigh of relief. 
 
    “Ingenious, Frotwoot, but yea, rather risky. For behold, what if thy boots had been noticed? Or yea, even the bulk of the radio on thy back?” 
 
    “Yeah, well… I guess I just figured they’d be too busy trying to get rid of me to look at me.” 
 
    “And indeed they were! Well done!” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “So what wilt thou do now?” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    “Frotwoot?” Pixley’s voice came from behind him, making him jump and whirl around. There was no one there. “Frotwoot, come in!” 
 
    Feeling like an idiot as realization dawned, Frotwoot reached behind him and picked up the radio’s handset. “Hey, Pix. You forgot to say ‘over’.” 
 
    “Frotwoot, where are you?! Are you okay?!” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m at, uh—” He started to make something up, then decided against it because, at the moment, where he really was didn’t seem to be all that unusual a place to be. Everyone else seemed to be here… “I’m by that hotel we went to yesterday.” 
 
    “The Avalon?” 
 
    “Uh,” he leaned out of the alley until he could see the sign. “Yep.” 
 
    “All right, stay there. I’m at the castle with our horses; I should only be about a minute.” 
 
    Frotwoot did as he was told, and “about a minute” later Pixley rode up to him, the reins of his steed in one hand and Clapton’s in the other. His glasses were missing, and his surcoat was a bit charred, but otherwise he looked okay. “Hey.” 
 
    “What was that all about?” laughed Frotwoot, swapping the radio for his guitar and saddling up beside him. 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’re gonna find out.” 
 
    “What, you got a lead?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Pixley, his eyes darkening. “We’re going to go see the Dragon King.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Somewhat disappointingly, “The Dragon King” was just some fat old faerie guy who sold dragons. Frotwoot didn’t learn this from Pixley, who didn’t really seem to be in the mood to talk, but rather from a cheesy billboard that sat near said Dragon King’s dealership. It was a huge building, made entirely of stone, and as they walked through the front door they were greeted by a showroom that somehow managed to make wall-to-ceiling stacks of giant metal cages look flashy. Also worth noting, Frotwoot thought, was the fact that every single cage was currently empty. It wasn’t really hard to guess why. 
 
    Beyond the showroom was a little office area, manned by a single secretary who seemed to be dressed as formally as possible and, at the moment, could hardly be bothered to look their way. There was a TV mounted on the wall, playing the latest breaking (and, as far as he could tell, most hyperbolic) news about “DRAGON APOCALYPSE 214!!!”, and she was just sitting on her desk watching it. “Mr. Dragon King, sir?” she said, finally pressing the intercom button after Pixley had glared at her for a while. “Two knights to see you. I don’t think they have an appointment.” 
 
    “That’s all right, sugar,” a rather genial voice came back, sounding very much like the sort of voice that, on Earth, would come standard with a bolo tie and a cowboy hat. “Just gimme a couple minutes and send ‘em on in.” 
 
    The secretary side-nodded her head toward the row of chairs that sat against the opposite wall, and while Frotwoot instinctively headed in that direction, Pixley, instead, headed for the Dragon King’s door. The secretary shrieked as he kicked it open, and even though she didn’t really deserve it Frotwoot still gave her an apologetic shrug and a smile as he rushed to join his partner. 
 
    “All right, boys,” said the Dragon King, rising from behind his desk with a slight sigh and holding his hands out. “I’ll come quietly.” 
 
    Pixley looked mildly annoyed at that, but shook it off rather quickly and didn’t hesitate to twist his arms around and slap some cuffs on him. 
 
    “Hey, Pix?” said Frotwoot, furrowing his brow and rubbing the back of his neck. “What’s, uh… what’s going on?” 
 
    “We’re arresting this guy.” 
 
    “Yeah, but… why?” 
 
    “Why do you think?” said Pixley, forcing the rotund old faerie to the floor even though asking him nicely probably would have done the same thing. “Those were his dragons.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, I got that, I just… how’d you know?” 
 
    “Probably because all m’dragons’re branded,” The Dragon King chimed in, looking rather relaxed for a man in his position. “The Dragon King seal’s a sure sign of quality, and anyone with any kinda’ know-how’ll recognize it from a mile off.” 
 
    “Ohhh, okay. So you saw their brands, and—okay. Yeah. I get it now.” 
 
    “Why’d you do it?” asked Pixley, flinging open and going through The Dragon King’s filing cabinets like they’d done something to him personally. 
 
    “Well, because The Dryad wanted me to, o’course,” said The Dragon King, turning his head on the floor to face him. “Didn’t y’hear? The old ways are comin’ back!” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘The Dryad’ wanted you to’?” said Pixley, moving from the now-empty filing cabinets to the desk. 
 
    “You know what I mean, son. Princess Maeve has miraculously returned, brought back by The Dryad hisself, and the Unseelie Court stands ready t’do her bidding! If that includes siccin’ m’dragons on some Elves, well—” 
 
    “So Princess Maeve told you to do this?”  
 
    “Well, yes, but only because The Dryad commanded it. She talks to him, y’see.” 
 
    “Pfft!” said Frotwoot, despite trying really hard not to. The Dragon King flopped his head back over to the other side, and gave him a very serious stare. 
 
    “Y’wouldn’t think it was funny if y’was here with me last night, bucko. I saw her myself.” 
 
    “Really?” said Pixley, fortunately too busy dumping out a box for no apparent reason to notice the look on Frotwoot’s face. “How’d you even know it was her? No one’s seen her since she was five.” 
 
    “Because she knew things,” The Dragon King said firmly, slowly tearing his eyes away from Frotwoot to refocus them on Pixley. “She knew things only The Dryad could know; things I’d just said to him that night.” 
 
    “You went to the temple last night?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Then how’d you—?” 
 
    “What’d she say?” said Frotwoot, kneeling down next to him and ignoring the annoyed/puzzled look that Pixley gave him for interrupting. 
 
    “She said that The Dryad had heard m’prayers,” he said wistfully. “She said that he needed m’help, and that I’d been chosen for the Unseelie Court because of my faithfulness. I asked her what I had to do, and, well… she told me. And I did it.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “Nothin’ I’d feel comfortable sharin’ with non-believers.” 
 
    At that, Pixley slammed his fist on the desk and rounded on him so quickly he flinched. “There’s a difference between a non-believer and a non-zealot, you stupid piece of—!” 
 
    “Oookay,” said Frotwoot, jumping up and standing between them. “See, this is why I don’t talk about religion. Why don’t we just—” Suddenly, in the far corner of the room, he noticed something that took precedence over finishing his statements. “Where’d you get that?” he asking, pointing at the little amber sculpture of a tree. 
 
    “Well, seein’ as I’m on the floor, I don’t—” He made a ridiculous noise as Pixley hauled him to his feet, and once he’d acclimated himself to his new altitude he said, “Oh, that? That’s just somethin’ I won off the radio.” 
 
    Pixley shook his head and gave Frotwoot a wide-eyed, slightly incredulous look that went to quite a bit of trouble just to say, “Huh?” 
 
    “I saw one of those in that girl’s apartment,” Frotwoot said softly, getting as close to Pixley as he could to make sure only he heard it. Pixley furrowed his brow at him, glanced at the little tree, looked back at him, and then, finally, let slip a little smile. 
 
    “Which station?” he snapped, erasing said smile in an instant as he turned back to the Dragon King. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Which radio station did you win it from?” 
 
    “Oh, well, uh… I’m not rightly sure. It was just on when I came into work one mornin’. It was a gospel station, o’course; said they’d give a little Dryadic idol to the fifth person t’call in.” 
 
    “Did you go there to pick it up?” 
 
    “No, it just came in the mail, but—why’re you askin’ about this?” 
 
    Pixley didn’t respond, turning instead to Frotwoot to tell him with a quick glance and a nod that they were taking the little tree with them. Frotwoot vaulted over the desk to grab it, and then, without any further ado, the three of them finally left, the rather intense-sounding musical news cue for what was now “DRAGON SLUMBER PARTY 214!!!” playing them out as they went. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When they got to the tower the front door was open, but the portcullis in front of Dame Megainn’s desk was very firmly closed. She waved them in with a loaded crossbow, looking rather more attentive and alert than she ever had before, and as they passed her on their way in Pixley asked “Lockdown?”, to which he got a warm smile and a very terse nod in response. 
 
    The bullpen was all abuzz, every be-gecko’d Sir and Dame Frotwoot had ever seen (and a few he hadn’t) rushing around, making calls, and filling out paperwork like they were on a two-second deadline. Golroc was in his office, yelling into a phone, and as frightening a sight as that was it didn’t seem to stop Pixley from walking right in. 
 
    “What the fie…?” said Golroc, stopping mid-yell to stare at the Dragon King.  
 
    “No… no, I wasn’t talkin’ to you, I was—okay, shut up, grandma, I gotta go.” He hung up the phone so hard it nearly cracked and looked at Pixley with a bemused smirk. “What the fie is this?” 
 
    “It’s the Dragon King,” said Pixley, pushing the old man into the nearest chair and immediately wiping his hands on the wall. 
 
    “Yeah, I know who it is, Widgeon, he’s got a commercial on every ten minutes. What’s he doin’ here?” 
 
    Pixley quickly filled him in on what they’d learned, and when he was done Golroc snatched the little tree out of Frotwoot’s hands to look it over. 
 
    “Hmm. Whaddaya think, Pix? Listening device?” 
 
    “Probably. It would explain how ‘Princess Maeve’ knew all those personal things about him.” 
 
    Golroc nodded and set it on his desk. “I’ll have one of the geeks crack it open and see what they can find. In the meantime,” he turned to the Dragon King, who seemed to be taking a nap. “Let’s see what else this jerk can tell us. We still ain’t figured out why those flyin’ lizards of his were attackin’ us…” 
 
    “Oh, um,” said Frotwoot, raising his hand a little as Golroc started to go through the sleeping dragon dealer’s pockets (no doubt for embarrassing interrogation material). “I, uh, I think I actually did figure that out.” 
 
    “Yeah?” said Golroc, looking tentatively impressed as he started to tell him about the radios then officially impressed once he’d finished. “Good goin’, hero,” he said, clapping him on the back as made his way to the office door, leaning out to yell, “HEY! DISPATCH! TELL EVERYONE TO TURN OFF THEIR RADIOS! NOT JUST OUR GUYS, EVERYBODY! WE MIGHT GOT SOME SABOTAGE TO LOOK INTO!” 
 
    “I don’t know nothin’ about no sabotage,” The Dragon King said firmly. 
 
    “Well, we’ll see about that, won’t we?” said Golroc, grinning like a shark as he hopped up on the desk in front of him and waved Pixley and Frotwoot off. “You guys can go. You might not wanna be here for this.” 
 
    Once Pixley had closed the door behind them, he sighed and turned to Frotwoot. “This is getting out of hand.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Frotwoot laughed, shaking his head and following him to his desk. “I mean, it’s like… I thought the ‘Unseelie Court’ was just that Riallo guy and his bodyguards, but now it’s like it could be anybody.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Pixley, going through a pile of forms with one hand and snap-pointing his fingers at him with the other. “Whoever this ‘Princess Maeve’ is, she really knows what she’s doing.” 
 
    “… Yeah,” said Frotwoot, suddenly feeling a bit guilty as it occurred to him that none of this would probably even be happening if he hadn’t brought Maeve here in the first place. He didn’t get to dwell on it too long, though, because a second later Pixley shoved a multi-colored stack of blank forms into his arms and the dread that came with knowing he’d have to fill them all out was more than enough to override any and all other emotions. “What’s this?” 
 
    “It’s what you’re gonna be doing tonight,” said Pixley, taking a stack of his own under one arm and heading for the door. “We’re on lockdown, so you and the other squires can’t go out until it’s lifted. I can, but I’m probably just gonna go home. I can’t work with all these people around me.” 
 
    “… Great,” said Frotwoot, following him out of the bullpen and looking down at his aforementioned paperwork with a sigh. “Are you sure I can’t just go fight some more dragons instead?” 
 
    Pixley laughed his silent laugh and walked through the gate, leaving Frotwoot to trudge up the stairs and mutter: “See what happens when you make people think you’re a god?” 
 
    “Yea, yea, yea…” 
 
    Nobody was in the cafeteria, so Frotwoot logically leapt to the conclusion that they must be up in the courtyard. He stopped into his room to shower and change on his way there, but he got a bit sidetracked when it occurred to him that there was a guitar to play. About a half hour (and a lot of music) later he became aware of his surroundings again (having been rather blissfully unaware for a while, there), because at that point Golly burst through the door covered in ashes and smelling slightly of burning. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, flashing him a quick, tired smile as she came to stand in front of him. “Wanna get outta here?” 
 
    “Okay,” said Frotwoot, but only because it took a second for his brain to catch up with the rest of him. Once it had, he reluctantly added, “But, um… aren’t we, like, on ‘lockdown’, or—?” 
 
    She shook her head and rolled her eyes. “That’s just so my dad can trap me here and make me talk to him.” 
 
    “… Are you sure? Because, like… there were some dragons earlier, so—” 
 
    “There aren’t anymore.” 
 
    “Well, no, but—” 
 
    “Look, if you don’t want to that’s fine,” she said, giving him another tired smile (or was it an anxious one?) and holding out her hands in a rather reassuring manner. “But I have to, and I want you to, so… will you? Please?” 
 
    “Um,” said Frotwoot, who had to look away before her slightly pleading eyes and similarly pleading smile could work their adorably pleading magic on him. “I don’t know…” 
 
    “All right,” she sighed, shrugging and walking backwards toward the dresser.  
 
    “Well… I guess I’ll see you later, then.” 
 
    Frotwoot started to say something, but the words caught in his throat as Golly turned to open the top drawer and seemingly tripped over nothing. She tripped again over another nothing, and then, finally, tripped one last time over one last nothing to fall, screaming, out the window. 
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    Frotwoot blinked and shook his head in shock. Did she just—? 
 
    “GO!!!” said The Dryad, but he’d already snapped out of it somewhere between the “G” and the “O” and was sprinting like crazy across the floor before the third exclamation point. He didn’t know if he could catch her, but he knew he had to try, so as soon as he reached the window he— 
 
    “Boo!” 
 
    Frotwoot let out a strangled cry and stumbled backwards as the top half of his body instinctively tried to come to a startled stop without consulting the bottom half. He landed hard on the floor, knocking the wind out of himself in the process, and for the next several seconds he just stared in utter confusion while Golly (the source of said confusion) climbed back into the room to double over onto the windowsill and laugh. 
 
    When he’d finally managed to piece together what had just happened (i.e. Golly had fallen through the window on purpose, caught the wall with her claws, and waited till he’d gotten close enough for her to pop up and scare him), Frotwoot stood up, narrowed his eyes and said, “You think that’s funny?” 
 
    Golly wasn’t capable of speech at the moment, but that in itself pretty much answered the question. 
 
    “All right,” said Frotwoot, nodding slowly and spreading his wings. Then, before The Dryad could even finish warning him not, he flew forward and caught her around the waist, carrying her out of the tower and into the sky. She screamed in surprise, but once she’d gotten a good grip on him she went right back to laughing. 
 
    “Okay, you win! You win!” she said, looking down for a second only to immediately look away. Frotwoot smiled and started to turn back around (he’d gotten pretty good at turning during the dragon attack, which for him had pretty much been the aerial equivalent of learning to swim by jumping into the deep end of the pool), but he wound up doing some weird corkscrew kind of thing instead. 
 
    “Stop!” Golly giggled, clearly assuming that this had been on purpose. Frotwoot laughed half-heartedly in an attempt to play along, then grit his teeth and tried again. 
 
    It was a loop-the-loop this time. 
 
    Golly shrieked in delight, and Frotwoot turned his panicked thoughts to The Dryad for help. After a moment or two of silence, he realized he couldn’t feel the die in his sock anymore and came to the dreadful conclusion that it must have just fallen out. “Uh-oh,” he said. 
 
    “ ‘Uh-oh’?” said Golly, furrowing her brow at him but keeping her smile. “What’s ‘uh-oh’?” 
 
    “Um… well,” said Frotwoot, laughing nervously and rolling his eyes. “It’s kind of embarrassing, but, um…” He avoided finishing his thought for as long as he could, which was just about as long as it took Golly to cock her head at him in polite confusion. “I have a… flight impediment.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It means I’m really bad at flying?” 
 
    “What?!?!” 
 
    “… Yeah.” 
 
    “Why’d you pick me up, then?!?!” 
 
    “I don’t know. That was, um… that was pretty stupid.” 
 
    “You think?!?!” she said, holding onto him significantly tighter. “So—so what does this mean? Can you, like… not turn around, or—?” 
 
    “No, I can, I just—I don’t think I can do it with someone in my arms.” 
 
    “Well I’m not moving!” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed and let out a heavy sigh, though he really only meant the last one. What was he going to do? 
 
    “Can you land?” asked Golly after a thoughtful moment or two. 
 
    “Not really. I mean, I can crash, but—” 
 
    “So even if you could turn around we’d still probably get hurt going back into the tower.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded miserably. Golly laughed and shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    “Can you pick where you crash?”  
 
    “… Sort of.” 
 
    “Oh, man…” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Golly, glancing down at the ground with an amusingly distressed grimace. “I’ve got an idea. Just make sure when you catch me to start flying us in—” she inclined her head to the left. “That direction.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and opened his mouth to ask her what she meant, but before he could she let go of him and (with her third scream in almost as many minutes) let herself fall. He instinctively tried to grab at her, but she twisted away from him and pointed left again in mid-air. “TURN!!!” she shouted. “TURN!!!” 
 
    Frotwoot stared blankly at her for a second, too panicked to think, but then, suddenly, he got it. Turning left and diving at the same time (which, of course, was only possible now that his arms were free), he caught Golly before she’d managed to fall very far at all and resumed their flight on a slightly different route. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?!?!” he demanded, locking her up in his arms in case she was thinking of trying something like that again. 
 
    “You—you said you couldn’t turn while you were holding me, right?” said Golly, who was giggling hysterically into his shoulder with her eyes shut. 
 
    “Yeah, but—you could’ve told me you were gonna do that, so we could, like… I don’t know… plan it, or something?” 
 
    “But that wouldn’t’ve been funny!” 
 
    “It still wasn’t!” 
 
    “Was for me.” 
 
    Frotwoot growled in frustration and shook his head. “Okay, but we’re even now.” 
 
    “No, I think you still kind of owe me,” said Golly, leaning back a bit to flash him a mischievous smile before shifting her body and craning her neck around to look ahead of them. “… Yeah, keep going this way.” 
 
    “Why? Where’re we going?” 
 
    “A safer place to crash.” 
 
    Frotwoot gave that answer the mildly exasperated look it deserved, and Golly gave him a cute little smirk in return. 
 
    After a minute or two more of flying, in which time they came to what appeared to be a more (but not entirely) residential area, Golly bounced a bit with excitement and pointed to a particular house. “There. Crash there.” 
 
    “What?” said Frotwoot, narrowing his eyes at it skeptically and wondering if this was another incredibly dangerous prank. “Why there? Are those bricks softer than they look, or—?” 
 
    “No, there’s a pool out back,” said Golly, and as they flew closer Frotwoot could see that she was right. It wasn’t a very big one, but it was big enough… or so he hoped. It was hard to tell from up here. 
 
    “Ready?” he said, grinning as Golly made a funny little noise and shook her head “no”. But then she nodded, of course, and so, waiting till just about the very last second, Frotwoot took a deep breath… and stopped flapping his wings. 
 
    The water was a lot harder and a lot colder than he’d been expecting, but, all things considered, he was still pretty sure it felt better than hitting the ground. It felt a lot wetter, too, though, and with his chainmail on that was actually proving to be a bit of a problem; he could barely move with all that extra weight, let alone swim to the surface, and the fact that he was wearing combat boots didn’t really help, either. Eventually he decided he’d rather die of embarrassment than actually, you know, die, and simply took off everything he was wearing until he was light enough to get his head above water. Golly had already surfaced just a few feet away, and, as she pulled herself up and out of the pool, he couldn’t help but notice that she appeared to have solved her own chainmail problem in exactly the same way, albeit with much less revealing (she had a tank top and gym shorts, he just had boxers) results. He quickly swam to join her, and as he climbed out and collapsed next to her on the edge of the pool, she let out a little laugh, turned her head to look at him for a second, then looked wistfully back up at the sky and said, “We’ve gotta do that again.” 
 
    After about half a minute in which neither of them said or did anything but cough and/or laugh, Golly suddenly broke the streak by flipping onto her stomach and scrambling to her feet. Frotwoot propped himself up on one arm to see where she was going, and once she got there he shot up on both arms and then both legs to very nearly sprint to her side. 
 
    “What’re you doing?!?!” he demanded, watching in horror as she popped a single claw to jam it into the lock of the nearby house’s back door. 
 
    “I’m breaking in.” 
 
    Frotwoot opened his mouth and furrowed his brow at her as she shot a playful little smirk at him over her shoulder. “Wh—? Why?!?!” 
 
    “It’s cold out here.” 
 
    He wasn’t really even sure where to begin with that, and before he could figure it out the door had swung open and Golly had passed through it. “Golly!” he said, his voice turning into a loud whisper mid-syllable as he peered in after her. “Golly, wait!” 
 
    She didn’t respond, or wait… but she did giggle. Throwing his head back and covering his face with his hands in a second-long burst of pure, unfiltered exasperation, Frotwoot took a moment to consider his options, realized he actually only had one, and reluctantly followed her inside. 
 
    The narrow hallway that lay just beyond the door was made even moreso by the dozens of framed pictures that lined every inch of it. By the time he’d reached the end, Frotwoot felt like he’d just experienced five distinct lives, from birth (there were so many baby pictures) to adulthood (not so many of those), and at least one of those lives, it seemed, belonged to Golly. “Is this your house?” he said loudly, stopping to smile in front of an unashamedly gap-toothed school portrait of hers. 
 
    “… Yeah,” said Golly, sounding mildly disappointed as she emerged from a nearby hiding place. “You weren’t supposed to figure that out.” 
 
    “Why? Were you gonna mess with me some more?” 
 
    “Kinda’.”  
 
    “Are you almost done with that?” Frotwoot laughed. 
 
    She shrugged and smiled coyly. “Only if you want me to be.” 
 
    Frotwoot’s mouth split into a crooked little grin as he blinked at her in surprise. Was that a flirt? Was she flirting with him? He couldn’t really decide, so instead of reacting to it he just shook his head and changed the subject. “All right, well… nice try, but we’d better get out of here. If your dad walks in, I don’t think he’d—” 
 
    “But we can’t yet!” 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    “We don’t have any clothes!” 
 
    Frotwoot had actually forgotten that fact, and started to blush uncontrollably upon remembering it. “Oh yeah.” 
 
    “Come on,” said Golly, giggling a little as she tipped her head in a “follow me” kind of way and took him by the hand. “We can get some from upstairs.” 
 
    “What, like from your parents’ closet?” 
 
    “No,” Golly giggled again, glancing back to furrow her brow at him as she led him up a nearby staircase. “I left some in my room, and I think my brother’s about your size.” 
 
    “You have a brother?” 
 
    “I have four brothers. Who’d you think all the boys in those pictures were?” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged; he hadn’t really thought about it, most likely because, up until just a minute ago, he hadn’t known who the girl in those pictures was, either. 
 
    “Here,” she said, opening a door at the top of the stairs to reveal what appeared to be the bedroom of a particularly psychotic teenage boy. “Just take whatever you want. Graxiah’s at camp right now, so he’ll probably never even notice.” 
 
    “… Okay,” said Frotwoot, barely getting the word out before Golly disappeared into the room opposite. Carefully closing the door behind him, he stepped inside and looked around for a piece of exposed amber. He eventually found one on the blade of a small dagger (which was certainly not the only thing in this room that indicated a predilection towards violence, although it may well have been the least disturbing), and wasted no time in pressing it to the skin of his arm and saying, “Tree guy?” 
 
    “Frotwoot! Thou liveth!” 
 
    “Yeah, I just wanted to let you know I was okay.” 
 
    “And Golrocca?” 
 
    “Oh, no, she’s dead.” 
 
    “What?!?!” 
 
    “Yeah, I had to drop her.” 
 
    “Oh no! What wilt thou—? Wait. Why dost thou smirk? Art thou jesting?” 
 
    “Yes, tree guy, I’m just jesting.” 
 
    “HA! Well done! For behold, I was most convinced, and yea, even most sorrowful!” 
 
    “… Thanks,” said Frotwoot, wondering if that had been insincere or just sounded that way because of the phrasing. “But yeah, anyway… we’re just at Golly’s old house now, so—” 
 
    “ ‘Golly’s old house’?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “So, yea, even Sir Golroc’s current house?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “In thine underthings?” 
 
    “I know, it’s—” 
 
    “Frotwoot, if thou hast a death wish, then thou shouldst at least seek a less painful method. Being burned alive, perhaps, or—”  
 
    “Dude, it’s not like that,” said Frotwoot, laughing and shaking his head as he put the dagger in his waistband and crossed the room to throw open the (for some reason arrow-riddled) closet door. “We’re just stopping here to get some clothes. It’s—here, just go through my memories or whatever while I get dressed.” 
 
    “… Do I want to?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Frotwoot chuckled, going through the clothes hanging in front of him with the seemingly simple goal of finding something without holes or bloodstains. It turned out to be anything but simple, though, and in the end he was forced to go with the least torn pair of jeans he could find (just one hole in the knee) and a silkscreened “The Changeling” t-shirt which had presumably been too geeky for Golly’s brother to keep wearing once he’d started being a serial killer or whatever. 
 
    “Thou dost appear to be twelve,” said The Dryad, unhelpfully echoing his own thoughts (maybe literally) from the waistband of his jeans. Frotwoot couldn’t really argue, of course, so he just nodded and sighed. “What wilt thou do with thine underthings?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked down at the wet, wadded-up pair of boxer shorts in his hand and tried to think of a solution. Eventually he just decided to throw them away, figuring he’d probably never have to explain what they were doing here anyway, and made a mental note to go buy some more later. He did have money, after all. 
 
    “Golly?” he said, stepping out into the hallway only to be stopped in his tracks by what he saw. Golly’s bedroom door was open, and she was using a full-length mirror that had been glued to the front of it to apply her make-up. It seemed wholly unnecessary, considering how gorgeous he thought she already was, but he had to admit it… it certainly added something. Throw in the fact that she’d clearly dressed to impress (in a dark red dress covered in stylized white flowers), and suddenly Frotwoot didn’t feel so great about his choice of clothes. 
 
    “Hey, Frotwoot,” she said, turning to smile at him before he could duck back in and find something else. “I’m almost done, I promise.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded and leaned up against the wall, crossing his arms and doing his very best not to stare. He started to say something, but then a loud noise came from downstairs, followed by an equally loud voice: “Rocky?!” it said, sounding decidedly feminine, yet, somehow, decidedly not. “Why did I just spend the last fifteen minutes fishing knight stuff out of the pool?!” 
 
    Golly froze for a second, her jaw dropped and her eyes wide, then hurriedly capped up her mascara and ran toward the stairs. “… Rock?” the voice said, sounding closer and more suspicious than before. 
 
    “Hi mom!” said Golly, meeting her at the bottom step (she’d practically teleported there) with a perky smile and an awkward wave. Frotwoot, meanwhile, darted out of sight and into the nearest open bedroom, which happened to be Golly’s and, incidentally, happened to smell like cookies.  
 
    “Golrocca? What’re you doing here?” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “Are you coming home?” 
 
    “No, I’m—” 
 
    “Please tell me you’re coming home.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not, so—” 
 
    “You know your father’s right, don’t you? You’re not cut out for knighthood.” A series of sounds seemed to indicate that the conversation had just been moved, so Frotwoot quickly edged his way back into earshot, sneaking a peek from the middle of the stairs to see that its destination was the kitchen. A middle-aged woman who looked a lot like Golly was busily going through a bag of groceries she must’ve just set on the counter, and Golly, meanwhile, was not-so-busily watching her from the doorframe. “Knights have to be smart, Golrocca. And, you know, I hate to say it, but—” 
 
    “I know, I know,” sighed Golly. “I’m ‘not smart’.” 
 
    “Well… you’re not, are you? Not everybody has to be smart, my darling. It takes all kinds to make the world go ‘round.” 
 
    “Okay… well… nice seeing you, mom, but I’d better—” 
 
    “You’re pretty,” Golly’s mom went on as if she hadn’t spoken. “I mean, not as pretty as you could be, but prettier than most. That’s almost better than being smart.” 
 
    “… How is that better than being smart?” 
 
    “Because no one expects anything of you! All you have to do is get married, have kids, and maybe clean the house up once or twice a week. What could be better than that?” 
 
    “Oh, gee, I don’t know… everything? Look, mom, I—” 
 
    “It’s better than being a knight, I can tell you that. Unlike you, I’m pretty and smart, so I’ve tried both, and—” 
 
    Golly laughed loudly in disbelief. “You flunked out of the academy!” 
 
    “Only because I wanted to. Listen, sweetheart… I know this is hard to hear, but as much as you want to impress your father—” 
 
    “That’s not why I’m doing this.” 
 
    “—I just don’t think you ever will. So please, stop wasting your time. Stop tearing our family apart over this ridiculous, silly dream of yours and—” 
 
    “I’m not the one tearing our family apart.”  
 
    “… Of course you are, dear. And if you weren’t so dumb you’d know that.” 
 
    There was silence for a moment, and then, with the rapid creaking of several floorboards and the slamming of a screen door, Golly (or so Frotwoot could only assume) went storming out of the house. Mrs. Rustigark sighed heavily, and as she continued to make various kitchen-y noises below him Frotwoot did his very best to make no noises whatsoever. What was he going to do now? 
 
    Suddenly, the doorbell rang. As Mrs. Rustigark went to answer it, Frotwoot saw this rather unlikely chance for what it was and snuck as quickly and as quietly as he could out the back door. Golly was nowhere to be seen, but since she’d left the gate open (and, of course, since it was only the gate around) he was pretty sure he knew where to start looking. 
 
    “Hello?” said Mrs. Rustigark, her voice ringing out from the front door and nearly giving Frotwoot a heart attack as he began creeping along the side of her house.  
 
    “Hell-o… is anyone there?” 
 
    No one answered.  
 
    “… Stupid kids,” she muttered, slipping back inside and slamming the door shut behind her.  
 
    Frotwoot waited a couple seconds, just in case she was going to come back out and wave a broom or something, then bolted to the sidewalk. “Well that was lucky,” he said, laughing a bit in relief as he continued walking ever-so-casually in a random direction. 
 
    “What was?” said The Dryad. 
 
    “Someone ding-dong-ditching when I needed a distraction.” 
 
    “Thou thinkest that that was luck?” 
 
    “Yeah…?” 
 
    “Well, then thou art a fool. For behold! It was me!” 
 
    “… Did you just call me a ‘fool’?” 
 
    “ ‘Tis just an expression. Now, in any case—” 
 
    “No it’s not.” 
 
    “What? Art thou sure?” 
 
    “Pretty sure, yeah.” 
 
    “Oh. I… I see. Well, as infuriating as it is to learn that (for behold, a certain elder brother of mine didst use said ‘expression’ on me at least once a day when I didst dwell in mortality), it is more pressing that I explain unto thee the cleverness which I have wrought, yea, even that same cleverness which did allow thee to escape from the place that thou didst—” 
 
    “You used the amber in the doorbell to ring it, right?” 
 
    “Ah… yes,” said The Dryad, sounding as deflated as he always did when Frotwoot wouldn’t let him ramble on. 
 
    “Cool, thanks.” 
 
    “Thou art most welcome!” said The Dryad, re-inflating to his usual self almost instantly. 
 
    “So… what do you think happened to Golly? Did she just ditch me, or—?” Frotwoot stopped short as Golly’s legs, of all things, suddenly came into view. As he drew closer, he saw that they were (thankfully) still attached to the rest of her, and that it only looked like they weren’t because “the rest of her” was being hidden by the small, bus stop-like stone structure that housed the bench she was sitting on. She didn’t look up as he came to stand next to her, but just kept staring down at her lap with a slightly furrowed brow. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, smiling a lopsided smile and sitting down next to her so she’d have a better chance to see it. “Did you forget about me?” 
 
    She shook her head and continued to stare at nothing. “I called the house phone a couple times. It’s in the living room, so…” 
 
    “Oh,” said Frotwoot, figuring that must have happened just shortly after he’d left. Then, because he’d say anything at this point to make her feel better, he said, “Oh, that—that was you?” 
 
    She nodded, but, if appearances were to be believed (and, in this case, he was pretty sure they were), she most certainly did not feel any better. 
 
    “… I think you’re smart,” he said, trying again. 
 
    She scoffed, but the nearest corner of her mouth twitched up a little. “You barely even know me.” 
 
    “Okay, well… I think you’re pretty, too. And I don’t have to know you to know that.” 
 
    Golly laughed a little and upgraded her almost-smile into an actual one, but then she rolled her eyes and said, “Yeah, but I’m not as pretty as I ‘could be’.” 
 
    “… Yes you are.” 
 
    She snorted and shook her head. “Thanks.” 
 
    “No, I mean it,” said Frotwoot, hesitating for a second before he went on because the butterflies in his stomach kept trying to tell him not to. “Golly, you’re—you’re prettier than anyone even should be. When I first saw you I couldn’t even believe it, you were just so—” He stopped when he became aware that Golly was looking at him, her eyes wide, her brow furrowed, and her mouth slightly open. “You know,” he finished lamely, laughing at himself and looking away. Golly looked away too, and the next few moments seemed to pass as slowly as something could without qualifying as “stopped”. 
 
    “And you’re pretty cool, too,” he added, sitting back and smiling at her because, frankly, he just couldn’t take the tension anymore. She managed to look up and maintain eye contact with him for about a millisecond, at which point she laughed in what appeared to be a flattered sort of embarrassment and had to (once again) look away. “Come on, let’s go do something before I make you fall in love with me,” said Frotwoot, tapping the back of his hand against her leg and jumping to his feet.  
 
    Golly laughed again, and was still laughing by the time she stood up. “Are you sure?” she said, locking eyes with him rather electrically for a second before reaching under the bench to grab what appeared to be a makeshift bundle of all their “knight stuff”; good thing someone thought to grab that… “What about that whole ‘lockdown’ thing?” 
 
    “I already forgot what that was. What was it again?” 
 
    “Uh… nothing,” said Golly, instantly catching on to the joke (unlike The Dryad, who actually started to remind him) and putting on a mask of mock-innocence. 
 
    “Good,” said Frotwoot. “So… where’re we going?” 
 
    Golly looked him up and down for a second, then laughed and shook her head. “Well, first we’re gonna get you some new clothes…” 
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    The Hawthorn, according to Golly, was the best dance club in Seelie and an even better restaurant. It was also, according to the line outside, a very, very hard place to get into. 
 
    “Maybe we should go somewhere else,” said Frotwoot, hopping off the back of the “public transit wagon” that had brought them there and keeping his eyes fixed uneasily on the crowd as he helped Golly do the same. 
 
    “Nah,” said Golly, taking a moment once she’d touched the ground to straighten her dress and her sword belt. “I wanna go here.” 
 
    “All right,” shrugged Frotwoot, heading toward the back of the line. He’d gone less than a single step before Golly tugged him in the other direction, and before he could completely register his confusion at this she’d led him straight to the front door. A beefy, well-dressed faerie man who possessed all the hallmarks of a bouncer (e.g. being beefy and well-dressed) quickly crossed his arms and stepped in front of them, but Golly seemed to have been expecting this and, more importantly, seemed to have prepared a response. 
 
    “Dame Golrocca Rustigark,” she said, tilting her hip at him so he could see the wallet/badge thingie that sat on the swordless side of her sword belt. “Knightly Order of the Gecko, Tirnanogue. This is my squire, Frotwoot. We need to come in.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Unofficial business, sir.” 
 
    “… Wait, did you say ‘unofficial’?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We can try to make it official if you’d like, but—” 
 
    “No, no, no, that’s—that’s okay,” said the bouncer, shaking his head and waving his hands around as he moved out of the way. “Just go on in.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Golly, flashing him a quick, curt little smile as she and her “squire” walked briskly by. The entrance led directly into the club, no lobby or anything, and said club was a large, windowless room that was nonetheless very well-lit by the dozens of amber-powered lamps that dotted the tree bark-covered walls. There were tables everywhere, all full, and in the middle of this rather fancy-looking dining area (separated by a wooden railing and connected by a wide, wooden staircase) was a square-shaped dance floor set about two stories down in a deep, square-shaped pit. 
 
    “Well,” said Frotwoot, pausing between words for a second because he needed another second to look around and take it all in. “That was… tricky.” 
 
    “I know,” said Golly, grinning the excited grin and laughing the nervous laugh of someone who couldn’t believe what they’d just gotten away with. “My dad does that all the time. I wasn’t sure if I could make it work, but—Ooo! Come on!” A table had opened up, and apparently the seating in this place was handled via footrace. It was a close call (a couple of sprites almost beat them to it), but, in the end, the table was theirs. 
 
    “So is that why you wanted to be a knight?” said Frotwoot, settling into the seat across from her as a very on-the-ball busboy quietly finished clearing the table. “To cut in line?” 
 
    “Yep, that’s why.” 
 
    “… I can respect that.” 
 
    Golly smiled at the busboy as he handed her a menu, then turned back to Frotwoot with a mostly straight face to say, “I just wish my parents could.” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t have a quip for that, so he just smirked at her to indicate she’d “won” and opened up his menu. The first thing he noticed was the prices, which was also the last thing he noticed because everything went kind of blurry after that. “Wow. Okay. I—I think I’m just gonna get water. From… somewhere else.” 
 
    Golly laughed and shook her head. “No, get what you want.” 
 
    “I can’t! Have you—have you seen this thing? Have you read this?” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal. I’ve got plenty of money.” 
 
    “I know,” said Frotwoot, having glimpsed it when she’d bought him the snazzy (but casual) black suit he was wearing; her wallet/badge thingie was waterproof, apparently, which was quite lucky considering how full it had been of those multi-colored paper “gems” they were talking about. “That’s not the point.” 
 
    Golly furrowed her brow at him in obvious bemusement. “Then what’s the point?” 
 
    “You know…” 
 
    “No I don’t.” 
 
    “Yeah you do.” 
 
    “What, is it, like… a chivalry thing, or—?” 
 
    “Yes! That’s… that’s what it is. It’s a chivalry thing.” 
 
    “People don’t really do that anymore, you know.” 
 
    “They don’t?” This seemed quite odd, considering how many actual, literal knights were running around. 
 
    “Not really, no. And when goblins did it we did it in reverse, so me paying for you is actually more chivalrous than the other way around.” 
 
    “… What, for real?” 
 
    “No, I’m just trying to make you feel better,” Golly laughed, getting a slight chuckle from The Dryad but not even a twitch of the lips from Frotwoot. “But really, it’s okay. It’s not like this is a date, or anything.” 
 
    “… Right.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows and cocked one side of her head at him. “Unless it is.” 
 
    “… Is it?” 
 
    “Do you want it to be?” 
 
    “… Do you?” 
 
    “Oh, kill me now…” groaned The Dryad. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Golly, sitting up straight and nodding as if she’d just reached an important business decision. “I do.” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed and looked away because if he kept looking at her he’d definitely blush. “All right, then. So, um… does that mean I need to pay, or—?” 
 
    “Yeah, it totally does.” 
 
    “Well… fie. I guess I’m gonna be doing some dishes, then.” 
 
    “Why? Let’s just skip out on the—” she stopped short as a humorless-looking waitress seemed to materialize right next to her, and stared up at her, wide-eyed, as she inexplicably picked right back up where she’d stopped with, “—check. Or something.” 
 
    The waitress rolled her eyes and said, “Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah,” said Frotwoot, turning back to his menu as he struggled to contain his laughter. “Can I just get a—?” 
 
    “Anything but water!” Golly warned, coming out of her mortified stupor for a moment to point at him play-threateningly. 
 
    “—Green Muse soda?” 
 
    The waitress nodded and turned to Golly.  
 
    “Yeah, I think I’ll have that, too,” said Golly, trying to make some friendly eye contact with her and giving up almost immediately. 
 
    “All right,” said the waitress, writing it down in her little notepad and holding out her hand. “That’ll be four gems.” 
 
    Frotwoot finally lost it at this point, burying his face in his hands as Golly—whose laughter seemed more incredulous than amused, but still kind of amused—obediently took out an “emerald” and paid for their drinks in advance. The waitress, meanwhile, didn’t even smile. 
 
    “… Okay,” said Golly, once Frotwoot was in a state to listen again. “You… owe me a dance now.” 
 
    “What?” said Frotwoot, wiping the tears from his eyes so he could narrow them at her. “Why? I didn’t make you say it.” 
 
    “You kinda’ did! I mean, like… if you hadn’t said what you said, then I wouldn’t’ve said what I said, and—” 
 
    “So you’re blaming me for the line of conversation?” 
 
    “Exactly. Now come on,” she said, jumping to her feet and pulling Frotwoot (quite unresistingly) to his. “It’s not like it’s the worst way to get forgiveness.” 
 
    Frotwoot couldn’t really argue with that (or, at least, his hormones wouldn’t let him), so within just a few moments he found himself both downstairs and dancing on the most crowded dance floor he’d ever been on. It was also, of course, pretty much the first dance floor he’d ever been on, but even if it hadn’t been he was sure it’d still probably be the most crowded; crowds just didn’t come any denser. 
 
    Truth be told, he wasn’t really much of a dancer (see: the number of dance floors he’d been on), but Golly seemed to realize this (possibly because very few teenage boys were) and was doing everything she could to keep things fun and goofy for him. Or… she was also just bad at it. It was hard to say. In any case, he enjoyed it a lot more than he’d expected to, but not quite enough to make him stick around when the song they’d come in on finally ended. 
 
    “Wait!” said Golly, grabbing him by the wrist just as his foot touched the first stair. “I love this song!” 
 
    Frotwoot was sure she’d love any song at this point, but a quick look around told him that this was going to be a slow dance and, once again, his hormones prevailed. “All right,” he sighed, rolling his eyes and allowing himself to be dragged back onto the floor. It took a second to get his hands right (it always did, even in the non-fairy world), but once they got going everything else was exactly the same as it was on Earth. Except the girl, of course. And the music. And the feeling they both were giving him…  
 
    “So… Golly,” he said, trying (at The Dryad’s sudden, throat-clearing insistence) to stop himself from getting too caught up in this likely to be ill-fated romance even though, deep down, he knew it was probably already too late. “Why’d you really wanna become a knight?” 
 
    Golly smiled and looked away. “Haven’t we talked enough about me today?” 
 
    “Maybe. Why don’t we try doing it some more and see if I get bored?” 
 
    “No, I mean… what about you? Let’s talk about you.” 
 
    Frotwoot scoffed. “What is this, like… another secret or something? Just tell me why you became a knight.” 
 
    Golly opened her mouth to say something, then closed it with a half-laugh/half-sigh and shook her head. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, flashing her a gentle, encouraging sort of smile. 
 
    “I’m trying, it’s just… it’s hard to say it right.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, it’s like… it’s more like a feeling, you know? Like, I can’t put it into words.” 
 
    “… Oh,” said Frotwoot, raising an eyebrow at her in complete and total non-understanding. 
 
    “I mean, I can… sort of, it just… it never sounds right when I do. You know?” 
 
    “Yeah… let’s just talk about me.” 
 
    Golly laughed and, thankfully, was bright enough to not take that non-serious suggestion seriously. “I don’t know… ugh, it’s like… I think the best word I can think of for it is ‘destiny’, but that’s not right, because I have a choice and I… I just don’t wanna choose anything else. It’s the only thing that matters.” 
 
    “Okay, but… why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I mean, I wanna help people and junk… that’s, like, the best part about it, but… it’s almost like I have to, you know? I have to and I like that I have to.” She laughed and shook her head. “See, it just sounds stupid—” 
 
    “No,” said Frotwoot, acting on pure, crazy impulse as he lifted her chin up with his finger to smile into her eyes. “It sounds beautiful.” 
 
    For a very short time that felt like a very long time, neither of them moved, not even to blink. Then, just as suddenly as it had been cast, the spell was broken, because something over Frotwoot’s shoulder had caught Golly’s eye. Frotwoot followed her narrowed gaze up to the front door, where the bouncer was quite clearly pointing them out to a couple of shady-looking faeries. She jerked him back around to face here before their observers could see that they knew they were being seen (or… whatever), and stubbornly continued to dance as if nothing incredibly ominous had just happened. 
 
    “What’s going on?” said Frotwoot, keeping his voice low even though only Golly and The Dryad could possibly hear him without shouting in this place. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, watching the space behind him quite carefully. “It looks like they’re splitting up…” 
 
    “Should we leave, or—?” 
 
    “No,” she shook her head. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    “Got what? What is ‘this’?” 
 
    She didn’t answer him, so in a slight panic he started to look behind him. She gently (but firmly) put her hand on the back of his neck to keep him from doing so, and kept it there for the most nerve-wracking minute of Frotwoot’s life. Then, just as he was about to break free (it had felt like something was behind him this whole time, but now it felt like something really was), she abruptly pushed him to one side and caught one of the shady-looking faeries by the wrist. Twisting it sharply, she locked his arm behind him with a nasty-sounding “crack!” and let the lethal-edged dagger she’d just disarmed him of clatter to the floor. Then, before Frotwoot could fully process what had just happened, or, for that matter, how close he’d just come to being stabbed (“Very,” The Dryad processed for him), Golly whirled around with her screaming captive held in front of her to catch a crossbow bolt in his body, moving so smoothly you’d think she’d been practicing this for years. 
 
    “Get the door guy!” said Golly, pointing in the bouncer’s general direction as she casually dropped their first attacker to the floor (he wasn’t dead, but he wasn’t going anywhere, either) to go stop the other one, who, at the moment, was frantically reloading his crossbow next to the restaurant section’s nearest railing. 
 
    “What?!” said Frotwoot, but since it was more out of exclamation than a need for clarification he didn’t wait for an answer before shaking his head and sprinting up the stairs. The bouncer clearly hadn’t been expecting this, as he was still there, but once he saw Frotwoot coming after him he didn’t stay for long. Pushing past the part of the crowd that wasn’t screaming and running around yet (they were too busy trying to get closer to figure out what was going on, because apparently they weren’t about to take all those screaming peoples’ word for it), Frotwoot followed his quarry out onto the street and continued to chase him through the rather busy mid-day traffic. After about a block or so he caught up to him (bouncers are a lot of things, but “aerodynamic” is generally not one of them), but as soon as Frotwoot got hold of his sleeve the bouncer suddenly seemed to remember that he had wings and, armed with that knowledge, immediately twisted out of his jacket so he could use them to fly away. Frotwoot started to follow… but then he realized what an idiotic idea that was in his case (there were things to crash into everywhere) and just walked away instead. 
 
    “Frotwoot!” said Golly, bursting out of The Hawthorn amidst a sea of people who clearly had the same idea and running to meet him as he did the same. “Did you get him?” 
 
    “I… got this,” said Frotwoot, holding the jacket up a lot more lamely than he would’ve liked. 
 
    “Great, let me see,” said Golly, snatching it away from him and stepping out of the fleeing mob’s way to start going through the bouncer’s pockets. The first thing she found was a wallet (which, having no pockets herself, she quickly handed to Frotwoot), the next several things were just bits of trash, and then the last thing was— 
 
    “What is this?” she said, holding up what appeared to be a branch from one of those little amber trees. Frotwoot took it from her carefully and just stared down at it for a while. Then, before he could get around to actually answering her question (which, really, kind of served her right), the sound of a siren came blaring down the street. “Come on!” she said, jumping to her feet and grabbing him by the arm. “We’re not supposed to be here!” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Run!” 
 
    And so they did. 
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    Eventually (and after picking up some fast food), Frotwoot and Golly returned to the scene of the crime to sit on a nearby bench and watch the investigation unfold. A knight and squire from the Order of the Snowflake were questioning people outside the club, and even though they were too far away to hear anything (all the way across the street, to be exact) Golly seemed to be taking notes on everything they said. Frotwoot watched her for a second, furrowing his brow at her furrowed brow, then, pretty sure he’d figured it out, swallowed his current bite of dragon burger and said, “You read lips?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Cool. They teach you that in the academy?” 
 
    “It was one of my electives, yeah.” 
 
    “So… what’re they saying?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you in a minute.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded and sat back to eat some more, but he was quickly distracted by the sight of the shady-looking faeries who’d attacked them being loaded into the back of a hospital wagon. They didn’t look so shady now, and certainly nowhere near as dangerous. In fact, in any other context, he was pretty sure they’d look downright normal… which suddenly made him quite wary of all the other “normal” people that were walking all around him. 
 
    “Okay,” said Golly, interrupting his (admittedly somewhat paranoid) scrutinization of an old lady with a cane and an armful of groceries. What was she hiding? “So… apparently after we got here that door guy went to go make a phone call. One of the waitresses heard him saying something about having ‘a couple of Elves’ here, and then when those two guys showed up he waved them to the front of the line. The manager says they’re friends of his, and that whenever they come to visit him they’re always talking about politics and stuff; mostly about how much they hate the Seelie Court.” 
 
    “So this was, like… a planned thing?” 
 
    “I guess so. Um,” she looked down at her little notepad as if to make sure she didn’t miss anything. “Oh, his name’s Dagda Gwynn, and they don’t have an address for him but they do have a P.O. box, and… that’s all I got.” 
 
    “That’s probably all we need,” said Frotwoot, taking the little amber tree branch out of his pocket and thoughtfully twirling it around. “Did you get the P.O. box?” 
 
    “Yep,” said Golly, ripping out the page she’d written it on and handing it to him. “You wanna go check it out, or—?” 
 
    “Nah, I think we’d better go tell Pix.” 
 
    “What? Why?” she said, grinning and nudging him with her elbow. “We can handle it.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe… but we might miss something he wouldn’t. And this is kinda’ his quest, anyway.” 
 
    “How is it his quest?” 
 
    “Because of this,” said Frotwoot, holding up the branch. 
 
    “Oh yeah… you never did tell me what that was.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m supposed to.”  
 
    “… But you’re going to, right?” 
 
    Frotwoot started to say no, but then he glanced at her for a second and suddenly found that he couldn’t. “It’s an Unseelie Court thing,” he said, shaking his head with a slight groan and a helpless little smile. “We think it has something to do with how they contact people or whatever.” 
 
    “Ohhh… really? Wow. Okay, yeah, you’re right, we’d better tell Uncle Pix.” 
 
    “You know his phone number?” 
 
    Golly laughed and furrowed her brow at him. “Phone number? Pix? Dude, I know you just met him, but—” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” said Frotwoot, throwing his head back for a second in mildly amused frustration. “Okay, well… you know where he lives, then?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. It’s pretty far, though. You’re gonna need a horse.” 
 
    Frotwoot looked around for a second, as if expecting one to magically appear (“That would take at least an hour,” said The clearly-far-too-literal Dryad), and then his eyes fell on the pair of steeds that belonged to the Snowflakes. “Hey, why don’t I just ask them for a ride?” 
 
    Golly followed his line of sight and immediately scoffed. “No way! Our order’s on lockdown. They’d probably just arrest us for being here, and even if they didn’t the Snowflakes aren’t gonna help a Gecko out.” 
 
    “But… it’s an emergency!” 
 
    “Man, they don’t care. They’d let a dragon eat their mothers if my dad asked them not to.” 
 
    “So… what do I do?” 
 
    Golly thought about it for a moment, and then that mischievous smile of hers slowly spread across her face. “You take a ride.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at her as she got to her feet. “What?” 
 
    “You said it’s an emergency, right?” 
 
    “Well… yeah, but—”  
 
    “I’m gonna go turn myself in,” she said, taking the piece of paper she’d given him back for a second to add Pixley’s address to it. “While they’re busy gloating about being able to arrest Sir Golroc’s daughter or whatever, you sneak up and steal one of their horses. If we do it right, they won’t even notice till you’re gone.” 
 
    “But… won’t you get in trouble?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, for sure.” 
 
    “And you’re okay with that?” 
 
    Golly shrugged and let out a nervous little laugh. “Doesn’t matter. It’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “But—” Frotwoot began, but Golly just shook her head and started to cross the street. “Golly, wait!” he said, jumping to his feet and grabbing her around the wrist. He knew he couldn’t stop her, but there was something he had to ask: “So… like, was this… was this really a date then, or…?” 
 
    Golly just smiled at him for a second, which, all things considered, was probably the single most torturous thing she could’ve done, then immediately made up for it by taking him by the back of the head and kissing him full on the lips. “I don’t know,” she said softly, smiling roughly the same smile at him as before but, somehow, in an entirely different and more meaningful way. “You tell me.” 
 
    In response, Frotwoot could only give her a dazed grin, but she seemed to accept that and happily left him to continue grinning as she turned to walk away. “Oh-ho-ho!” The Dryad chortled, kind of ruining the moment a little but not nearly enough to make Frotwoot stop feeling like he could fly (… or whatever people who could actually fly said to communicate the same sentiment). 
 
    It didn’t take long for Golly to reach the Snowflakes, as they were only a few yards away, and it took even less time for said Snowflakes to start acting like they’d just won the lottery. Frotwoot resisted an instinctive (and, in light of how she’d handled those shady-looking faeries, probably never going to be necessary) urge to go rescue her, and crept quietly across the street to the farthest of the tied-up steeds (a palomino unicorn) to steal it before it was too late. 
 
    “Oookay,” he said, finally slowing down about a mile or two after he safely could have to stop and look at Pixley’s address. “Let’s see where we’re going…” 
 
    A half hour and the quick consultation of a phone book map later, Frotwoot arrived at his destination only to instantly wonder if he’d gotten it right. The army of lawn ornaments outside and the very vividly pink color of the walls seemed to suggest that he hadn’t, but the number on the door was the number that Golly had written, so, with a sigh and a shrug, he decided he might as well knock and make sure. 
 
    “Hello?” someone said from the side door. Frotwoot quickly walked around the house to meet them, and was greeted by a rather stunning middle-aged faerie woman in an apron. 
 
    “Uh… hi,” he said, silently wishing he’d chosen an adjective other than “stunning” when he realized that she looked just like Pixley would if he were female. “Does, um… does Sir Pixley live here, or—?” 
 
    The woman laughed like a Disney princess and looked away with her eyes closed as she rested a hand just above her chest. “ ‘Sir Pixley’,” she repeated proudly. “I’ll never get tired of hearing that.” She looked back at him with a warm smile and said, “Are you from the order?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah,” said Frotwoot, wondering if he’d ever be able to say anything to this woman that didn’t include an ‘uh’ or an ‘um’. “I’m, um… I’m actually his squire.” 
 
    She cocked her head at him for a second, then cocked it the other way and pointed at him. “You’re Frotwoot?”  
 
    Frotwoot nodded, and her eyes lit up like he’d just said he was faerie George Clooney or something. “Oh my goodness, come in, come in! I’ve heard so much about you! I mean… not so much that it’s weird, but—” She shook her head at herself with a giggle and waved for him to follow her inside. Frotwoot obediently did, and next thing he knew he was in the kitchen of a 1950’s sitcom, complete (now that he thought about it) with a 1950’s sitcom mother/wife. “Here, have a seat,” she said, gracefully indicating the stools around the counter with an open hand. “I’m Pixley’s mom, by the way.” 
 
    “Nice you to meet you, um… Pixley’s mom.” 
 
    “Oh, call me Ella,” she laughed, gliding out of the kitchen to call up the stairs: “Pixley! You have a visitor, sweetheart!” 
 
    Frotwoot took this moment alone to look around and chuckle to himself in disbelief, at the end of which Pixley appeared in the doorway, looking mortified. “Frotwoot,” he said, quickly crossing the black and white tiled floor to tear a handful of crayon-drawn pictures off the fridge and crumple them up into a ball behind him. “What… what are you doing here?” 
 
    Frotwoot glanced out into the hallway, where Ella was blissfully humming to herself as she dusted a picture frame, then turned back to Pixley and said, “This is where you live?” 
 
    Pixley sighed and pulled up a stool next to him. “Yep.” 
 
    “… Is there any way I can make fun of you for this that someone already hasn’t?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Okay then,” said Frotwoot, reluctantly setting any further razzing aside for a moment so he could get down to the (marginally) more important business of explaining why he was there. Pixley listened intently, only speaking to thank his mom for the milk and cookies she brought them about halfway through, then jumped up once the tale was done to lead Frotwoot outside. Ella caught Frotwoot before he reached the door, giving him a kiss on the cheek and telling him what a pleasure it was to have met him, then handed him Pixley’s sword belt before (way too happily) returning to her dusting. 
 
    “Hiya, sport!” an older, heavier, and more bearded version of Pixley greeted them as he walked up the driveway, carrying a briefcase and dressed up for what was no doubt some sort of 1950’s sitcom style office work. “How’s the ‘knight’ life treating you?” 
 
    “Fine, Dad.” 
 
    “Did you get what I did there?” he asked, stopping in front of them to give Frotwoot a nudge and a wink. 
 
    “What?” Frotwoot laughed. Pixley closed his eyes as if praying for strength. 
 
    “I said ‘how’s the knight life’, because he’s a knight, and it sounds the same as ‘how’s the night life’, which—” 
 
    “He gets it, Dad.” 
 
    Pixley’s dad chuckled at his own cleverness and went inside, presumably to smoke a pipe and read a newspaper. Frotwoot started to say something with a grin, but Pixley stopped him with a sternly-raised finger that said that he knew, and that he didn’t want to hear it. 
 
    As soon as they'd mounted their steeds (Pixley had brought his home and tied it up around back; he gave Frotwoot's a funny look but didn't ask) they immediately headed off in what didn't seem like a random direction, prompting Frotwoot to ask what seemed to have become his favorite question lately: “So… where’re we going?” 
 
    “The post office.” 
 
    “Why? We checking on that P.O. box, or—?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You think there might be a clue in there?” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “What if there isn’t?” 
 
    “Then we’ll just have to think of something else.” 
 
    They both fell silent for a while, and then: “Hey, Pix?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Why do you live with your parents?” 
 
    Pixley laughed and shook his head. “It’s part of my probation.” 
 
    “Oh. Is that really a good idea, though?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I mean… clearly that environment’s what made you turn to a life of crime, so—” 
 
    “Kid—” Pixley began with a smile, but he stopped short and his smile turned into a slight frown as a single troll climbed up from beneath an upcoming bridge and stood right in front of it. About a dozen or so more quickly came running from all directions to join him, and by the time the squire and his knight reached them they’d formed something of a living wall. Frotwoot stopped a few feet away from them, but Pixley didn’t stop until his horse was looking that first troll (a large, stubborn-looking man dressed like a blacksmith) right in the eye. “… Excuse me?” he said, as if trying a password. 
 
    “No Elves allowed.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This is our bridge, this is our neighborhood, and, as of today, we’re sayin’ that there ain’t no Elves allowed,” said the troll, prompting some vaguely agreeable noises from his fellows. “You wanna cross here? You’re gonna have to do it without the badge, and without the sword.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “You can’t arrest all of us,” the trolls’ spokesman went on. “Fie, you probably can’t arrest any of us, not while the sun’s out. So just turn around, and—” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Deadly serious, Elf. If you don’t believe me, just try ridin’ forward.” 
 
    Pixley sat back and furrowed his brow at him, and the troll met his gaze with a smirk while a few of the others let out a hearty chuckle. Frotwoot felt rather queasy, and the feeling was only slightly relieved when, far too long later, Pixley finally just shook his head and turned his horse around. “Come on,” he said to Frotwoot, ignoring the smug chorus of cheers that came up from behind him. “We’ll find another way across.” 
 
    “That’s right, ride away!” the trolls’ spokesman called after them, clearly over-enjoying his burst of victorious adrenaline. “And you tell that fat cow you call a queen that—” He stopped mid-sentence to scoff and furrow his brow in bemusement as Pixley leapt off his horse and walked right back towards him, drawing his sword as he went. “Pfft! What’re you gonna do with that? Our skin’s hard as rock right now, you can’t—” Everyone watching winced (and a few gasped) as Pixley jabbed the hilt of his sword into the troll’s eye, but as he fell to the ground, screaming in pain, his comrades very quickly went from sympathy… to anger. 
 
    “Frotwoot—!” Pixley began. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah, ‘call for help’, I know, I know,” said Frotwoot, twisting around in his saddle to turn the radio on. Was anyone even going to be listening? “Hello?” he said into the mic, wondering if he should wait for a response for about a split-second, at which point the trolls started swarming over Pixley and in so doing immediately helped him decide that he shouldn’t. “Um, hey, this is Frotwoot. I’m… not in your order, but I’m a squire, so I think we’re still pretty much on the same side. My knight’s Sir Pixley, and we’re at the, uh—” he turned to read the nearest street sign, “Gubbengruff Bridge, fighting some trolls. If you could send some help, like… right now, that’d be—GAH!!! Over!” A small group of trolls had detached themselves from the main one, and had clustered around the unicorn to pull Frotwoot off of it. He tried to resist, of course, but there were just too many of them, and they were just too strong. Mentally turning to The Dryad for help, he barely even had a chance to think the word “help” before the impact of being thrown to the ground knocked Graxiah Rustigark’s dagger out of its hiding place, and then, as he scrambled to get it back, a foot like stone kicked him right in the chest, only to be followed by another… and another… and another…  
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    Suddenly, as one of his ribs made a sound it most certainly should not have been making, Frotwoot closed his eyes and started to whisper. He didn’t know why, and, somehow, he didn’t know what, but he started to whisper, and try as he might… he couldn’t seem to stop. It was if something had taken him over, something panicked and desperate, and once he’d gotten as used to that fact as he could, he decided he’d better listen to whatever it was he was saying. A few seconds (and a few kicks) later, he realized that it was just the same thing over and over again, a single word that was getting progressively louder and slightly longer each time he said it. He still didn’t know what it was though, because despite being able to hear it he couldn’t seem to remember it… which, now that he thought about it, meant that he knew exactly what it was and (if the slight drowsiness he was starting to feel was any indication) should probably cover his ears before he finally got around to saying the whole thing. 
 
    By the time the magic word had finished piecing itself together in his mouth (it was so weird how accurate that description was) Frotwoot’s voice had built up to a shout, and as he let that shout out the trolls who’d surrounded him immediately stopped their attack. When he opened his eyes he saw that they were all wobbling a bit, touching their hands to their foreheads and looking understandably confused, and then, as one, they all fell quite violently to sleep. Frotwoot did his very best not to be landed on, and as a result only wound up with a single arm draped across his chest. Once he’d pushed it off of him (it was heavy, of course, but not that heavy) he took a moment to sit up and look around, at which point he couldn’t help but indulge in a quick burst of incredulously relieved laughter. 
 
    “Hey, tree guy,” he said, digging the dagger out from amidst the heap of snoring bodies as he rose rather painfully to his feet. “Guess what I just did.” 
 
    The Dryad didn’t respond, but Frotwoot probably wouldn’t have paid attention if he had, anyway, because the sight of two trolls holding Pixley while a third one (the big-mouthed ringleader from before) punched him in the stomach a few yards away was a pretty distracting one. Apparently the sleeping spell hadn’t reached them, and even though he’d just said it Frotwoot couldn’t seem to say it again. 
 
    “Hey!” he said instead, clutching what felt like a cracked rib with one hand and feebly pointing the dagger at them with the other. The trolls all turned to look at him, including two others who were kind of just standing around, and after a second or two of confusion those two others split off from the group to go deal with him while Pixley’s beating resumed. “Any time now, tree guy,” Frotwoot muttered, wishing he’d stop trembling so much as the bemused pair of trolls cautiously approached him. They were obviously a bit uneasy about the pile of their defeated comrades that lay at his feet, but apparently not uneasy enough to stay away. Frotwoot searched his mind for a way to make them that uneasy, but, before he could think of anything, a shadow fell between them, and in less than a second that shadow rapidly grew until whatever was casting it landed like a mini meteor on the ground. The trolls jumped back in alarm as what appeared to be a person (not a meteor) slowly unfolded themselves from a crouch in the middle of the slight crater they’d just made, and Frotwoot let out a gasp of delight when he realized that said apparent person was, in fact, a person he actually knew. 
 
    “Thania?” he said, grinning at her in disbelief as she finished stretching into a full (and, he had to say, rather heroic-looking) standing position. She glanced over her shoulder at him with a raised eyebrow and a coy smirk, then turned to look at the other trolls with a decidedly less friendly variation of the same. 
 
    “Hello. You’re under arrest,” she said, popping her back, neck and arms as if in preparation for an upcoming physical activity. The trolls furrowed their brows at her, exchanged a quick look, then scoffed and stepped forward. Thania sighed and shook her head, then, moving so fast it was kind of scary, spun on her heel to grab the dagger out of Frotwoot’s hand and plunge it into each of his would-be attackers’ right eyes. No sooner had they fallen unconscious to the ground than she threw it with insane accuracy into the eye of one of the trolls that held Pixley, and Pixley didn’t hesitate to retrieve it with his now-free hand. Before the two remaining trolls could recover from the abruptness of this table-turning attack, he plunged it into their eyes as well, and suddenly, in less time than it would take to tell it, the only people left standing were Frotwoot and his friends. 
 
    “… What,” said Frotwoot, laughing and shaking his head as he staggered involuntarily to one side. 
 
    “Are you all right?” asked Thania, steadying him with one hand while Oberon, of all people, quite inexplicably fluttered down next to Pixley to catch him before he could hit the ground. 
 
    “Uh… yeah, thanks to you,” said Frotwoot, stepping out of the circle of sleeping trolls and allowing her to slip an arm under his shoulder so they could go and regroup with the others at the bridge. “Where’d you come from, anyway?” 
 
    “Oh, we were just flying by.” 
 
    He looked uncomprehendingly at Oberon, not because he didn’t get how he fit into this (he’d obviously been carrying Thania through the air and had dropped her into the middle of the fight), but because he didn’t get how “this”, considering the personalities of the individuals involved, could have possibly come into being. “Why?” 
 
    “We were headed to the castle. Weren’t you?” 
 
    “No… what about the lockdown?” 
 
    “Sir Golroc lifted it,” said Oberon, who they were close enough to now to let in on the conversation and, incidentally, was no longer making any attempt to touch Sir Pixley (something hilarious had clearly happened between them, and Frotwoot was sure he’d regret not having witnessed it to his dying day). “He says we’re at war and need every Elf we can get.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” said Pixley, shooting Frotwoot a weary smile and giving him a gentle, brotherly clap on the back as he came to stand next to him against the bridge’s guardrails. 
 
    “Haven’t you heard?” said Thania, looking rather excited that he hadn’t. “The Unseelie Court’s everywhere! Things like this are happening all over Tirnanogue!” 
 
    “What, trolls are blocking bridges?” said Pixley. 
 
    “Yes, but there are other things, too. People are making emergency calls and sniping at whoever responds to them; employees at restaurants and stores are attacking or poisoning any Elves they see; schoolteachers are holding children hostage until they agree to pledge allegiance to ‘their rightful kings’; and then there were the dragons, of course, which—” 
 
    “Why are we still here?” said Oberon. 
 
    “Right; why were you going to the castle?” said Pixley, either oblivious to the death stare Thania was giving Oberon for cutting her off or, more likely, simply not having any reason to care. 
 
    “There’s a demonstration going on,” said Thania, speaking quickly so as not to give Oberon the chance. “Sir Golroc thinks it’s going to turn into a riot.” 
 
    “And he wants squires there?” 
 
    “He wants everyone there.” 
 
    “Which is why I’m wondering why we’re still here…” 
 
    Thania closed her eyes and clenched her fists. “By the way,” she said, opening her eyes again to look at Pixley and flash him what was possibly the fakest smile in the history of fake smiles. “I don’t think we’ve been formally introduced.” 
 
    It took Frotwoot a second to realize that he was being given a hint. “… Really? Okay, um… Pix, this is Thania. Thania, this is Pix.” 
 
    “Such a pleasure to meet you,” she said, holding her hand out for a kiss. 
 
    “Seriously, I’m about to just go by myself,” muttered Oberon. 
 
    “Yeah, you too,” said Pixley, eyeing her hand apprehensively for a moment before simply feigning ignorance and bumping his knuckles against hers. This seemed to put her into a mild state of shock, but shock turned to brightly-beaming glee when Pixley added, “If I didn’t know you were a squire I’d already think you were a knight. That was one heck of a rescue.” 
 
    “… Th—thank you, sir! I—” 
 
    Oberon groaned and shook his head at the sky. “Can we go now?” 
 
    “Just a minute,” said Pixley, wincing a bit as he knelt down next to the ringleader to go through his pockets. “Get everyone’s ID. We can’t arrest them all now, but we sure as fie are gonna arrest them all later.” 
 
    “Yes sir!” said Thania, her enthusiasm more than making up for Frotwoot and Oberon’s lack of it as they all went to do as they were told. 
 
    “Frotwoot,” Pixley said a few seconds later, tearing his squire’s attention away from the depths of an unbelievably sweaty pocket to show him the little amber tree branch he’d found in the ringleader’s. Somehow, neither of them was surprised. 
 
    Once all the trolls’ pockets had been picked, the four Elves took off for the castle. Pixley and Frotwoot left their steeds behind, having learned from Oberon that those were Golroc’s orders (“If you ain’t a faerie, get one, ‘cause it ain’t safe to ride right now and flyin’ll be faster anyhow”), and as they took to the sky Frotwoot hung back to reach into his pocket and wrap his fist around the heretofore forgotten piece of a miniature amber tree that lay within. 
 
    “Tree guy?” he said softly. 
 
    “Frotwoot! What happened?” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘what happened’? I tried to talk to you through the dagger and you—” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Didst thou touch thy skin to the amber-edged blade?” 
 
    “Yes!” Frotwoot started to say, but then he realized he hadn’t. “Oh. Uh, no. Anyway, I just did some magic again and—” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “I know! Didn’t you say that was impossible, like, the last time I did it?” 
 
    “Yea, verily, for behold: It is! Did anyone see thee?” 
 
    “I don’t think so… I think they think I just took all those trolls out with the dagger.” 
 
    “But what of said trolls?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    The Dryad sighed. “All right. Be silent a moment whilst I review thy recent memories.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded (gratefully accepting and using the magic healing word on himself as it was offered in afterthought), and not just a moment but several moments later The Dryad still hadn’t spoken again. He was about to make sure he hadn’t gotten distracted by a TV show or whatever, but before he could say anything to him the castle came into view, and the sea of angry, picketing people that had filled the square in front of it suddenly became to him a more immediate concern. A three-deep line of fully-armored knights stood in front of them, and over two dozen archers dotted the tops of the towers and walls, but the Elves were still decidedly outnumbered and only seemed to be getting even moreso each second. Was he going to have to fight in this…? 
 
    “So,” he chuckled nervously, drawing even with Pixley as he and Oberon started slowing down for the approach. “You think all these people have a piece of amber in their pocket?” 
 
    Pixley sighed and shook his head. “No… just the ones that started it.” 
 
    “What’re you two talking about?” said Oberon, with his usual grace and charm. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Oberon looked past Pixley to narrow his eyes at Frotwoot. “Why do you have so many secrets?” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t really know how to respond to that, so he just smiled and shrugged. Oberon scowled, Thania snorted, and Pixley looked like someone who was pretty sure he was missing something but was quite happy to go on missing it. 
 
    The archers drew and raised their bows at them as they came in for a landing, then relaxed when they saw who it was and went back to pointing their arrows at random people in the crowd. Pixley and Oberon alighted next to each other on the walkway just beyond the embattled wall, and Frotwoot crashed in a heap somewhere nearby. They all followed a grave-looking old knight to the nearest tower (he seemed to be waiting around for the specific purpose of being followed), and once a pair of bulky, plate-armored knights like the ones below (each painted from helmet to toe with the arms of their knightly order, and outfitted with space to spare like they were in medieval mechs) had moved out of their way, they left the old knight behind and went in through the tower’s east door (Frotwoot only knew that because it said “East Door” directly above it) to descend a long, spiraling staircase all the way to the bottom. 
 
    “Where are we going?” said Oberon. 
 
    “The armory,” said Pixley. 
 
    “Where’s that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Pixley, stopping in front of a placard on the wall that, upon closer examination, seemed to be one of those “You are here” kind of maps but of the castle. “This way,” he said, turning around and leading them down a long corridor to another, much shorter and less-spirally set of stairs. Golroc was waiting for them about halfway down, but he looked right past the squires and right at Pixley. 
 
    “Pix?! What’re you doin’ here?” 
 
    “Uh… aren’t we all supposed to be here?” 
 
    “No! Not you! You got a quest to crack!” 
 
    “Isn’t this the quest right now?” 
 
    “This? Are you kiddin’? This is just a symptom of the disease. Sooner you cure it, sooner the symptoms’ll go away.” 
 
    Pixley snorted and furrowed his brow at him. “Did you just make that up?” 
 
    “Nah, I heard it on TV. Sounded pretty good though, right?” 
 
    “It really did, sir,” said Thania, earning herself a disbelieving smirk. 
 
    “Anyway,” said Golroc, laughing to himself and shaking his head. “You go follow some leads. We’ll take care of this, here.” 
 
    Pixley nodded and turned to leave. Frotwoot started to follow, but Golroc grabbed him by the arm and said, “Not so fast, hero.” 
 
    “Rocky, what—?” said Pixley, stopping at the top of the stairs to look back down at them. 
 
    “We need your squire for the front line, Pix. I’m already kinda’ wishin’ I didn’t have to let you go, so I’m not about to let another of my guys leave just when I need him.” 
 
    “Rock—” 
 
    “I’m serious, Widgeon. I ain’t just bein’ a jerk here; we really need him.” 
 
    Pixley sighed and looked away. “It’s that bad?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s that bad.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at them and wondered if he should be insulted. 
 
    “… All right,” said Pixley. “Just let me help him with his armor.” 
 
    Golroc assented, and next thing Frotwoot knew he was standing in the corner of a crowded room full of noisy, partially-armored men and women while Pixley encased him in a suit of one-size-fits-all Order of the Gecko armor. 
 
    “Are you nervous?” asked Pixley. 
 
    “… A little.” 
 
    “Yeah, I could tell. Look, all you have to do is plant your shield and stand there. If the crowd starts to rush the line, just hold your ground until you get the order to retreat. Rocky’s not gonna let anybody hurt you.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    Pixley smirked at him but otherwise didn’t answer. “I don’t know why you’re so worried, anyway,” he said, grunting in satisfaction as he finished locking the leg-plates into place. “This isn’t any worse than the other stuff you’ve done the past few days.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s not any better either, so…” 
 
    “You’ll do great,” said Pixley, who’d gone through the upper torso a lot faster than he’d gone through the bottom and now only needed to put on the helmet, which looked so much like a bucket with holes in it that Frotwoot was pretty sure that that was exactly what it was. “Just, um… try not to stand in front, okay?” 
 
    “O—okay,” said Frotwoot, his voice echoing a bit as the helmet was lowered over his head and twisted until it locked into place. Pixley gave it a hearty couple of pats, then handed Frotwoot a huge shield with (of course) a gecko on it before turning rather abruptly to leave. “Hey, wait,” said Frotwoot, trying to rotate his body to face him just a little too quickly and falling with quite a clatter to the floor. No one came to help him up, but he eventually managed to do it his own and kind of just stood there for a while wondering what he was supposed to do next. 
 
    “Hey, Frotwoot, is that you?” said a familiar, friendly voice from somewhere nearby. Frotwoot carefully turned to face it, and saw Roebin’s head grinning at him from atop an identical suit of armor. 
 
    “Yeah, how’d you know?” 
 
    “You didn’t look like you knew what you were doing,” said Roebin, whose face fell as soon as his brain caught up with his mouth. “Oh… wait, no, I’m sorry man, that’s—that’s not what I—” 
 
    “No, dude, it’s okay,” said Frotwoot, trying to make his voice sound extra reassuring because his face couldn’t currently carry any of the load. “I totally don’t.” 
 
    Roebin let out a big sigh of relief. “Yeah, well, you know… it’s not it’s like it’s your fault. You don’t have any training or anything.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “So… you want some help?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Please.” 
 
    “All right,” said Roebin, covering his smile with a helmet and taking Frotwoot by the wrist. “Just follow me. The stairs are gonna be tricky… oh, and I guess your feet are gonna be, too. Sorry.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The protest had really picked up by the time Frotwoot and Roebin made their way outside. A variety of unpleasant voices saying unpleasant things had almost completely filled the night air, and all manner of produce was being hurled in the castle’s general direction. There even seemed to be some torches and pitchforks out there. 
 
    “Roebin!” someone called out from amidst the line of unmoving (and almost certainly uncomfortable) squires and knights. “Hey, Roebin, is that you?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “Come here!” said a voice that Frotwoot now recognized as belonging to Oberon. “I saved a space for you up front!” 
 
    “Is there room for Frotwoot, too?”  
 
    “… I guess.” 
 
    “Okay, cool! We’ll be right there!” 
 
    “Wait,” Frotwoot began, but Roebin didn’t listen, and before he knew it they were both standing in the one place that Pixley had told him not to. He “planted his shield” as best he could (cobblestone really didn’t seem to be the best place for planting things) and hoped that following that direction, at least, would be enough to make up for it, but as he looked out over the snarling crowd all the hope in the world quickly evaporated. 
 
    “Having fun?” said The Dryad, Frotwoot having had the foresight to stick the tree branch into his sock. 
 
    “So much.”  
 
    “Why art thou standing in the front? Art thou afraid that thou wilt miss something?” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed and shook his head, which of course, on the outside, looked like he hadn’t even moved at all. 
 
    “Anyway, I have finished going through thy memories of what didst transpire at the Gubbengruff Bridge, and am left no less puzzled now than I was before.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yea. For behold, each time that thou hast used magic on thy own (yea, even both times), it has been under extreme duress, and I believe that selfsame duress is what didst make it possible for thee. That is the only possible answer, and yet, as I didst say… it is a most puzzling one.” 
 
    “Um—” 
 
    “For you see, among the Magi there is a certain inborn survival instinct that doth allow us to do things we are not normally able to do, provided the intended goal is to save ourselves, or yea, even those we love, from an impending doom.” 
 
    “Yeah, we—um, humans have that too.” 
 
    “Ah, but you don’t! For behold, while yours doth allow short bursts of life-saving speed or strength, ours doth allow short bursts of magic! Words we should not remember, and power we doth not possess, can flow through us, unbidden, in times of great peril.” 
 
    “… But wait,” said Frotwoot, shifting uneasily as a cabbage bounced off his shield and hit an old woman in the face, at which point she then proceeded to start blaming him for it. “I’m not a Magi, so how do I keep—?” 
 
    “Doing what a Magi does?” said The Dryad. “I knowest not. For behold, that’s what’s so puzzling.” 
 
    Frotwoot certainly had to agree, but before he could vocalize as much the crowd plowed into the line of knights like a tidal wave and it was all he could do not to be knocked right over. Someone shouted something that sounded like an order, but it didn’t seem to be “retreat” because no one went anywhere. Another wave of force hit them again, slicing the ground with the tips of their not-so-firmly-planted shields, and then another followed it immediately thereafter. A few knights fell down, and if Frotwoot hadn’t been right in front of a couple of very sturdy ones he was pretty sure he would have, too. 
 
    “This is it!” Roebin shouted, lifting up his shield to knock the nearest person back. A fourth and, so far, strongest push from the crowd seemed to confirm this, and the drawing of crude weapons amongst the civilians practically notarized it. Amber-tipped arrows rained down from above, hitting those who were armed and a few who weren’t. Knights all across the front line started to bludgeon anyone they could with their gauntleted fists. People were screaming, people were crying, and everyone present had to know (because Frotwoot knew, and he was as much of an outsider here as it got) that the Seelie Court had never been in more danger than it was right now. The smaller attacks had paved the way, and now they were beginning the first real battle. 
 
    “Oh man,” said Frotwoot, trying not to cry even though he more than deserved to. “I just wanna go home.” 
 
    Then, just when the line was starting to break and it seemed like the order to retreat would never come, the sound of two massive doors being flung open crashed through the din, followed closely by the most powerful voice you’d ever heard shouting, “STOP!” 
 
    And, much to Frotwoot’s surprise… everyone did. 
 
    As loud as Castle Square had been a moment ago, it was almost just as quiet now as everyone who couldn’t see turned or stood on tiptoe to see the person that had just shouted. They all knew who it was, of course; no one but Queen Mab could command that kind of attention at the moment, be it through respect or simple curiosity. But they all still wanted to see her, including Frotwoot, who was rather impressed with what he saw. She still looked much like she had on Midsummer’s Eve, but the body glitter and the silly dress made of flowers were gone, replaced by chainmail, a sword, and a bright white surcoat with an even brighter wreath of six golden leaves in the middle of it. There was a crown, too, but the way she was standing and the way that wreath symbol shone out at her people made it all but unnecessary; this was obviously the queen of the world. 
 
    “… Hi,” she said, breaking the spell a little with a nervous giggle and an awkward sort of half-wave. “Probably didn’t expect to see me here, tonight, did you?” 
 
    “Haw!” came Golroc’s voice from somewhere along the line. 
 
    “Well, that’s understandable,” Mab went on, and, peering closer, Frotwoot saw that she had some kind of microphoned headset hidden in her long, curly brown hair. “Because, you know, in the past, kings and queens that people wanted to kill generally didn’t come out of hiding until the people that wanted to kill them were dead. That’s just how it worked right? 
 
    “But I was thinking about that. Why should I get to hide when none of you do? Why should I be spending all day in a reinforced tower while you have to run from fire-breathing dragons in the street? Why should I be safe while you aren’t? 
 
    “Well,” she said, pausing for effect. “I shouldn’t. And you know why? Because I’m just like you. In the Seelie Court, no one is more important than anyone else. That’s what this government was founded on, and it’s what I believe.  
 
    “Now, I know a lot of you don’t believe that,” she shrugged. “And, you know, that’s fine. It’s okay to have different opinions. It’s okay to not like how things are, and to peacefully try to change them. That’s just another benefit of living in the Seelie Court. But what if I were Riallo Titania right now? What if this were Fae, and this was his castle, and the Dryadic Order was still in effect? Do you think you’d be able to do what you’re doing? Do you think he’d be talking to you, trying to make you understand why he disagrees with your political views?  
 
    “No. No, he wouldn’t. He’d be putting you all to death.” 
 
    No one so much as breathed for the long moment that Mab let that sink in. Then, with what Frotwoot considered to be her trademark “kind smile”, she went on. “Luckily, that’s not the way things are anymore. The way things are, if you wanna change the world, you can. As long as you’re willing to put in the work, and as long as enough people agree with you, you can make this world into whatever you want it to be. Isn’t that amazing? Do we really wanna give that up? 
 
    “Now, some might say that it’s not ours to keep. I completely understand that; The Dryad was a great man. He delivered us from evil, and it seems like doing things his way even though he’s gone is the least we can do. But how do we know this isn’t his way? He chose Diyana Titania, didn’t he? Do you really think he didn’t know exactly what she had in mind? I think he did. But whether he did or didn’t, it doesn’t really matter. No one is more important than anyone else. Not me, not you… not even The Dryad. We’re all important, and if you disagree you’re more than welcome to come tell me so. I won’t be hiding anymore, I won’t have any guards, and you’ll get the same respect from me that you’d get from anyone else. I’ll even make cookies. Just… don’t try to take my crown. If you do, we’ll have to fight, and I won’t just be fighting for my life; I won’t even really be fighting for my throne. I’ll be fighting for hope. I’ll be fighting for dreams. I’ll be fighting for freedom. And when I’m fighting for those things, let me tell you, I might lose… but so will you. So will everyone. And I’d sooner die than let that happen. Thank you.” 
 
    The absolute silence that had prevailed throughout Mab’s speech continued until she’d gone back inside, at which point every Elf in attendance (and even a good number of the mob) either cheered, applauded, or both. The captains of each other loudly ordered all knights and squires to stand down, and as they did, leaving the path into the castle wide open for anyone who’d like to take it, the remaining protestors just looked at the ground and slowly started to disperse. 
 
    “… Wow,” said Frotwoot, watching as the crowd carried away unconscious family members (or crime-of-opportunity kidnapping victims; whichever) and tossed their angry signs aside. “That… that was something, huh?” 
 
    The Dryad didn’t respond. 
 
    “Tree guy?” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “Come on, man, what’s—” 
 
    “She’s right,” said The Dryad, sounding not just upset, but almost… broken. “Isn’t she? She’s right, and I’m wrong, and I’m just—Oh, Frotwoot, what have I done?” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “I never realized how free they were now… and yea, even worse, I never realized how free they weren’t! Why didst I even bother to ‘liberate’ them if—if it were only to give them unto a different kind of bondage? To make myself their new master?” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Leave me, Frotwoot; I—I must consider the queen’s sayings, and I must do so in peace.” 
 
    “Okay, but, um… how do I… leave you?” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” And with that, The Dryad’s mind completely disconnected, leaving Frotwoot alone to marvel anew at the speech that could change the mind of a god. 
 
    “Wow,” he marveled. 
 
    (He wasn’t very good at marveling.) 
 
    * * * 
 
    Once he’d gotten his armor off, Frotwoot helped with the cleanup at Castle Square (lots of cabbages) until it was just as dirty as it had been before. Thania suggested they should all go out for ice cream, but Frotwoot was kind of worried about Golly, so he decided he’d better go back to the tower and see if she was there, instead. Dame Megainn had lifted the gate and was doing some kind of word puzzle when he walked in, but for once she actually seemed interested to talk to him, probably because she’d been stuck behind a desk all day and wanted to know what was happening. He told her, enjoying the very appreciative audience that she was (the number of “ooo”s and “ahh”s and “oh dear!”s she let out would have been enough to supply a circus full of old ladies for a year), and when he was done she didn’t brush him off and even remembered his name. 
 
    The cafeteria was full of hungry knights, so Frotwoot quickly checked to make sure none of them was a squire named Golly before heading up to the courtyard (with a bowl full of dragon sausage) to look for her there. The news was on, and while the anchor was currently talking about what had happened at the castle everyone seemed to be reading the little ticker at the bottom of the screen. Frotwoot got closer to see why, and saw that it was detailing everything else the Unseelie Court had done today. After a while it started to make him sick, so he went back downstairs to return his now-empty bowl and check the last place in the tower he thought Golly might be. 
 
    The bedroom door was open, but it was dark inside, so when Frotwoot walked in he certainly didn’t expect someone to slam it shut behind him. “Golly?” he said, turning to face them with a puzzled grin. 
 
    “Not quite,” said Golroc. 
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    Frotwoot didn't move. He didn't even blink. Golroc didn't either, of course, but he looked a lot more relaxed about it. After a few tense moments in which literally anything (as long as it was terrible) seemed like it could happen, Golroc rather anti-climactically broke the silence with a simple, “You're done.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Gimme your sword and your shield,” said Golroc, holding out his hand. “You can stay the night, but I want you outta here by morning.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at him uncomprehendingly. “What're you—?” 
 
    “Less you talk right now, less likely I am to kill you,” Golroc said calmly, but the way his eye flashed made it quite clear that the “calm” was just on the surface. Frotwoot reluctantly unstrapped his sword belt and handed it over, at which point Golroc threw it to the floor so he could thrust his hand back out and say, “Shield too.” 
 
    “You didn't give me one.” 
 
    “I didn't?” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head. 
 
    “… Good. Never deserved one anyway.” 
 
    Golroc opened the door and kicked the sword out into the hallway. He started to follow it, but, despite the goblin’s warning about talking, Frotwoot couldn’t quite bring himself to let him until he’d asked: “So, what, does this mean I’m fired, or something?” 
 
    Golroc snorted and rolled his eye. “Yeah. You’re pretty quick, ain’t ya’?” 
 
    “But… why?” 
 
    “Why?” Golroc repeated, whirling around to give him a look of incredulous annoyance. “Why do ya’ think?!” 
 
    “… I’m just not sure which thing.” 
 
    “All right, well, let’s start with the most obvious one: Co-habitation with an Elf of the opposite sex.” 
 
    “But—!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know you didn’t do nothin’ improper,” Golroc cut him off with an agitated wave of the hand. “Doesn’t matter. It’s still against the rules.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    Golroc cocked his head at him cynically. “Really?” 
 
    “Well… I guess I had an idea…” 
 
    “ ‘Course you did,” sighed Golroc. “Now, that by itself wouldn’t’ve been enough, but then ya’ had to go and violate a lockdown order, which, by itself, was more than enough.” 
 
    “Okay, yeah, but… that was kind of an accident.” 
 
    “I know. Golrocca told me. But you didn’t report back right away, either. Was that an accident?” 
 
    “How do you know I didn’t report back?” said Frotwoot, making an instantly regrettable attempt to be clever. 
 
    “ ‘Cause I was waitin’ for you!!!” Golroc snarled, grabbing him by the shirt and slamming him up against the wall. “I was waitin’ all the way till the lockdown was lifted, ‘cause I’d searched this whole fyin’ tower lookin’ for my daughter and wound up findin’ her stuff in your room!” 
 
    Frotwoot opened his mouth to speak, but quickly thought better of it and kept it shut. 
 
    “Didja’ even think about how worried I’d be?” Golroc went on, rage fading just a little to reveal a glimmer of distress. “Here you were, a prime target of the Unseelie Court, and it looked like you’d disappeared, right along with my little girl! For all I knew, they’d come in through the window or somethin’ and kidnapped ya’!” 
 
    “I—I’m sorry, I—” 
 
    “Then when ya’ showed up at the castle, primed and ready for riot duty, I started worryin’ even worse! I figured Pix’d just ignored the lockdown in your case, which made me think I was wrong and that Golly’d just disappeared on her own! It was all I could do to focus on the job, to not think about what mighta’ happened to her, so imagine my relief, or, more importantly, imagine how mad I was, when that fie-face Feeorin from the Order of the Snowflake told me his guys had picked her up outside the Hawthorn! That they’d talked to some witnesses who’d seen her with someone who looked a lot like you, dancin’ the night away, while I sat here like a maroon thinkin’ she’d—” He stopped short, the aforementioned distress having almost completely overshadowed the aforementioned rage, and shook his head as he dropped Frotwoot back down to the floor. “Anyway, what’s done is done. I’m just glad I was able to get her out of this life on somethin’ harmless instead of somethin’ deadly.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at him in mild alarm. “Wait… you fired her too?” 
 
    “Yeah I fired her too! How’d it look if I fired you and not her?” 
 
    “… Or vice versa,” Frotwoot muttered, shaking his head and looking at the floor. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Nothing,” said Frotwoot, trying not to let his righteous indignation for Golly and her dream (which had quite obviously been set up for a fall, here) get in the way of his desire to survive the next few minutes. “So… have you told Pix?” 
 
    “Nope. And I don’t haveta’ till it comes up. I’m the captain around here, not him.” 
 
    “But what about the quest?” 
 
    “I think he can manage without ya’. Anything else?” 
 
    “… Can I still see her?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Your daughter. I… I really like her.” 
 
    Golroc’s eye went wide and his face contorted in disgust, but he didn’t say anything; he just let out a weird, strangled little laugh and stepped out of the room, slamming the door violently behind him. 
 
    “Um, tree guy?” Frotwoot said hopefully (once he’d (mostly) stopped laughing). There was no answer. He briefly considered just flying out to the Dryadic Temple and talking to him directly, because, really, who else was he going to talk to about this (the topic of getting fired was one thing; the much more important topic of figuring out how he was going to find Maeve now was another), but a sudden surge of laziness quickly got the better of him, and he soon found himself lying down to sleep instead. It was strange, because he hadn’t been tired a second ago, and it got even stranger when he closed his eyes… only to open them back up in another place entirely. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frotwoot wasn’t as shocked as he might have been, because, after all, this had happened to him before, but he was a little shocked, because he certainly hadn’t been expecting it to happen again. Just like last time, he’d gone from lying down to standing up, but unlike last time he’d gone from night to day, and instead of the middle of the sidewalk he seemed to be standing in the middle of a video arcade. He immediately checked himself for a ridiculous costume and/or glitter, but was pleasantly surprised to see only a new pair of jeans and his Order of the Gecko t-shirt. 
 
    “Tree guy?” he muttered, the veritable cacophony of video game sounds that filled the area effectively drowning him out as he watched the game cabinet he’d (apparently) been playing on flash a flickering black “GAME OVER” screen at him. 
 
    “Frotwoot?!” 
 
    “Dude, what happened?” 
 
    The Dryad didn’t answer for a moment, then: “I knowest not.”  
 
    “Did you take control of my body again?” 
 
    There was another momentary (and somewhat odd) pause. “Yea, verily. For behold, thou wouldst not wake up, and lo—” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I wake up?” 
 
    “I—again, I knowest not; for the previous cause, yea, even that of dimensional displacement syndrome, is no longer a feasible possibility, the passage of time and thy acclimation to this new dimension having conditioned thee against it. It may have something to do with thy unique biology, as might thy inexplicable use of magic in times of crisis; but, since it is so unique as to be unknown to me, I cannot truthfully say that I know either of those things for sure, and would therefore hesitate to rate them as anything more than, oh… ‘slightly-better-than-mere speculations’.” 
 
    “So… wow, you really knowest not, then.” 
 
    “Indeed, my friend; verily, I am as much in the dark as thou art.” 
 
    Frotwoot let out a heavy sigh and started idly messing around with the buttons and the joystick that sat in front of him. “Did you hear I got fired?” 
 
    “Yea, verily. A most unjust and unfortunate turn of events.” 
 
    “Yeah, but like… what are we gonna do about finding Maeve, now? I was just following Pix; I don’t know how to do that stuff!” 
 
    “Well… I suppose thou couldst learn.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Thou knowest, just… just go to where… just go to where people learn those things.” 
 
    “Right,” Frotwoot laughed, giving the joystick one last whack as he turned to look for an exit. 
 
    “Wait… thou canst not leave yet.” 
 
    “What? Why? 
 
    “Because thou art on a date.” 
 
    “What.” 
 
    “ ‘Tis with the lovely Golrocca, who didst ask thee out as I was leaving the tower early this morn! Wouldst thou have preferred me to say no?” 
 
    Frotwoot had to think about that for a second. “I guess not,” he said grudgingly. “So where is she?” 
 
    “I believe she’s—” 
 
    “Who’re you talking to?” said Golly, appearing from somewhere behind him to lean up against the game cabinet and give him a puzzled look as she sipped a cup of soda through a straw.  
 
    “Oh, um,” said Frotwoot, who was actually kind of taken aback at how delighted he was to see her. “What?” 
 
    “You were just talking to someone.” 
 
    “What? No, no, I was just, um… I was just swearing at this game.” 
 
    Golly smirked and shook her head. “It’s hard, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s the worst,” said Frotwoot, glancing up at the game’s title out of general interest and seeing with some bemusement that it was, in fact, “The Changeling”. What was that thing called, he wondered, where after you first heard of something you started seeing it everywhere…? 
 
    “All right, my turn,” said Golly, gently squeezing past him to get to the controls and slotting in a little bronze game token. As the screen cleared to be replaced by a meticulously drawn (and, alas, quickly-skipped) story frame, Frotwoot started to say something… but realized that he had no idea what she and The Dryad had already discussed. 
 
    “… I still can’t believe this,” he said after a while, figuring that, under the circumstances, it was probably the most perfect thing someone in his situation could say (not to mention it was true). 
 
    “I know, right?” said Golly, biting her lip and keeping her eyes on the game. “And then he acts all mad about it like it’s not what he wanted, anyway. It’s just so—fie!” She’d just gotten a “GAME OVER” screen of her own, and when she reached into her pocket no more tokens came out. “Come on, let’s go get some more.” 
 
    Frotwoot dutifully followed her across the arcade, weaving in and out of the crowd until they got to a tiny counter in the corner of the room. Golly handed a couple of rubies to the (clearly not too thrilled to be there) teenage phooka girl that was standing behind it, and as she waited for her tokens her eyes were drawn to a wall-mounted TV that was hovering over some nearby pool tables.  
 
    “Hey, can you turn that up?” she said, to which the (other) teenage girl simply shook her head and scowled. Golly furrowed her brow at her for a second, then marched off to the table nearest the television to climb up on top of it and turn the volume up herself. The guy that had been taking his shot immediately protested, but stopped short when he (along with everyone else) looked up at the TV to hear what an on-the-scene news anchor who’d just mentioned “The Unseelie Court” was saying. It took a minute, but eventually she (along with the news ticker) got around to recapping everything that had already been reported (“For anyone who’s just joined us”), which turned out to be more than adequately summed up by the on-screen tagline: “ELF ACADEMY HOSTAGE CRISIS 214!!!” Everything else the anchor said was pretty much just guesses and nonsense, so when someone handed her an index card with a new, actual, and confirmed fact on it, she looked overjoyed to read it, which, considering the content, was more than a little unfortunate: “This just in! Sir Golroc Rustigark, captain to the Knightly Order of the Gecko, has been shot!” 
 
    Golly, who was still on the pool table, covered her mouth and dropped to her knees. A few other people reacted with a similar feeling but in a more restrained way, and Frotwoot, meanwhile, wasn’t sure how to react. 
 
    “With much rejoicing?” The Dryad suggested. 
 
    Frotwoot pretended he didn’t hear that and quickly crossed the floor to comfort his date. Unfortunately, the table blocked him from doing any of his go-to comforting moves in a non-awkward way, so by the time he’d figured something out (it would still be awkward, but less so) she was already beyond needing it and was running for the exit. Frotwoot ran right after her, but he didn’t actually manage to catch up until she came to a stop… about fifteen minutes later. 
 
    “Hoo-boy,” he wheezed, leaning up against a nearby tree to put his hands on his knees and try not to die. There were trees everywhere now, so they’d either left the city (he couldn’t remember doing that, but he couldn’t not remember it, either) or had entered the “Forest District”, which, by the way The Dryad was laughing at him, didn’t actually seem to be a thing, so… yeah, they’d left the city. A long, winding road had led them to a huge, shaded clearing, and in the middle of that clearing was what appeared to be a small castle with an engraved stone in front of it that read: “THE ELF ACADEMY”. 
 
    The grounds had been almost completely blocked off by a mixture of barricades and posted guards, a horde of cameramen and reporters stood just outside of that, and the grounds themselves were filled with dozens of squires and knights from all four orders, most of whom were pointing bows at the windows and only a few of whom were standing around discussing what to do next. Golly (and, consequently, Frotwoot) had come to a stop on a slight incline that overlooked all of this, but apparently said stop was only intended to last for as long as it took her to spot her dad, because once she had (being carried into a hospital wagon via stretcher) she took off running again like she’d only just started. Frotwoot followed a little less hastily this time, which actually ended up being a good idea because there was no way he was going to be able to vault over the barricades and duck past the guards the way she did. As it was, he just wound up standing among the reporters and watching as Golly sprinted to her father’s side. 
 
    “Frotwoot!” a familiar voice called out, and Frotwoot turned to see Pixley (dressed as if he’d just gotten out of bed) running forward to wave him onto the grounds. The nearest guard stepped aside to let him through, but Frotwoot only went halfway through, and even then it was with no small amount of trepidation. 
 
    “Hey, Pix.” 
 
    “Hey. Where’ve you been?” 
 
    “Um… did Sir Golroc not tell you?” 
 
    Pixley furrowed his brow and shook his head at him. 
 
    “I got fired.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Yeah, he—he fired me last night, so I’m not sure if I should—” 
 
    “Come on,” Pixley laughed, rolling his eyes and beckoning him to follow. Frotwoot hesitated, but a not-so-gentle-push from the guard (who’d apparently gotten tired of waiting for his spot back) immediately sent him forward. “Rocky can’t fire you,” said Pixley, walking and talking as Frotwoot fell in line next to him. “You’re not really a squire, you’re just acting as one; you’re a knight, and knights can only be fired by the king or queen who knighted them.” 
 
    “… Oh,” said Frotwoot, blinking and grinning crookedly in surprise. “Okay, but… what about Golly? Is she—?” 
 
    “I’ll talk to him,” said Pixley, casting a worried glance his captain’s way. “Once this is all over I’m sure he’ll—” 
 
    “Pix!” a knight from the Order of the Gecko shouted impatiently from a circle of other Geckos, none of whom Frotwoot recognized. “Hurry up! We need you over here!” 
 
    Pixley nodded at them and turned back to Frotwoot. “Look, I’ll be right back. Just stay away from the building, okay?” 
 
    “Are you sure? I’ve seen Die Hard, like, ten times.” 
 
    “… ‘Die Hard’?” 
 
    “Never mind,” sighed Frotwoot, waving him away. If only his dad had been here to hear that joke… he’d probably raise his allowance. 
 
    Thinking of dads, Frotwoot turned to see what was happening with Golly’s, and was quite surprised to see that he and the hospital wagon were still there. Golly was standing a few feet away, watching with tears in her eyes and a hand over her mouth as the paramedics worked on her father inside the vehicle’s elevated cab, and so, since it seemed like the thing to do, Frotwoot sidled up to her and asked as delicately as he could, “What’s going on?” 
 
    “He’s dying,” said Golly. 
 
    “… What?!” 
 
    “The arrow’s stuck right next to his heart,” she explained, her voice cracking and her eyes never straying from the stretcher in front of her. “They say it’s so bad they can’t even risk taking him to the hospital. I guess all the bumps in the road—” She shook her head and buried her face in her hands. Frotwoot wasn’t sure what he should do, but he took a gamble and put an arm around her, which seemed to pay off when she leaned into him for a full hug. He just wished he could do something more; something that would actually help…  
 
    “No,” said The Dryad, shutting him down almost before the thought had even finished occurring to him. “I’m sorry, I truly am, but no. It’s too risky.” 
 
    Frotwoot made a “Come on!” sort of face because, at the moment, it would have been really strange for him to say it out loud. 
 
    “No! I told thee, if anyone were to see thee using magic it would only bring trouble.” 
 
    Frotwoot rolled his eyes as if to say “They won’t see me”, which probably wouldn’t have worked as well if The Dryad couldn’t read his mind. 
 
    “What? Thou dost intend to do it in secret?” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded with an implied, “Well, duh”. 
 
    “Then… why do it? What’s the point? For behold, this man has made himself thy adversary, and saving him in such a way as to leave him unaware and unburdened by the debt will only serve to complicate thy life! Would it therefore not be easier, and yea, even beneficial, to simply let fate decide whether he lives or dies?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” said Frotwoot’s face. 
 
    The Dryad sighed, and if he had a head he would almost certainly be shaking it in frustration. “Very well, then. Merely touch thy hand to Sir Golroc’s wound, and I will give thee enough of the Word to foolishly save his life.” 
 
    Frotwoot smiled, thought “Thanks”, then started wracking his brain for an inconspicuous way to “merely” touch someone’s open wound. Eventually he decided there wasn’t one, or at least not one that he could think of, but he did come up with a few conspicuous ones, one of which seemed like it actually might work. “Excuse me,” he said, gently releasing Golly to climb up and into the wagon. “Can I help?” 
 
    The paramedics looked at him, looked at each other, then looked back at him. “Are you a doctor?” 
 
    “Kind of,” said Frotwoot, hardly believing they were letting him do what he was doing, even as he was doing it. One of the paramedics was actually inching out of his way, and the other one was handing him a box of latex gloves. “I mean, my mom’s one, so—” 
 
    “What?!” the paramedics said together, and Frotwoot quickly used the moment of shock to touch his hand to Golroc’s chest and use the magic word. 
 
    “Kid, medical training’s not hereditary!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, I know. I’ve seen her do some stuff, though.” 
 
    “Are you—?” the one who’d just spoken began, then shook his head and started over. “Okay, what kind of doctor is she?” 
 
    “Psychiatrist.” 
 
    There was a moment of absolute silence, and then, before he knew it, Frotwoot was flung backwards out of the wagon, landing hard on the ground as the doors slammed shut in front of him. Golly didn’t move to help him up, and once he had gotten up she just shook her head at him in disgust and said, “What the fie was that?” 
 
    “Um—” 
 
    “You think that’s funny?” 
 
    “No, I was just—” 
 
    “What? You were just what?” 
 
    “… I was just trying to cheer you up.” 
 
    Golly furrowed her brow at him in disbelief, shook her head again, then stepped forward to re-open one of the wagon doors and slam it shut behind her. 
 
    “And already thy misplaced altruism has paid thee back in naught but dividends of woe!” said The Dryad. 
 
    “Yeah, that kinda’ sucks,” said Frotwoot, dusting himself off as he walked away. “I couldn’t just let him die, though.” 
 
    “Yes, apparently not,” said The Dryad, his voice giving the distinct impression of rolling eyes. 
 
    Frotwoot ignored him and started looking for Pixley, which didn’t take very long at all since he was still exactly where he’d left him. The circle of knights he’d been talking to had dispersed, but they hadn’t gone very far, and each one seemed to have been joined by a squire. Roebin and Thania both smiled and waved when they saw Frotwoot approaching, and Oberon gawked at him in what he liked to imagine was his most friendly way. “Okay, here’s the plan,” said Pixley, opening his little notepad once Frotwoot was close enough to show him a complicated, hand-drawn diagram. “The squires are going to take position everywhere I’ve drawn a circle and—Can you use a bow?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked at him incredulously. “No.” 
 
    “… Fie. Okay, well, then while the other squires are doing that you can probably just—” 
 
    “Wait,” said Frotwoot, looking around at the other orders of knights that surrounded them, none of whom seemed to be sharing anything like a plan with each other and whose captains were, in fact, actively arguing. “Shouldn’t we be telling everybody this? Like, in a group?” 
 
    Pixley shook his head. “Can’t. Rocky thinks one of the captains is an Unseelie. He’s not sure which, so he wants us to do this alone.” 
 
    “… Great,” sighed Frotwoot, and for the next several minutes Pixley filled him in on their daring plan to retake the academy. Apparently, whoever was inside (the media had actually jumped to a bit of a conclusion when they’d claimed it was the Unseelie Court) had yet to make any demands, and while it was clear they had hostages (the situation hadn’t been “reported” so much as “noticed” when the academy had failed to answer a number of calls) no one knew how many, or if they were even still alive. This left the knights with little choice but to stage an assault as soon as possible and hope for the best, because if people with hostages weren’t using them to be heard then they were probably using them for something else, and whatever that “something else” was generally tended to be much, much worse. 
 
    “Okay, you got it?” said Pixley, closing up his notepad and slipping it back into his pocket. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
    “All right, let’s—” 
 
    “It’s the queen!” someone shouted, and a hush fell over the grounds (while the opposite, of course, happened among the reporters) as Queen Mab trotted past the barricade on a golden horse. The remaining captains ran up to greet her, but, before they could get very far beyond “Hello”, the hush was abruptly replaced with a collective gasp as an arrow shot out from the academy. Instead of flying at Mab, as one would expect, it went up in a long, lazy arc, and landed at the feet of the knight nearest the building. She bent down to pick it up, and it was immediately snatched out of her hands by the captain of the Snowflakes. 
 
    “There’s a scroll!” he announced loudly, quickly unrolling it to read: “ ‘Turn on the radios’!” 
 
    Everyone just stared at him. 
 
    “That’s what it says,” he insisted, and a few of the more quick-thinking types started toward the tree-line where they’d tied up their radio-bearing steeds only to be stopped by the abrupt raising of Mab’s right hand. 
 
    “Wait,” she commanded, turning in her saddle to reach for her own radio. “Just mine. If a dragon comes flying at us it’ll be easier to turn one off than a dozen.” 
 
    The knights obeyed, and everyone present held their breath (even the reporters!) while Mab carefully turned on her radio. At first there was nothing, just the usual white noise, but then a blast of cringe-inducing feedback hit, followed closely by the unmistakable voice of Riallo Titania. “Why, ‘Queen’ Mab,” he said, now heard by all as Mab switched him to loudspeaker. “How good of you to come. Was it the hostage situation that brought you, or was it the shooting of the knight you once squired? I suppose it doesn’t matter, so long as you’re here, but it does raise an interesting question. After all, was it not you that only just yesterday proclaimed that ‘no one is more important than anyone else’? I’m fairly certain that it was, but it seems as if it took the strategic wounding of a person you cared about to draw you here, even though many more lives of allegedly equal importance might have been hanging in the balance. Is Sir Golroc, in fact, more important to you than an entire building full of Elven pages? 
 
    “Now, see, I think he is. I think, despite what you say, despite what you so dramatically profess to believe, that deep down, buried beneath a rather unhealthy amount of denial, that you’re no different than me. And today… I intend to prove it.” 
 
    Another arrow flew out from the academy, landing this time right next to Mab. A nearby squire hurried to pick it up for her, and Frotwoot was close enough to see that instead of a scroll a white-bordered, instant camera-taken photograph had been taped to it. Mab looked at it, furrowing her brow, and Riallo started speaking again before she could react any further: “You are now looking at the Elf Academy’s only hostage. The pages and the faculty are gone for the day on an impromptu field trip, and I assure you, they are quite safe. The man in the photograph is a custodian, one of twelve currently employed to pick up after your little Elves-in-training. His name… I’ve already forgotten, but, really, I think that’s understandable, considering the most significant thing he’ll ever do with his life is exactly what he’s doing right now. What do I mean…? Well, he has no family to speak of, or at least none that care; his only friend is a dog, and, to top it all off, he’s not even a good custodian. Compared to you, dear Mab, this man is objectively insignificant, but according to you… he isn’t. So here’s where things get interesting. 
 
    “In exactly one hour, this man will die. If any attempt is made to rescue him before then… he will die. However, if, before that hour is up, you present yourself to me at the throne and offer your life in exchange for his, you have my word of honor that he will be set free… and you will die in his stead. 
 
    “You’re not a coward, Mab; you’re not selfish. Everyone who’s heard of you knows you’d do this for a friend… but would you do it for a man you don’t even know? Does your vision of equality extend even to people like him, people who are guaranteed to do less good for the world than you are? Is his life really just as important to you as yours? 
 
    “Well, Seelie… I suppose we’re about to find out.” 
 
    There was a crackle, another brief feedback noise, and then nothing but static. 
 
    As usual, everyone was waiting to see what Mab would do next. At first she just stared at the picture of the custodian for a while, although if Frotwoot had to guess he’d say it was more likely she was staring past it, then she let it drop to her side and closed her eyes. One deep breath later she opened them again, and in a soft voice that still somehow managed to carry (“Her loudspeaker’s still on,” said The Dryad, instantly ruining the poeticism) said, “Sir Feeorin, stay here with a couple of your knights to receive the hostage when he’s released. Everyone else go back to protecting the city.” 
 
    “Milady,” laughed the captain of the Thrice-Shielded Pegasus, looking around and shaking her head incredulously. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    Mab flashed her that kind smile of hers, and the microphone-holding hands of every reporter behind the barricades seemed to be drawn to her like metal to a magnet as she said not just to her, but probably to history, “No one… is more important than anyone.” 
 
    And with that, Queen Mab climbed off her horse and bravely set off to die. 
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    “No,” Pixley breathed, taking a few steps forward before breaking into a run. “NO!!!” 
 
    If Mab heard him, she gave no sign. He managed to shove past the first couple of knights that tried to stop him from getting to her, but he came to an abrupt, skidding halt when the captain of the Snowflakes stepped out smartly in front of him and held an amber-edged sword to his throat. “Sir Pixley,” he said, shaking his head and giving him a surprisingly sympathetic sort of look. “The queen has spoken.” 
 
    “She’s not just the queen to me,” Pixley snapped, knocking the sword out of his way only to immediately have it fall right back into place. 
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry. But she is the queen, so—” He stopped short as Pixley punched him in the mouth, but he recovered quickly and lashed out with his sword. Pixley froze for a second, somehow resisting through sheer willpower the effect that having your spinal cord cut was supposed to have (minus the blood and the permanence, of course), then let out a brief, helpless cry of rage as he finally collapsed to the ground. 
 
    “Pix!” said Frotwoot, rushing forward to help him as the Snowflake stood aside to test his own (possibly broken) jaw. “Pix, dude, are you okay?” 
 
    Pixley didn’t answer him, but that was probably because his face was in the dirt. Once Frotwoot had rolled him over, though, he still didn’t answer, opting instead to look desperately in Mab’s direction (she was barely visible now, what with the increased distance and the wall of reporters she had trailing after her) and shout, “Mab! Mab, wait! Please!” 
 
    “Take him away,” said the Snowflake, sheathing his weapon and walking off to rejoin the other two captains. Frotwoot bit back a sarcastic remark (this really didn’t seem like the time) and simply did as he was told, working his magically-paralyzed partner into a sitting position and dragging him across the grass until they’d reached the trees. Once he’d leaned him up against one (a tree, that is), Frotwoot plopped down next to him and just stared straight ahead for a while as Pixley continued to (very loudly) vent his frustrations. Eventually said venting gave way to choked-back sobs, at which point Frotwoot turned to his partner and, with a sad, knowing smile, said the only thing it seemed right to say.  
 
    “… You love her, don’t you?” 
 
    Pixley closed his eyes and let out a long, heavy sigh. “Of course I love her. How could anyone not love her?” 
 
    Frotwoot’s smile temporarily widened a little bit at that. “Does she know?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Pixley, his voice equal parts ragged and miserable. “I don’t think so, I mean—I know she loves me, but…” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “… I never got a chance to say it back.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at him. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because… when she told me,” said Pixley, looking as if he couldn’t believe he was answering this question but, at the same time, looking incredibly relieved to be doing so. “She tried to kiss me.” 
 
    “… So?” 
 
    Pixley sighed again. “So, what do you think happens when someone who won’t kiss a hand suddenly has to kiss someone on the lips?” 
 
    It took Frotwoot a second. “Oh no.”  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What’d you do?” said Frotwoot, trying not to laugh. 
 
    “I—I dodged her, and I… I pushed her away,” said Pixley, also trying (and, like Frotwoot, also failing) not to laugh. “I probably would’ve punched her if I didn’t love her.” 
 
    “Well, geez, man, why didn’t you tell her that?” 
 
    “Like I said, I never got the chance,” said Pixley, the mirth of the moment quickly dying away as he looked at the ground and added, “And now… now I guess I never will.” 
 
    The two of them fell silent for a moment, because really, after that they kind of had to, but then the silence was suddenly broken by a third, familiar voice, saying, “We have to do something.” 
 
    Frotwoot looked up (and Pixley tried to look up) to see Golly standing a few feet away. She still looked upset, but in a much angrier direction, and Frotwoot was pretty sure it had nothing to do with him… well, he hoped, anyway. 
 
    “We can’t,” said Pixley, the hopelessness in his voice tearing Frotwoot away from his somewhat (okay, extremely) self-absorbed thoughts and refocusing him on the matter at hand. “If we try anything they’ll—they’ll kill the hostage.” 
 
    “They’re gonna kill him anyway!” said Golly, moving to where he could see her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s true,” said another familiar voice, this time belonging to Oberon, and this time coming from somewhere uncomfortably close…  
 
    “Gah!” said Frotwoot, scrambling backwards as he turned to see Oberon and Roebin standing right next to him. “Wh—? How long have you been there?” 
 
    “A while,” said Oberon, the utter blankness of his eyes chilling Frotwoot to his very soul. “But, like Golly said, if we don’t do something both the queen and the hostage are going to die.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Pixley. 
 
    “King Riallo’s set up a scenario wherein he can win twice,” said Oberon, and the grave way Golly was nodding indicated they’d already discussed this, which explained everything but why Golly was discussing things with Oberon. “If he only kills the queen, he wins once but he loses once, too. If he kills both, he wins twice and loses nothing. Why would he take a loss if he can get two wins?” 
 
    “… Huh?” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “Oberon thinks Riallo’s gonna kill the queen and pretend she ran away,” Roebin clarified. “That way, she doesn’t get to become a martyr and everyone will think he was right.” 
 
    Oberon furrowed his brow. “Isn’t that what I said…?” 
 
    “So, what, she’s just gonna die for nothing?” said Pixley, his voice rising. 
 
    “Possibly,” said Oberon. “Unless Riallo’s a complete idiot.” 
 
    “No,” said Frotwoot, suddenly overcome by a strange, inexplicable hunch that told him Oberon was absolutely right. “She’s not gonna die at all. We’re gonna save her.” 
 
    “How?” asked Pixley. 
 
    “Um… I don’t know.” 
 
    “I could run ahead and tell the queen,” Roebin suggested after a long, awkward pause in which the only sound was Golly’s snickering. 
 
    “Tell her what, my theory?” Oberon scoffed. “No, that won’t work. We’re going to have to save the hostage, first.” 
 
    “Okay, but how?” said Pixley, getting rather understandably impatient. 
 
    “… With this,” said Oberon, dramatically revealing a big, heavy brown book he’d apparently been holding behind his back this entire time. 
 
    Frotwoot narrowed his eyes at it in vague recognition, then promptly rolled them in disbelief when he realized what it was. “Dude, is that that role-playing game?” 
 
    “No, it’s just the manual,” said Oberon, opening it up to a bookmarked page and crouching down to lay it on the grass in front of them. “It has complete and mostly-accurate maps of every Elven building in Tirnanogue, including the academy. I’ve been using it to draw up a plan ever since we got here.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell your knight?” asked Golly as she and Roebin crouched down next to him, creating a little circle that only Pixley was excluded from (he was kind of facing the wrong way). 
 
    “Because he’s an idiot. Now listen,” Oberon pulled a handful of lead figurines out of his surcoat and started placing them on the map in front of him. “This plan needs five playe—people; not counting Sir Pixley (because he’s useless right now), we only have four. It also needs to stay secret (obviously), so is there anyone any of you think you can trust to bring in on this?” 
 
    “… How about Thania?” said Frotwoot. 
 
    Oberon clearly didn’t approve, but instead of saying as much he looked at his map and said, “Can she keep a secret?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “We need to know if she can keep a secret. If any of the captains find out what we’re doing they’ll shut us down.” 
 
    “Well… I don’t know!” 
 
    “All right, then why don’t we just—” 
 
    “She can keep a secret,” said Golly, smiling that embarrassed-but-not-really-embarrassed smile of hers and making eye contact with no one. 
 
    “Well, go get her, then,” sighed Oberon. 
 
    Golly did, and as soon as she left Pixley muttered to Frotwoot, “I should stop this, shouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Yeah, good luck,” laughed Frotwoot, tapping Pixley’s leg with his fist. 
 
    Pixley smiled, and, after a pause, “… Thanks, kid.” 
 
    Frotwoot smiled back, and nothing more really needed to be said until Golly arrived with Thania a few minutes later, at which point the “real planning” (as Thania put it, much to Oberon’s chagrin) could finally begin. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Okay, is everybody ready?” 
 
    No one really looked like they were, but they all nodded anyway, so Oberon took a deep breath and pushed aside the big fake rock that sat in front of him. There was a long dirt tunnel underneath, and according to Oberon it led all the way from where they stood in the forest to a storage room in the basement of the academy. It wasn’t actually on any of the maps, but Oberon had found it while he was a student there and added it in himself, because, well… that was just the kind of thing Oberon did. Thania had seemed surprised that he knew about it, because apparently she had as well, and the reason for her surprise became clear (as did this tunnel’s origin, its intended use, and the reason no one in authority seemed to know about it) when she mentioned that the students had nicknamed it “Lover’s Lane”. 
 
    The first ones to go through were Frotwoot and Thania, both of whom were wearing knightly uniforms (Frotwoot had swapped clothes with Roebin) without sword belts and with the surcoats inside out, making them appear white (Frotwoot had almost asked why, but The Dryad had once again saved him from looking stupid by informing that this was what pages wore). Next was Golly, who was wearing three sword belts, followed by Roebin and Oberon, who had borrowed Pixley’s and were sharing it between them. Once they’d reached the end of the tunnel (it took about two minutes) only Frotwoot and Thania stepped out, quickly crossing the dusty old room to crack open the door and peek out into the hallway. There was no one there, so, following the plan, they just stood there and waited until there was. 
 
    “… Frotwoot?” said Thania, who, not at all to Frotwoot’s surprise, had turned out to be incapable of waiting quietly for more than a few seconds. 
 
    “Yeah?” Frotwoot whispered back. 
 
    “This isn’t very convincing, is it?” 
 
    “… What isn’t?” 
 
    “Well, we’re supposed to have snuck out for a romantic rendezvous, right?” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    “So why doesn’t it look like it?” 
 
    “Um… what?” 
 
    “Oh, come here,” sighed Thania, and before he could ask why she grabbed him by the face and started kissing him all over. He flinched and struggled, her still rock-hard lips making this a much less pleasant experience than it really should have been, and by the time she was done his face was covered not just in dark gray lipstick but in slight scratches and bruises as well. 
 
    “Ow!” he said accusingly. 
 
    Thania smirked but otherwise ignored him, peeking back out the door at what just so happened to be the proverbial nick of time. “Someone’s coming!” she hissed. Frotwoot nodded, took her by the hand and flung open the door, fake-laughing loudly (and fake-stifling it) as they walked directly into the path of a patrolling member of the Unseelie Court. 
 
    “Hey!” he snapped, pointing a completely amber-less crossbow bolt at them in alarm. He was dressed all in black, and only his head (which seemed to be that of a youngish faerie) was uncovered. “What—? What’re you—?” 
 
    “Eek!” said Thania, who, yes, much to Frotwoot’s amusement and horror, actually said “Eek”. “Who are you?!” 
 
    “I’m… don’t move!” Something seemed to click in his head, and as soon as it did he pointed the crossbow at Frotwoot and said, “Don’t make me kill your pretty little boyfriend!” 
 
    “Oh no, not my boyfriend,” said Thania, sounding mildly bored. 
 
    “That’s right,” said the Unseelie, his confidence apparently rising despite her horrible acting. “Just—just follow me and nobody has to get hurt.” 
 
    “Oh, please, anything you say!” 
 
    The Unseelie nodded and jerked his crossbow in the direction he wanted them to walk, leading them down the hallway as he followed close behind. Frotwoot resisted the urge to look back as Golly (if she hadn’t missed her cue) crept out of the storage room, and he smirked to himself in satisfaction as the faint sound of claws digging into the wall signaled that she’d started to climb it. Once they’d turned the corner, he could then only assume that Roebin and Oberon came out too, at which point they would stealthily head upstairs to the administration office to “provide a distraction”… whatever that meant. Oberon wouldn’t say, possibly because he didn’t quite know, but he did advise them to cover their ears when the intercom came on, so maybe he did; either way, as far as Frotwoot knew everything was going exactly to plan, and The Dryad’s continued muttering on the theme of, “Foolishness… utter foolishness,” could do nothing to dull how excited he was about that. 
 
    The route they took through the academy was kind of a long one, and after a while it started to seem like this was just because the person leading them was unfamiliar with it. Frotwoot saw a lot of interesting things on the way, though; classrooms filled with swords and combat diagrams, trophy cases with awards for things like “All-Court Jousting Champions”, and a little plaque on the wall for every academy graduate, including pretty much everyone he knew. Thania, meanwhile, didn’t seem to find this interesting at all, so eventually she just rolled her eyes and said, “Look, where are you trying to go?” 
 
    “Uh… the great hall?” 
 
    Thania stopped, turned to face him very slowly, and in an incredulous voice said, “It’s right there.” 
 
    The Unseelie looked at the door she was pointing at with her eyes, blushed, then gruffly shoved Frotwoot forward to open it. He did, and was immediately greeted by the unfriendly (and rather confused) face of another crossbow-wielding guard, this one a faerie girl instead of a faerie guy. She was leaning up against the wall on the other side of the big empty room, and sitting in the corner next to her was a giant crossbow (“Siege crossbow,” The Dryad “corrected” him), at the business end of which was the custodian from the picture, tied up, gagged, and blindfolded in a chair. 
 
    “… Moth?” she said, detaching herself from the wall to walk quickly towards them. “What the fie is this?” 
 
    “I found them wandering around in the basement,” said Moth. “I think they missed the field trip.” 
 
    “And you brought them here because…?” 
 
    “Because what else was I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Um… kill them?” 
 
    “I’m not gonna kill without orders!” said Moth, and as they continued to squabble about it Frotwoot tuned them out, quietly assessing the situation in his head so he’d know exactly what to do when Roebin and Oberon came through with their “distraction”. If he could just get to that giant crossbow (“SIEGE crossbow!”), all he’d have to do was knock the bolt off, pick up the hostage, and fly off through one of those windows near the ceiling. Of course, steering was going to be a problem, but probably not so much if he could just— 
 
    “What’s going on here?” said a strangely familiar, commanding voice as another door flew open, revealing none other than Agent Cobweb. 
 
    “Ohhh fie,” said The Dryad. 
 
    “I found these pages wandering around in the basement,” said (Agent?) Moth. “I think they missed the—” 
 
    “Wait,” said Cobweb, holding up a hand as he got closer and narrowing his eyes at Frotwoot. Did he recognize him? He’d only really seen him once, and even then just for a few minutes, but— 
 
    “Agent Mustardseed! Kill the hostage!” said Cobweb, drawing his sword and getting ready to attack. The female Unseelie (AKA, apparently, Agent Mustardseed) turned to shoot the custodian with her crossbow, but before she could pull the trigger Thania lunged forward to grab her arm and divert her aim, sending the bolt into the wall instead. Moth looked like he was about to give it a shot, but then Golly dropped down from the ceiling (from which she’d been tailing them all along) and slashed through his shoulder with her amber-edged sword. 
 
    Cobweb locked eyes with Frotwoot for a moment as Thania and Golly continued to fight the other two members of Titania’s Secret Service, then, sheathing his sword, he spun around and took off toward the giant crossbow. Frotwoot took right off after him, and after a few adrenaline-pumping seconds of barely keeping pace (“Faster!” said The Dryad, as if this weren’t already obvious. “Faster!!!”), he used his wings to execute a very literal flying tackle, bringing Cobweb down just a few feet away from the giant crossbow’s also giant lever. They wrestled on the floor for a bit, punching and elbowing each other whenever they got a chance, but with every passing second Cobweb just kept getting closer and closer to his goal.  
 
    Then, just when it was starting to seem hopeless… the intercom clicked on. 
 
    Covering his ears, Frotwoot suddenly wished he could just be deaf instead as an awful, painful noise started blasting through the speakers. When it was finally over (i.e. about three seconds later, which normally wouldn’t have been long enough to warrant a “finally” but, in this case, most certainly was), Cobweb was curled up in a ball, laughing(?), so Frotwoot quickly took this opportunity to sit up on his knees and punch him square in the face. 
 
    “Frotwoot!” said Golly, rushing up to him as Thania drove an amber-edged sword through each of the other agents’ throats. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah,” said Frotwoot, smiling crookedly and furrowing his brow at the unconscious foe that lay beneath him. “I’m great, actually. What about you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good,” said Golly, and it was clear from her tone that she was still, at least, a little annoyed with him. “Come on, let’s get this guy outta here.” 
 
    No sooner had they untied the hostage (who, at the moment, was too busy complaining about “that awful noise” to say “thank you”) than Roebin and Oberon came rushing into the hall. “Did it work?” asked Roebin, getting a “What do you think?” kind of look from Thania in response. 
 
    “What was that?” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “That was the sonic scream of a sprite,” said Oberon, lightly kicking Agent Moth with his foot and looking quite proud of himself. “Significantly amplified, of course. I’d heard that if you prank-called the stable enough the guy who runs it would get mad enough to scream, so we prank-called the stable and held the phone up to the intercom when he did.” 
 
    “… Awesome,” laughed Frotwoot, shaking his head and clapping him on the back. No wonder he didn’t tell them what the distraction was going to be; it was one of the stupidest, least-likely-to-work things Frotwoot had ever heard. “So what’s next?” 
 
    “Well… we should probably tell the queen,” shrugged Oberon. Everyone just stared at him for a moment, then, in what could only be described as a mad dash, they ran out of the hall and made for the entrance. Several amber-tipped arrows flew at them as they flung one of the front doors open, hitting Roebin and bouncing off Thania. Slamming it shut again, Thania tried to open it more slowly this time, calling out, “Wait! We’re Elves!” but more arrows just kept coming. 
 
    “Okay, what’re we gonna do?” said Golly. 
 
    “… Frotwoot 2, go back out through the tunnel,” said Oberon, who’d caught Roebin as he fell and was propping him up against the wall. “You can fly to the castle from the forest and get there before any of us can.” 
 
    “What? What about you?” 
 
    “I was too close to the phone when the scream came out; I think it damaged my inner ear and threw off my balance.” 
 
    “But—! Okay, okay,” said Frotwoot, shaking his head and sprinting off toward the basement. When he emerged from the tunnel a few minutes later, he only very briefly considered flying through the thick tree cover above him before realizing he’d have a better chance outside the tree line. 
 
    “Hey!” said Pixley as Frotwoot ran past him, spreading his wings. “Did you do it?!” 
 
    “Yeah, I just gotta go tell the queen!” 
 
    “Really?” Frotwoot had never, ever seen a more genuine smile. “All right, take me with you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I need to make sure you don’t crash or something,” said Pixley, rising shakily to his feet. “The amber’s starting to wear off, so I should be able to help you fly.” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Come on, let’s go!” said Pixley, putting an arm around Frotwoot’s shoulder and clearly struggling to stay standing. Frotwoot shrugged, put an arm around Pixley’s middle, and took off into the sky. 
 
    As they soared over the city, Frotwoot couldn’t help but notice a difference between the road to the castle and all the other roads that surrounded it. Aside from being empty, its sidewalks were filled with people, looking like mourners at a state funeral procession. The Dryad made some comment about how clever it had been for Mab to go on foot, because that way she could go slowly and everyone would see her, but Frotwoot was barely listening; all he could focus on was how much of the road she’d already seemed to have walked. Then, when they got to the castle, his fears as to what this might mean were all but confirmed, because the doors were wide open and, somewhat more tellingly, the queen was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “… We’re too late,” he said softly. 
 
    Pixley narrowed his eyes for a second, then, taking complete control of their flight, sent them plunging toward the roof at a desperate, crazy speed. At first Frotwoot thought he was trying to kill them, or at least himself, but he started to slow down when they came close to a certain skylight, and while it wasn’t the most comfortable landing Frotwoot had ever had (there was plenty of rolling and tumbling as they bounced along the surface of said skylight’s slightly-domed glass) it wasn’t exactly a deadly one, either. 
 
    “Thanks for helping me not crash,” said Frotwoot. 
 
    Pixley (who’d landed on his side) slowly raised his head to look down through the skylight, and his eyes went wide at what they saw, prompting Frotwoot (who’d landed on his back) to sit up and take a look for himself. Below them, King Riallo was standing in front of a throne, and at his feet knelt Queen Mab. She still seemed to be very much alive, but with the way her neck was exposed, and with the way Riallo was raising his sword— 
 
    Frotwoot jumped slightly as Pixley locked his arms together and started elbowing large cracks into the glass. “Dude, no, what’re you—?!” he began, but with the third blow of Pixley’s elbow the glass gave way, and it was too late to do anything but try to land with dignity as they fell through the skylight and into the throne room. 
 
    Mab and Riallo both turned to stare incredulously as Frotwoot and Pixley went spiraling off in different directions, the former flying right into a wall (bringing a massive, ridiculously heavy curtain down with him) and the latter flying into the big TV camera that sat pointed at the throne, pretty well wrecking it in the process. For a moment, as knight and squire lay moaning on opposite sides of the floor, watched with curious, shocked bemusement by the king and queen, it was if everyone had forgotten why they were there. But then, from the wreckage, Pixley (who hadn’t even tried to get up this time) raised his voice and cried, “Mab! We saved the hostage!” 
 
    Frotwoot fought frantically to untangle himself from the curtain as Riallo snarled and brought down his sword, but he needn’t have bothered; Mab somersaulted backwards to avoid it as easily as most people blink, and before Riallo could recover she spread her wings and took him out with a spinning jump kick to the face. 
 
    It was quite possibly the coolest thing Frotwoot had ever seen. 
 
    “Pix!” said Mab, rushing to his side as Riallo slid rather ingloriously down the throne’s steps. “Pix, are you okay? What’d you—?” 
 
    Pixley shushed her by putting a finger to her lips. Then, in a moment that felt like it should be accompanied by fireworks, he pulled her close and kissed her. 
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    The crowd that had gathered outside the castle for an early evening press conference cheered as Queen Mab took to the makeshift stage, and they didn’t stop for quite some time. Frotwoot added a whistle and some applause from the food cart he was buying his and Pixley’s dinner from, then turned back to collect said dinner with both hands before turning again to very nearly run right smack into Golly. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. 
 
    “Hey,” he said back, smiling at her in mild surprise. “Did you just get here?” 
 
    “Yeah, I… I was at the hospital,” she said distractedly, furrowing her brow and peeking over the tops of everyone else’s heads as she and Frotwoot stepped away from the food cart together. A (relative) hush had fallen over the crowd, and Mab was finally getting a chance to speak… sort of; it seemed like every other sentence was going to be getting a quick mini-cheer all its own, which, somewhat ironically, was making every other sentence quite difficult to hear. Golly looked like she was trying really hard to hear them anyway, though, and the reason why quickly became clear when she gave up trying a few moments later to ask, “What’s, um… what’s going on?” 
 
    “… What, no one told you?” 
 
    “No, the nurse just said I needed to come to Castle Square. Why? What’s happening?” 
 
    Frotwoot glanced up at the stage, just in case it currently held the answer, then smirked and nodded in its direction when he saw that it did. “You’re getting knighted.” 
 
    Golly’s reaction to this came in three parts. The first part consisted of narrowed, uncomprehending eyes and a slight tilt of the head. The second part consisted of following Frotwoot’s gaze, and the third part consisted of her taking him by the arm and bringing them both to a rather abrupt stop as she stared in wide-eyed disbelief at what was happening onstage; Mab had just finished dubbing Roebin “Sir Roebin”, and Thania, who’d been waiting quite impatiently off to one side, was already rushing forward to take his place, all but shoving him out of the way as she went into her kneel. Oberon was there too, of course, waiting his turn with as much visible excitement as a person waiting their turn at the DMV (if not less), but, obviously, someone was still missing…  
 
    “I think you’d better get up there,” said Frotwoot, grinning at Golly’s utterly dumbfounded expression and giving her an encouraging nudge. She looked at him like she’d forgotten he was there, then smiled a funny little smile and looked back at the stage… only to almost immediately turn that smile back his way and let out a noise of pure joy as she wrapped her arms around his neck in an impulsive, giddy sort of hug. Frotwoot staggered back and did his best to keep the food in his hands from being crushed, and before he knew it she was running off, the hug was over, and, in hindsight, saving some sandwiches suddenly didn’t seem that important. 
 
    “… I probably should’ve tried to enjoy that more,” Frotwoot mused, resuming his intended course around the crowd to the castle’s side entrance. “You think she’s still mad at me?” 
 
    “Art thou still worried about that?” said The Dryad. “Behold, Frotwoot, she is a woman; she will always be wroth with thee, even if she sayest that she is not.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “It was for me.” 
 
    “Yeah, well dude, you had six wives, so maybe that had something to with it.” 
 
    “… Why would my having five other wives make a woman wroth with me?” 
 
    Frotwoot just laughed and rolled his eyes. He wasn’t even going to try. 
 
    It didn’t take long to get to the castle after that, but it did take quite a bit longer to get inside than he’d expected, because he really wanted to see Golly get knighted, and Oberon held everything up for a while by arguing with the queen about whether or not he should be dubbed “Sir Frotwoot the First”. Eventually she talked him into accepting the title of “Sir Oberon” (reasoning with his vanity that if there were two Sir Frotwoots in the Order of The Gecko everyone would just confuse him with “the other one”, whereas if there were a Sir Frotwoot and a Sir Oberon they’d each get the credit they deserved), at which point Golly finally got to step forward and become “Dame Golrocca”. 
 
    The look on her face alone was worth the wait. 
 
    The castle was almost ridiculously quiet after having been outside, the staff and government employees who worked there having been told to take the day off while Pixley (with food and drink support from Frotwoot) interrogated Riallo and his men. This was partially done for their safety, Mab had said, as it was possible that the remaining members of the Unseelie Court might try to stage a bloody rescue or something, but it was mostly done because no one knew who the remaining members of the Unseelie Court were, and banning almost everyone from the premises seemed like the easiest way to keep them out, as well as to spot them if they came in. It was a good idea, Frotwoot thought, but it made him jump every time he saw his reflection, and it was even worse when he saw other people… like he was seeing someone now!!! 
 
    “Oh, sh—fie!” said Frotwoot, heart pounding in his chest as Pixley smirked and closed one of the interrogation room doors behind him. “Dude, I—I thought you were in that one!” 
 
    “I was,” said Pixley, taking his sandwich from Frotwoot and heading down the hall; he didn’t like to eat in rooms that weren’t “made for eating”, and he didn’t like to eat in “fancy rooms” either, so they’d had every meal today in a dingy little employee break room on the other side of the castle, and this meal, it seemed, would be no different. 
 
    “Did you find anything out?” asked Frotwoot, unwrapping his own food (he just couldn’t wait) and falling into step alongside him. 
 
    Pixley shook his head. “Nothing new. I think we’ve got everything we’re gonna get, here.” 
 
    “Really? Okay, so… what’s next?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, like… what do we do now? Quest-wise?” 
 
    Pixley furrowed his brow at him and smiled as if he thought he might be kidding. “The quest is over, kid.” 
 
    “Wh—?! What are you talking about? It’s—it’s not over, what about—” He wracked his brain for a less suspicious alternative to what he was actually worried about, but then he realized that what he was worried about wasn’t actually all that suspicious and just went for it. “What about Maeve?” 
 
    “Maeve Titania?” 
 
    “Yeah, we—we never found her.” 
 
    “That’s because she’s not real.” 
 
    “… Huh?” 
 
    “That girl you saw? The one that’s been recruiting people? She’s not Princess Maeve, she’s an actress,” Pixley told him, sounding so sure of himself that Frotwoot almost forgot how incredibly wrong he was. “Well, actresses, really; Riallo said he hired a bunch of girls to pose as his daughter so people would think a ‘miracle’ had happened and be more likely to join the Unseelie Court, and the reason he hired so many is because if anything ever went wrong on a recruitment mission or whatever each ‘Maeve’ would only know the name of the person they came to see, because he only used each one of them once.” 
 
    “But—!” 
 
    “So it was basically just a propaganda thing.” 
 
    “But—!” Frotwoot began, wishing he could add “He’s lying!” without having to explain why he knew. “Shouldn’t we still try to catch them?” 
 
    “Nah, we got the leader, we got the lieutenants… I think we’re good.” 
 
    “So, what, we’re just gonna let a bunch of terrorists get away?” 
 
    Pixley stopped walking, and, since he was matching his pace, so did Frotwoot. “Is something wrong, kid?” 
 
    “Yeah, dude, I—!” Frotwoot let out a heavy sigh and shook his head. He didn’t know what to tell him. “… Never mind.” 
 
    “No, what is it?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Pixley narrowed his eyes and cocked his head at him. He seemed to be considering something very carefully, and just when it was starting to make Frotwoot uncomfortable he shook his head and pulled out his notebook. “Okay, look,” he said, flipping it open to a certain page and holding it where he could see. “This is the address that last sent a package to that bouncer’s PO Box. I went to check it out last night and found out it belonged to the public radio building, which, in Tirnanogue, has about twenty different stations and hundreds of different users. I tried to narrow it down to just the ones that play religious stuff, but almost all of them do, just at different times. It’d probably take weeks to figure out which one the Unseelie Court was using, if they’re even still using it, but—” He ripped the page out and handed it to him. “It’s the only lead we’ve got, so… there you go.” 
 
    The corner of Frotwoot’s mouth turned up a little as he glanced down at Pixley’s awful (but completely legible) handwriting, because as nice as this faint glimmer of hope was it didn’t quite merit a full smile. “Faint glimmers” usually didn’t. “Rays” of hope generally did, but— 
 
    “I’m sailing to Fae tonight with Mab,” said Pixley, who couldn’t seem to say it without smiling himself for a second, or, as he went on, to keep that smile in his eyes. “She’s gonna… do some… political stuff, there, or something (I don’t know), and she wants me to come along, but when I get back I’ll try to help you with this, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Frotwoot nodded, managing to turn that corner of his mouth up a bit more for him as he held the paper up and kind of waved it for some reason. “Um… thanks, man.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Pixley, clapping him on the shoulder and turning to leave. “Oh, and kid?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I hope you find your friend.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Once Frotwoot and The Dryad had finished recovering from their various states of shock (Pixley had left immediately, but Frotwoot must have just stood there staring at where he’d been standing for at least ten minutes afterward, wondering if he… knew), they headed back to the Order of the Gecko’s tower to get cracking on their new (or, rather, original) quest. The Dryad had suggested on the way that they simply flip around the public radio band for a while until they heard something suspicious, and while that sounded kind of awful it also sounded like a pretty good idea. Before they could get started, though (Golly, fortunately, had yet to pick up her record player, which doubled as a radio), Roebin and Oberon burst into his room and demanded that he play Knights of the Seelie Court with them. He was too tired to refuse, and he kind of figured he owed them at this point, so for the next few hours they celebrated their newly-acquired knighthoods by… pretending they were knights. 
 
    “Okay,” yawned Frotwoot, closing the door behind them as they left, bickering, and plopping down on the couch to switch on the radio. “Let’s do this thing.” 
 
    The first station to come in clearly was being hosted by an incoherent madman. Frotwoot thought it was pretty awesome, but it wasn’t what he was looking for, so he moved on. The second station had a program about knitting that seemed to be relying on visual aids, the third was actually playing some music (albeit really, really bad music) and the rest all kind of blended together because by the fourth station he was already dozing off. He hung in there for as long as he could, of course, but this was public access radio, so “as long as he could” wasn’t actually very long at all. 
 
    Luckily, The Dryad was able to use the amber in the circuitry (or whatever) to keep changing the channel, so throughout the night Frotwoot kept waking up to some of the more bizarre sounds or statements that his tree-bound buddy was dutifully skimming through. He instantly forgot them, having only woken up for about three seconds each time, but then, shortly after sunrise, the sound of an explosion shook the tower, and since it definitely hadn’t come from the radio Frotwoot was pretty sure he wouldn’t forget it, let alone go back to sleep. 
 
    “What—?!” he said, jumping to his feet. The tower lurched slightly beneath him, didn’t do anything else for a moment, and then, as people screamed above, below and all around… it started to tip. The floor quickly became diagonal, and even more quickly became vertical. Frotwoot tried to keep up with it, to stay standing, but it was literally impossible, so there was nothing he could do but flap his wings a bit and hope for the best as the great stone tower came crashing to the ground. 
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    “What the fie just happened?!?!” someone shouted as Frotwoot pulled himself up and out of his bedroom window, wondering much the same thing. The tower was lying on its side in the forest that bordered the city walls, mostly intact but (seeing as how towers were generally supposed to tower) essentially destroyed. Frotwoot, who was now standing unsteadily atop the former face (and current roof) of the ruined building, took a moment to just shake his head and stare at it, not really knowing what else to do; but then it occurred to him that the question asked above probably had an answer, so he stopped staring and started looking. 
 
    Eventually, after a few fruitless seconds in which he learned nothing more interesting than what everyone looked like in their pajamas and/or underwear, he turned around to see that the bottom two floors of the toppled tower were still standing, and it was clear from what little was left of the second floor that the break had happened there. He darted across the wall to get a better look, and once he’d gotten it he jumped down into the rubble of what was once the cafeteria to get an even better one. 
 
    “… Aha,” he said when he finally found something to warrant it, kneeling to knock some of the lighter wreckage aside and carefully pick up what he’d seen. There wasn’t much left of it, but considering the context (and, of course, because he liked to jump to conclusions) he was still pretty sure it was a bomb casing. 
 
    “A bomb?!” The Dryad said suddenly, nearly making him drop it. “Impossible! For behold, among the Tuatha Dryadia no such technology doth exist, for lo, I did make quite certain that it did not!” 
 
    “Yeah, no… I’m pretty sure it’s a bomb, dude,” said Frotwoot, turning it over in his hands. “I don’t think it’d be big enough to do this, though…” 
 
    “Thou thinkest that there are others?” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged and glanced around. “I don’t know. Let’s look.” 
 
    It actually didn’t take very long to find another one, as it was only a few feet away, and within a couple of minutes he’d gathered about a dozen. By then a few of the other knights had started an investigation of their own, but fortunately, since they couldn’t know what they were looking for (or, for that matter, what they were looking for even was), they paid no attention to Frotwoot or his little pile of junk, leaving him free to tinker with it while they went about the important business of kicking stuff in an inquisitive sort of way. 
 
    “Wait,” said Frotwoot, literally dropping what he was doing (i.e. trying to put together a single bomb from the fragments of many) when he noticed that one of the casings was quite a bit fuller than the others. “There’s something in here…” 
 
    “Wh—? FROTWOOT, NO!!!” said The Dryad, but it was too late; Frotwoot had already pried the cover off and… not blown up. 
 
    “Okay, yeah, that was stupid,” Frotwoot admitted, laughing nervously at himself as he set the cover aside to take a much more careful look at what it had been, well, covering. Apparently (and thankfully), this one had been a dud, because all the wires and stuff Frotwoot had been trained by movies to associate with bombs were all still there, damaged (presumably by a nearby non-dud) but not obliterated. Granted, a brick of amber had seemed to have taken the traditional place and shape of a plastic explosive, but it was still basically what he’d been expecting to see, so he really had to wonder if seeing it had been worth the risk… until, that is, he saw the radio. 
 
    “Oh my,” said The Dryad, barely heard by Frotwoot as he smiled a crooked smile and blinked in delighted disbelief at what he’d found. It wasn’t a full radio, of course, just the guts of one, and while that normally wouldn’t have been enough for Frotwoot to recognize it as such, the dial was still attached, which let him recognize it immediately; and while none of this would normally have been enough to garner even a spark of his interest, the fact that said dial was tuned to a specific public access radio station most certainly was. 
 
    “This is it,” he laughed softly, shaking his head and making a mental note of the frequency as he rose slowly to his feet. “Dude, this is what we were looking for!” 
 
    “Verily, it would seem so. And to think, that I spent all night listening to cat ladies and lunatics…” 
 
    “We’ve gotta hurry,” said Frotwoot, tossing the un-blown bomb aside (and inwardly wincing at his own stupidity as he did; luckily, it remained un-blown) and taking off for the stairs. “Whoever set off the bombs might still be there!” 
 
    “Indeed they might be, but behold: Wouldst thou face them without a sword?” 
 
    “Oh yeah… I hope the captain’s office isn’t locked.” 
 
    It wasn’t, as a matter of fact, so Frotwoot was able to quickly retrieve his sword (he could tell it was his because of the water damage) from Golroc’s desk without having to stop and do magic. Then, chuckling at how absurd it was that his life had reached a point where having to do some magic was an actual inconvenience, he put on his weapon, ran down to the stables, and rode off toward the public access radio building with Clapton. 
 
    “Sir Frotwoot Crossley,” he said at the security desk, fifteen minutes later. “Knightly Order of the Gecko, uh… Tirnanogue. I need to come in.” 
 
    The mustachioed old security guard looked up from his newspaper very, very slowly (he fit a couple of sips from his mug in there, even), narrowed his eyes at him once he had, and then, with the most bored tone of suspicion Frotwoot had ever heard, asked, “Where’s your shield?” 
 
    “Oh, um… I didn’t get one.” 
 
    The guard snorted. “Yeah, me neither.” 
 
    “Okay, wait wait wait, no,” Frotwoot laughed nervously, holding up a hand and thinking fast. “I’m not lying, I’m—Look, you know that guy, the one that saved the queen on Midsummer’s Eve?” 
 
    The guard nodded disinterestedly. He’d already gone back to reading. 
 
    “Well, I’m him.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “No really, look!” said Frotwoot, pulling his t-shirt up a bit to show the scar from the arrow. “I got shot, and she knighted me, and—” 
 
    “This is a public building, sir,” the guard sighed, turning a page with one hand and pushing a clipboard forward with the other. “You just have to sign in.” 
 
    “… Oh,” said Frotwoot, almost able to count without looking how many people in the lobby were watching him just by the sounds of their stifled laughter. “Right. Thanks. I mean, you could’ve told me that before I took my shirt off, but, you know, whatever.” 
 
    Once he’d (rather irritatedly) finished signing his name, Frotwoot was buzzed-in to the main part of the building, which seemed to consist of nothing but several small, four room blocks (they were kind of set up like cubicles, he thought) and a series of wide, crisscrossing hallways. Each room had its own soundproof window, and through each window could be seen the expected equipment of headsets, soundboards and microphones, sometimes with a person using them, sometimes not. The doors all had a piece of paper taped to them, indicating in handwritten numbers which frequency was being broadcast from each room, so Frotwoot, one hand on the hilt of his sword, simply wandered around until he found the one he was looking for. 
 
    “… Huh,” he said, coming to an abrupt stop and furrowing his brow at the person behind the glass. He hadn’t known who it was going to be, of course, but a blind old brownie man in a wheelchair probably wouldn’t even have been among his first hundred guesses. Still, there he was, so Frotwoot magically unlocked the door, quietly snuck into the little room, and got ready to do… whatever it was he was going to do. He hadn’t quite figured that part out yet. 
 
    “—Okay, I’ve heard enough,” the brownie said into his microphone, either interrupting someone Frotwoot couldn’t hear or (based on what he’d heard last night) someone that didn’t really exist. “Next time your mother-in-law says somethin’ like that, you need to stand up to her and let her know that it’s not okay. I mean, just because you used to be a nymph doesn’t mean people get to go around treatin’ you like you still are, especially since you’ve done so much to—Hello?” Frotwoot’s heart dropped into his stomach as the brownie turned to face him, but it quickly went right back where it belonged and started pounding against his chest when a frantic attempt to draw his sword revealed (through the medium of a banged elbow) that this corner of the room was actually much too small for that. “Is someone there?” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t answer, but instead darted back out into the hallway to draw his sword and come back in (he was so glad this guy was blind). 
 
    “All right, well, we’re just gonna take a quick break, folks, while I figure out what’s goin’ on,” said the brownie. “Get your questions ready, ‘cause Dr. Billy’s here to help.” Some kind of musical cue played, and “Dr. Billy” took off his headset and turned as much of his immense body toward the door as he could. “Can I help you, whoever you are?” 
 
    “Don’t move,” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not gonna be a problem,” Dr. Billy chuckled. “Might as well tell me not to look at ya’, too.” 
 
    Frotwoot smiled, despite himself. “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “What, here at the station?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I don’t know… somethin’ like twenty years, now.” 
 
    “No, not—I mean today; how long have you been here today?” 
 
    “… What, are you tryin’ to tell me my time’s up? ‘Cause I just got here five minutes ago, so—” 
 
    “Who was here before you?” said Frotwoot, lowering his sword with an odd mix of disappointment and relief. 
 
    “Uh… no one, I think. Shows that start earlier than mine are usually taped. Why? What’s goin’ on?” 
 
    “Do you know whose tape it was?” 
 
    “Nope. And before you ask, I don’t know where it is, either. Some kid with a cart goes around pickin’ ‘em up after so they can be taped over.” 
 
    “Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “Wh—? Well, for Tree’s sake, boy! Did you just really like that show, or what?” 
 
    “No, I’m just… I’m just looking for someone.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Whoever was on before you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed and shook his head. “It doesn’t matter, just—” 
 
    “No, no way. I’m not tellin’ you one more thing until I know why.”  
 
    Frotwoot briefly considered making a threat, or something, but since he was pretty sure he couldn’t do it convincingly enough to get results (and since he was pretty sure threatening a blind guy in a wheelchair would probably go down as the worst thing he ever did, were he to do it), he decided instead to just sit down and tell Dr. Billy what was up. “Okay, loo—I mean, um, listen: I’m a knight, and the person I’m looking for is a member of the Unseelie Court. They’ve been using this radio station to do some really bad stuff, but if you could just, like, help me figure out who was here last, or whatever, then—” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    “… You sound pretty young to be a knight.” 
 
    “Well… I think I’m an acting squire, technically, but—” 
 
    “You’re not gonna find that tape,” said Dr. Billy, turning back to his microphone and flipping some switches. “You want my advice? Check the sign-in sheet by the door.”  
 
    “Sign-in… sheet?” 
 
    “Yep, just hangin’ right out there on a nail.” 
 
    Frotwoot was out of his chair, out of the room, and pulling a clipboard off the wall before Dr. Billy had even finished playing back the musical cue that would resume his show. The first couple of pages (apparently it was sign-in sheets, plural, but under the circumstances he certainly felt he could forgive the mistake) were from the past few days, so Frotwoot flipped through them until he got to today, at which point he quickly scanned the sheet for “Dr. Billy”, looked right under it to see the words “Taped Segment”, and looked just to the left of that to see the name— 
 
    “Gwen Stefani?!” 
 
    “Oh yeah, Gwen; nice girl. What about her?” said Dr. Billy, turning his microphone off and apparently only half-listening to whoever his first caller was. 
 
    “Um… who is she?” Frotwoot laughed, hardly believing the sheer silliness of what he was seeing. Why’d it take him so long to find Maeve, he wondered, when she was this bad at hiding? 
 
    “Why? She’s not the one, is she?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, she is.” 
 
    “No she isn’t,” scoffed Dr. Billy. 
 
    “No, really, she is.” 
 
    “But… but she seemed so nice!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Frotwoot muttered, nodding and empathetically raising his eyebrows as he said it. 
 
    “I mean, she’s even an acolyte at the Dryadic Temple, for Tree’s sake! I didn’t think they let people do that who weren’t—” 
 
    “Wait, did you just say she’s an aco—thing at the temple?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. Why?” 
 
    “Does that mean she lives there?” 
 
    “I think so, but—” 
 
    “Allrightthanksdudebye!” Frotwoot blurted, closing the door, sheathing his sword, and running off like a maniac down the hall. 
 
    “I canst not believe this,” said The Dryad, as Frotwoot climbed up onto Clapton a recklessly short amount of time later. “For behold, I—I must have been so pre-occupied with helping thee in thy search these past few days that I didst somehow fail to notice that the one that thou didst seek, yea, even Maeve, was hiding here, with me, right under my nose! But… how could such a thing be? How could I, The Dryad, have failed to notice such a nefarious presence, yea, even in mine own home?” 
 
    “I don’t know, man,” said Frotwoot, who was quite possibly in the best mood of his life, and was only feeling better with each gallop Clapton took. “It doesn’t really matter, though. I mean, we still found her, right?” 
 
    “Indeed we did, my friend, indeed we did, and we shan’t lose her again! For lo, I will now return mine consciousness to my physical form to observe the comings and goings of everyone that doth surround it, and should I find Maeve, and yea, should I then see her try to leave my temple, I will return mine consciousness to thee with much haste and report it to thee at once!” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, buddy.” 
 
    “Well, er… yes, it is. Very good, Frotwoot.” 
 
    “Wh—? No, I wasn’t—it’s just an expression, dude, I—” Frotwoot began, but The Dryad had already left so he just half-laughed/half-groaned and kept riding. 
 
    As he approached the Dryadic Temple he realized that going through the skylight wasn’t going to be an option this time, because at the moment there seemed to be some people up there working on it. The front door was wide open, though, and it looked like small groups of tourists were constantly pouring in and out of it, so, figuring he might as well give the actual entrance a shot for once, Frotwoot tied Clapton up outside and casually strolled up the steps to do just that. 
 
    There was some kind of museum just beyond the door that encircled the actual heart of the building (i.e. the part with the tree), and as Frotwoot walked along it looking for a way into that heart he was treated to an illustrated history of Finvarra Dryadia, complete with tapestries, statues, scale models and (of course) a gift shop. After a while he came to a big, arched doorway with a sign over it that read, “Clerics, Acolytes, and Donors Only”, and two very serious-looking guards on either side of it, each armed with a quarterstaff and each dressed in a dark green velvet robe with amber leafing. 
 
    “Hey,” said Frotwoot, putting on a big, friendly smile as he came to stand in front of them. “Is this… is this where the, um—” he faltered for a second, then glanced up at the sign for help, “ ‘Acolytes’ live?” 
 
    They both nodded. 
 
    “And I’m guessing I can’t go in there, right?” 
 
    They responded wordlessly, but quite effectively, by crossing their staffs in front of the doorway. 
 
    “Okay, but… here’s the thing: I’m a knight, so—” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” said the one on the left. 
 
    Frotwoot blinked and shook his head. “Uh, what?” 
 
    “The Seelie Court has no jurisdiction here,” the one on the right clarified. 
 
    “What, really? But—” 
 
    “If you need to talk to someone, you can give us your name and a brief message and we’ll deliver it for you while you wait,” said Lefty, politely but firmly. “Otherwise, we’re just going to have to ask you to move along.” 
 
    “But—!” 
 
    “Would you like to leave a message?” 
 
    Frotwoot thought about it for a moment, decided Maeve would probably just run (it was too late to tell them he was anything but a knight, after all), and shook his head “no”. 
 
    “All right, then, sir, if you could just step away from the door—” 
 
    “No, dude, look, I—I have to get in there.” 
 
    “Sir—” 
 
    “It’s about the Unseelie Court!” 
 
    “Oh, really? Well, that changes absolutely nothing, so—” 
 
    “Are you serious?! Come on,” said Frotwoot, unconsciously taking a step forward only to instantly regret it as one quarterstaff swept his legs out from under him and the other struck him in the head. He automatically reached for his sword, but his hand was stopped halfway there by a sharp rap from Lefty’s staff, the end of which staff was then positioned quite firmly against his throat. 
 
    “Last chance to live, Elf,” Lefty snarled, pushing down on his weapon for a second so that Frotwoot very briefly (but quite painfully) couldn’t breathe. Frotwoot held his hands out in surrender, and, looking almost disappointed, Lefty withdrew his staff and nodded toward the nearest exit. “Have a blessed day.” 
 
    Frotwoot reluctantly left the building, and, once he was sure the guards couldn’t see him, kicked it in frustration. What was he going to do? If Pixley were here he’d probably just take those guys down, or something, but since Frotwoot wasn’t particularly good at taking guys down that didn’t really seem to be an option. A quick glance at the rows and rows of firmly-locked windows that lined the temple walls immediately told him that they weren’t going to be an option either, which pretty much left him with no choice but to let out an angry sigh, stomp back to his steed, and… suddenly get a great idea. 
 
    Everyone screamed and jumped out of the way as Clapton and Frotwoot came bursting through the temple doors, which, all things considered, was probably the sanest possible reaction. “Yippee-Ki-Yay, motherfyers!” Frotwoot shouted, purely for his own amusement, as he rode past the dumbfounded guards and into the restricted hallway. After that it didn’t take long for them to recover from their initial shock, but it took long enough, fortunately, for Frotwoot to turn a corner and get enough distance between them that he could jump off his horse (or whatever Clapton was) and duck into a closet without being seen. Once they’d flown past him, no doubt following the loud, echoing sound of Clapton’s hooves, Frotwoot crept back out into the hallway and started wandering around until he found some stairs that led up to the circular walkways (and, according to the signs, the clergy dormitories) that overlooked The Dryad and his ridiculously big room. 
 
    “Hey, tree guy!” he whispered, smiling and waving at him as he came to a stop at the lowest walkway’s exquisitely-carved stone railing. “Have you seen her yet?” 
 
    The Dryad didn’t answer, which was pretty weird considering he was looking right at him. Frotwoot checked to make sure he still had the little amber tree branch in his sock (he did), then shrugged and started looking for himself. When it became clear that none of the bedroom doors that surrounded him were marked in any way, shape or form he started to panic, wondering how he was ever going to find Maeve in this place (short of shouting her name, or something), but he quickly calmed down when a strange, inexplicable hunch made him look up a couple of stories at a certain door, and then further led him to slowly climb the stairs and keep walking until he was standing right in front of it. 
 
    “What am I doing?” he muttered, stopping himself before he could knock. Why did this particular door seem so familiar, so… right? He’d never even really looked at it before, and yet…  
 
    “Hello?” said a familiar voice on the other side of it, and Frotwoot looked down to see a shadow moving through the crack between the floor on the door, which, he was now apparently realizing just a bit too late to stop his own shadow from giving him away, was the kind of thing that tended to go both ways. Before he could hide, or even think about hiding, the door opened, and, as it turned out, that familiar voice belonged to a familiar face. 
 
    It was Maeve. 
 
    “Oh, hey baby,” she said, giving him a surprised smile that, in his opinion, was nowhere near as surprised as it should have been. Then, before he could say or do anything else (not that he was even sure what he would do or say, but it would have been nice to have had the opportunity), she pulled him inside, closed the door with her hip, and started kissing him. 
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    “Wh—? Wait, hold on!” said Frotwoot, but the words were mostly muffled by Maeve’s lips, and she didn’t seem to be listening anyway. He tried to pull away from her, and when that didn’t work he tried to push away from her, which also didn’t work. Eventually he got the idea to combine the two, and that, much to his (somewhat conflicted) relief, was what finally did work. “Maeve! What’re you doing?!?!” 
 
    Maeve cocked her head and gave him a playful, quizzical sort of smile. “What’s it look like?” 
 
    “Um… it looks like crazy,” said Frotwoot, ducking under her arms and deftly moving out of her reach as she tried to grab him again. “I mean, what, do you think you can just—” He stopped short when he noticed something (or, rather, somethings) sitting on her bedside table. “… Is that my stuff?” 
 
    “What—? Oh, yeah, you keep forgetting to take those back,” said Maeve, waving at the pile of clothes (and various other little things Frotwoot had come to Seelie with) dismissively and wrapping him up in another inappropriately-loving embrace while he was still distracted by it. “Now, come on, babe, I haven’t seen you since yesterday, so let’s just—” 
 
    “Yesterday?” said Frotwoot, locking eyes with her both abruptly and incredulously. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean… you left really early in the morning, so technically it was yesterday, but… look, are you okay? You’re acting kind of weird.” 
 
    “I’m acting—?” Frotwoot began, but then, suddenly, something clicked; something that made him look back towards his clothes on the table, narrow his eyes at them for a long, thoughtful moment, then, because he had to be sure, slowly turn his head back towards Maeve and ask in a calm, careful voice, “When did I leave my stuff here?” 
 
    “Um… Midsummer’s Eve, I think?” said Maeve, crinkling her nose at him and laughing uncertainly. “Why?” 
 
    “… Did I come here to change into some leafy shorts and body glitter?” 
 
    “Well. . .yeah, but—” He didn’t let her finish, her answer having prompted him to break away from her like she wasn’t even there and pace off aimlessly in the opposite direction, letting out a low groan and running his fingers through his hair. He couldn’t believe this… “Frotwoot, what—what’s going on? Why’re you so—?” 
 
    “Have I been coming here every night?” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Have I been coming here every NIGHT?” Frotwoot snapped, whirling around and making her jump back a bit. 
 
    “M—Most nights, yeah! Baby, what’s—?”  
 
    “Wait here,” said Frotwoot, holding up his hands in a “wait here” kind of way and storming out of the room. “Hey, tree guy!” he said loudly, cutting across the walkway outside until he reached the railing. “We need to talk, dude.” 
 
    The Dryad said nothing. 
 
    “I know you can hear me,” said Frotwoot, laughing and throwing his hands out in disbelief. “You’re right there!” 
 
    Again, nothing. 
 
    “All right, well… whatever! I know what you’ve been doing while I’ve been sleeping, now, man, and it’s—Wait, was that Maeve’s lipstick on my neck, after I blacked out? Was that Maeve’s phone number? Dude, have you just been—?” Frotwoot’s next words caught in his throat and kind of turned into a gurgle. Half of his body had just gone unpleasantly numb, and said numbness was quickly spreading to the other half, making it hard to stand and even harder to think. In a daze, he twisted around to look at the spot in his lower back where the feeling seemed to have started, and saw a dagger there, held by a very guilty-looking Maeve. He started to ask her “Why?” (which, under the circumstances, he didn’t think was an entirely unreasonable question), but before he could his brain got all tingly, everything started to turn white, and the next thing he knew… was nothing. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The sound of stone scraping against stone slowly annoyed Frotwoot awake, and he opened his eyes to find himself lying in the middle of a ring portal. Looking around, he saw Maeve carefully adjusting one of the magic stones near his feet, and she saw him looking and said, “Oh… hi.” 
 
    Frotwoot mostly couldn’t move, still, so he just stared. 
 
    “Sorry about stabbing you,” she blurted, and, as weird an apology as that was, at least she seemed to mean it. “It’s just, that’s what you told me to do, so—” 
 
    “Wh—? Huh?!” said Frotwoot, his voice sounding almost as cracked and as broken as he felt. If there was a downside to amber-edged blades, Frotwoot thought, it was that they made it possible to know how much a body could hurt after it was supposed to have died. “I told you to—What?” 
 
    “You said if it ever seemed like you were getting amnesia again that I should knock you out and put you through the ring portal,” Maeve clarified as she stood up to inspect the circle of stones and (presumably as part of said inspection) nudge a couple with her foot. “You said that The Dryad said it’d fix you like it did the last time.” 
 
    “… Fix me?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, like… fix your memories.” 
 
    “But… it didn’t—” 
 
    “No, babe, it did,” Maeve said gently, kneeling down next to him to very lovingly stroke his cheek. “You just don’t remember.” 
 
    Frotwoot wasn’t really sure how to argue with that (“Nuh-uh!” essentially being the best counterpoint he could seem to think of at the moment), so he didn’t bother, furrowing his brow at the ceiling and trying to articulate one of the many, many questions he had instead as Maeve stepped out of the circle and out of sight. “Wait,” he said, craning his neck to face her a moment later and just in time, apparently, to stop her from activating the ring portal. “Did you say I said The Dryad said something?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah, uh-huh,” said Maeve, nodding her head and laughing a little once she’d puzzled that sentence out. Her hand was hovering over the activation stone, but either curiosity or good manners seemed to be keeping her from lowering it. 
 
    “So, like… you know that I talk to him?” 
 
    “Well… yeah, of course. You do it all the time.” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Maeve, looking both amused at and tired of how often she was having to say that word. “You’re kind of like… his prophet.” 
 
    “His what?!” Frotwoot struggled with all his might to get up and, in the process, just barely managed to roll over. 
 
    “I know! It sounds weird, but—” 
 
    “Why would he need a prophet?! I thought he was just—” Frotwoot shook his head, figuring that thought (i.e. “I thought he was just doing this to date you!”) could probably go unfinished for now, what with all the unnecessary questions it probably (definitely) would have raised, and refocused his vocal chords on saying, “What does he have me say? What does he have me do?” 
 
    “Only good things,” Maeve assured him. 
 
    “But—but what about the Unseelie Court? If he only has me do good things, why’s he let you do that? Why doesn’t he try to stop you?” 
 
    It took Maeve a moment to respond to that, and when she did all she could seem to come up with was: “Um… what?” 
 
    “I know you’re the leader, Maeve,” said Frotwoot, ineffectually propping himself up on his hands like a nerd trying to do a push-up. “All the evidence points to you. I don’t know why you did it, but—” He stopped short because she’d just rather oddly broken eye contact to look off into space and laugh in disbelief. “What?” 
 
    “I’m not the leader, Frotwoot,” she said, looking back at him with a disconcerting mix of bemusement, uncertainness, and worry. “You are.” 
 
    For an instant, Frotwoot’s world stopped. Then, when it started again, he found himself sitting on his knees with only the dimmest recollection of how he’d gotten there and a hollow, gutted sort of feeling in his stomach. “No…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Maeve, leaning forward to give him a quick, soft kiss on the lips that he couldn’t even bring himself to feel. “I know this is confusing, but… I love you, Frotwoot. I love you so much, and I… I won’t let you forget me again.” And, with that, she finally pressed down on the activation stone, bringing the glowing amber runes of the ring portal that surrounded him to life. 
 
    It wasn’t until the second-to-last stone had lit up that Frotwoot snapped out of his stupor, and by then it was too late to do much more than jump to his feet as the bubbling amber light took him. When the sickly feeling had passed and the magic bubbles had cleared, Frotwoot blinked the after-effects out of his eyes and looked around, expecting to see Maeve’s room back in Chicago, but instead he saw… something else. 
 
    It was hard to describe, really. In fact, “it was hard to describe” was probably the best description one could make for it. But, if he had to try, Frotwoot would have to say that he’d just arrived in a room that looked like outer space (except shaped like a room), and that there was nothing in its vast, clearly limitless (yet, somehow, limited-looking) void but the long, flat, jagged-edged patch of floating gray rock he was standing on. He didn’t have to try, though, so he simply reacted. 
 
    “What the…?!” 
 
    “Yes,” a familiar voice said from behind him, prompting Frotwoot to spin around and look into a decidedly unfamiliar face. “That about sums it up, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Frotwoot took a step back and stared at the man in front of him, at first because he didn’t know who it was, and then because he did and couldn’t believe it. “Tree guy?” 
 
    The handsomely-aged old wizard sighed, rolled his eyes, and, despite clearly not liking how he’d just been addressed… grudgingly nodded. 
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    “Wh—? But—?” Frotwoot inquired, throwing in a wide range of befuddled faces and gestures to help communicate his point. “Where are we? Why’re you—? How’re you not a tree?” 
 
    “We are in the realm of the mind, dear Frotwoot,” said The Dryad, walking around him and smiling pleasantly. “Here, our appearances are defined by our perceptions, not by our reality.” 
 
    Frotwoot let out a little laugh of incredulous wonder and looked around as if seeing this place for the first time. “What’re we doing here?” 
 
    “I brought you here to talk.” 
 
    Frotwoot stopped looking at everything and focused on The Dryad, also as if seeing him for the first time, but, of course, in a rather less positive way. “… You lied to me.” 
 
    “Yes, I did.” 
 
    “You used me!” 
 
    “I did that, too.” 
 
    “Why?!” 
 
    “Well, as luck would have it, that’s precisely what I wanted to talk to you about,” said The Dryad, waving his hand and making a pair of translucent (but comfy-looking) chairs appear out of nowhere. “Have a seat, my friend, and we’ll—” 
 
    “You’re not my friend.” 
 
    “I’m not?” said The Dryad, feigning concern as he took one of the chairs. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Frotwoot met his gaze and furrowed his brow at him uneasily. Was this a trick question? 
 
    “Sort of,” The Dryad answered his unspoken thought, effectively (and somewhat obnoxiously) confirming his identity to Frotwoot once and for all. “Because you see, I think friendship can be defined in a variety of ways, and while in some ways, I admit, I am certainly not your friend, in other ways I am. Won’t you please sit?” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head; The Dryad sighed. “I know what you’re thinking,” said the mage, waving his hand again to make a small table with a teapot and cakes appear (magically?) in front of him. “And not just literally, mind you; I’d know what you were thinking even if I didn’t, really. You’re thinking that I’m ‘the bad guy’, which, in a sense, I suppose is true. You’re also thinking that, as ‘the good guy’, you can’t possibly be my friend, lest you, by extension, become something of a ‘bad guy’ yourself. Am I right?” 
 
    “… You are a bad guy.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I wasn’t; but that’s a little subjective, isn’t it? After all, every member of the Unseelie Court believes themselves to be good, and every member of the Seelie Court believes the same. Who can say which side is right? And, more importantly, why should one’s affiliation with either make one ‘good’ or ‘bad’? It’s just a difference of opinion; a very large and fundamental difference, of course, but still… just a difference. And friends always have differences; it’s a part of what makes friendship so interesting. In fact, some of my best friends have been my enemies! How is that possible, you ask?” Frotwoot was actually pretty sure he hadn’t asked. “Because when I speak of friendship, Frotwoot, I don’t necessarily speak of ‘trust’ or ‘mutual admiration’ or ‘loyalty’; those are nice, but… sometimes all it takes is for someone to be able to give you what you want. And in that sense, Frotwoot, assuming what you want is to go home, I am currently, despite our differences, your one—and only—friend.” 
 
    Frotwoot clenched his fists and looked away, because if he kept looking at him he was pretty sure he was going to hit him. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “I want to make a deal,” said The Dryad, pouring himself a cup of mind tea (or whatever) and nodding toward the other chair. Frotwoot responded by kicking said chair over and staying exactly where he was. 
 
    “What kind of deal?” 
 
    The Dryad sipped his tea and gave Frotwoot a thin, dangerous-looking smile. “Let me give you some background first.” He set the teacup down and stood up, making everything he'd created disappear with another casual wave. “You’ve probably noticed that I'm speaking differently—” 
 
    “You mean like a bad guy?” 
 
    “No, like—You know what I mean. Anyway, the reason for that is because for the past several days I've been putting on an act—” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “—And that act,” The Dryad pressed on, looking like he was starting to get annoyed. “Buffoonish as it was, was specifically designed to put you at ease; to make you trust me. But I see now that that… was a mistake. Your subconscious knew better, and would always know better. The only way to bypass its defenses, it would seem, is to let your conscious mind know the truth, and, with that truth, help you to make a conscious decision that will overrule anything the subconscious has to say.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    The Dryad sighed. “Deceit hasn’t worked, so now I'm going to be honest.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” 
 
    “… Where to begin, though?” The Dryad chuckled lightly, putting his hands behind his back and pacing around the edge of the rock they were floating on. “I've told so many lies… hmm… why don't we start with the first one?” Suddenly, the void around them burst into color, depicting images like a projector on a crumpled, slightly dirty curtain. Frotwoot squinted to make them out, and saw a young man dressed exactly like The Dryad was now (pointy hat and wizardly robes), and looking like The Dryad would if he were young, kneeling, in chains, and in the middle of a ring portal. “I was not, as I told you, sent to Earth on an expedition. I was sent there as punishment, as an exile, for ‘illegal’ experiments conducted in the name of magical science.” The man in chains cried out for what looked like “Mercy!” as the ring portal was activated (the images—which Frotwoot now presumed to be The Dryad’s zoomed-out memories—were completely silent, which is why it “looked like” rather than “sounded like”), and, as his cry apparently went unheard, the presumed-Dryad reappeared without said chains in what Frotwoot immediately recognized from “The magic of memory transference!” as ancient Ireland. “The Archmage himself sentenced me, using my own invention (you may have noticed) to carry out the punishment, and so it was the Archmage, naturally, who became the center of my subsequent quest for revenge. The first thing I did was conquer half of the island, which was easy using magic, and then I set to work, continuing my ‘illegal’ experiments on the native peoples so that I could build for myself a sort of… magical army.”  
 
    He shook his head and smiled fondly as some of the most horrible things Frotwoot had ever seen filled the void montage-style all around them. “It took years, but eventually I did it, creating what you now know as the Tuatha Dryadia. Once a sufficient number had been transformed, I psionically brainwashed them into believing I was their ‘liberator’, and as I busied myself with fashioning a ring portal large enough to take us all to the capital city of Magicka, where we would stage our assault—” 
 
    “Wait,” Frotwoot interrupted. “This isn’t how it happened.” 
 
    “No… no, I assure you, it is.” 
 
    “But dude, I—I saw your memories, and—” 
 
    “—They were falsified. May I continue? Or do I need to explain what ‘falsified’ means too?” 
 
    “… I liked you better when you were lying.” 
 
    The Dryad smirked and resumed his pacing. “Anyway, as I was saying… what was I saying? Oh, yes: As I was fashioning a giant ring portal (because, obviously, a little one simply wouldn’t do), I received a visitor, an eager young clerk from the Archmage’s office who’d come to deliver a pardon and take me back with him to Magicka. Smelling a trap, I had him killed; but when a second clerk came looking for him I realized that it wasn’t a trap at all. I had actually been pardoned! Once I’d smoothed things over regarding the first clerk,” the void showed The Dryad shrugging as if to say he’d never seen him, “I learned that there had been something of a coup, and that the new Archmage’s views were more in line with mine than the previous one’s had been. This was fairly good news, of course, and I was quite happy about it, but something about there being a new Archmage and it not being me was just—” He cringed and squinted at nothing for a second. “Well, long story short, I sent the second clerk back with a declaration of war.” 
 
    Frotwoot choked back a laugh of disbelief as the memory-projecting void exploded into another montage, this time depicting a variety of war scenes between the Magi and the Tuatha Dryadia. 
 
    “We fought for years, but in the end I decided that being the Archmage wasn’t really what I wanted to do anyway and fled, with most of my people, to Seelie.” The images of war were replaced with a single, larger image of The Dryad and “most of his people” (an awful lot of them were pretty girls) arriving through a ring portal in the middle of a forest and looking very impressed. "An entire generation passed before the Magi found us here, and I would have fled again, but, well… by then I was a tree. Literally rooted to the ground as I was, I had no choice when they arrived but to cut a deal. At first the Archmage was resistant, feeling that I should be made to suffer for my ‘crimes’, but then I offered him something far more valuable than ‘justice’. I offered him,” the void showed some other guy dressed like a wizard standing in front of the great tree and nodding slowly, “My Tuatha.” 
 
    “Wait… so you—?” 
 
    “Yes,” said The Dryad, a faraway look in his eyes. “I sold them into slavery.” 
 
    “But…” Frotwoot felt like he was going to be sick. “But they think you freed them.” 
 
    “I know. Ironic, isn’t it? I’d probably feel bad about it if I thought they were an intelligent species… but, of course, they’re not. If they were, they would’ve figured out what I was doing a looong time ago. After all, what kind of god regularly chooses kings who are more likely to make war than they are to make peace?” The void showed a phooka being crowned, the crown glowing, and the phooka immediately launching up out of his throne to draw his sword and start shouting some violent-looking orders. “You see, that’s how I did it. The Archmage could have enslaved them with or without me, but I convinced him that it would be easier with me. I’d already used the Dryadic Order to manipulate events for my own purposes, after all, so why not use it for his? Choosing rulers carefully, I could keep the nations of Seelie in a state of perpetual chaos, leaving them vulnerable to the Magi, who could then use the confusion of war to come in, unnoticed, and take as many refugees and soldiers to slave as they pleased without the usual danger of inciting a rebellion.” 
 
    He paused again, as if expecting Frotwoot to say something like “Wow!” or “Gee!”, but Frotwoot could barely breathe he was so upset, and the images currently being projected on the void sure weren’t helping. “Anyway… this worked out quite well for a while, but then I made the mistake of thinking Diyana Titania was weak, and… well, you know the rest. Instead of rushing in to conquer Fae, as I’d hoped (there was a big demand for faerie girls that season), the other kings and queens rushed in to help her destroy everything I’d built by creating—” 
 
    “The Seelie Court,” Frotwoot said softly, the corner of his mouth turning up a bit in some kind of vicarious triumph. 
 
    “Yes, the ‘Seelie Court’,” The Dryad sneered, turning away from his projected memories of said court’s founding in disgust. “Do you know how much this government has impeded the slave trade in Magicka? Sure, there’s still homeless people and orphans and runaways to take, but those opportunities are fewer, and farer between.” 
 
    “Okay, but like… what do you care?” said Frotwoot, who, for once, actually kind of had to force himself to turn away from the void, because everything on it was so nice to look at now. “What’d you even do this for? I mean, you’re a tree; it’s not like they can hurt you, or—” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of fire, Frotwoot? Have you ever heard of an axe? Because I certainly have; the slavers have been threatening me with such things for nearly two hundred years. I made a deal; my life and freedom are conditional. If I don’t get things back on track—” 
 
    “What, am I supposed to feel bad for you now?” 
 
    “… No. No, I suppose not,” said The Dryad in such a way that, despite himself, Frotwoot actually felt a little bad for him. “Anyway, to continue—” 
 
    “Dude, I think I’ve heard enough.” 
 
    “Really…? So you don’t want to know how you lost your memory?” The Dryad smirked at the look on Frotwoot’s face. “That’s what I thought. Now, to continue—” 
 
    “You—you said you didn’t know.” 
 
    “I’m a liar, remember? Now, to CONTINUE,” he waited for another interruption, but didn’t get one. “The Magi tried their best to destabilize Seelie again, but obviously nothing they tried ever quite did the trick, and nothing I told them to try did, either. But then, one day… I got a tip.” The void showed another wizard talking to the tree that was now The Dryad, and for some reason he looked very much like he thought he shouldn’t be. “There was a boy, I was told, being held without possibility of sale in the Archmage’s very own dungeon, and that boy, I was much more interested to be told, appeared to have the mind… of a mage.” The Dryad swept his hand rather dramatically in Frotwoot’s direction. Frotwoot made a point of not acknowledging it. “Seeing this better-than-golden opportunity for what it was, I sent word to the Archmage that I would like to use this boy in my efforts to reclaim Seelie. Less than an hour later, I received word back that I was to forget this boy even existed and never mention him again.”  
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow, unintentionally giving The Dryad an opening to exchange looks with him, which in his case was a raised “I know, right?” kind of eyebrow. Frotwoot tried to return it with an “I hate you” kind of scowl, but The Dryad was already walking and talking again before he could. It was pretty frustrating. 
 
    “So, after some thinking,” The Dryad went on. “I contacted the young man who’d tipped me off and asked for a favor. All he had to do, I told him, was get the next Tuatha Dryadia captured with amber in their possession sent to the Archmage’s dungeon, let them keep their amber, and place them in a cage next to this strange boy. That turned out to be Maeve, of course, and—” 
 
    “Yeah, I know this part.” 
 
    “I know you do. But what you don’t know is that as soon as you touched Maeve’s crown I tried to take you over, and if you hadn’t flung it away I probably would have. I tried to soothe your fears, to assure you that I was just trying to help you escape (which was a lie), but you didn’t give me much time to do so. That’s why it was only when you were desperate to escape that you picked up the crown again, and in order to make sure you held on long enough this time I actually did help you escape, but all the while I was doing… something else.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    The Dryad took a deep breath and let it out in an even deeper sigh. “I was erasing you.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “I was erasing your mind from your body so that I could have it. That’s why you had amnesia, after the ring portal back to me was diverted and contact was lost; I was almost done.” 
 
    “Wh—WHAT?!?!” 
 
    “Would it help if I said I was sorry?” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “… A little,” The Dryad shrugged, holding up a thumb and forefinger to give a somewhat more precise measurement. Frotwoot stared at them for a while, then lunged at The Dryad like he should have done a few minutes ago. The Dryad looked rather taken aback, but only for as long as it took him to punch Frotwoot in the gut and bring him to his knees. “I’m still sorry,” he said, standing over him as a completely foreign and completely awful pain kept Frotwoot rooted to the ground. “I wasn’t, before; but then I got to know you, and, believe it or not, I actually kind of grew to like you.” 
 
    Frotwoot tried to say something snide and witty, but it came out as more of a squeak. Why did this hurt so much? 
 
    “It hurts so much because I didn’t punch you in the stomach, I punched you in the mind. Your neuroses are going to be sore for a while, and I wouldn’t try to do any algebra, but in a week or so you’ll be fine.” Frotwoot looked up to see if he was kidding, but he really didn’t look like he was kidding. “Anyway, where was I…? Oh, yes, right near the end: When next I saw you, your mind had matured too much for erasure, but not enough to resist being overshadowed by mine… or so I thought. Your subconscious blasted me back almost immediately, forcing me to weaken it first by sharing false memories of what you perceived to be ‘goodness’ and ‘heroism’, after which I was soon able to knock you out and take you over.” The void showed Frotwoot standing up in the middle of the alley where he’d blacked out, flexing his fingers a bit and walking away. “Maeve, meanwhile, had not actually arrived before you, but had been held in stasis until I could walk back and greet her in person. I needed her family’s help, you see, and it seemed like such a waste to not take advantage of her infatuation with you.”  
 
    The Dryad met Frotwoot’s glower with a smirk as the void showed him (but not him) surprising Maeve with a long, passionate kiss next to the giant tree.  
 
    “I told her I remembered everything (including, of course, my ‘love’ for her), and that The Dryad himself had spoken to me, setting me on a great and noble quest to ‘save the world, before it was too late’. She believed me instantly, as fools in love so often do, and for the next three days we two spent all our time putting the plan I’d been sitting on since before you can remember (my fault) into motion.” He stopped to watch the latest montage of memories that had filled the void for a moment, then shook his head and continued with a slight sigh. “I won’t bore you with all the details, but by the time you woke up we’d already hired an assassin, set Maeve up with an inconspicuous cover, and magically rigged the public radio antenna to discreetly hack into other frequencies. Everything was going quite well, if I do say so myself, but then, as I said… you woke up.” They both turned to watch as Frotwoot, or a memory of him, took an arrow for Queen Mab. “I didn’t expect that, obviously, and am still somewhat embarrassed that the best I could come up with was ‘magical jet-lag’, but what I really didn’t expect was for you to get a strange, inexplicable hunch and thwart my plans. You’ve been getting a lot of those ‘strange, inexplicable’ hunches, haven’t you?” 
 
    Frotwoot, who was in the middle of getting back to his feet, didn’t even give him the satisfaction of a nod. 
 
    “Well… now you know why. They weren’t ‘hunches’ so much as instinctual memories of what your body did while you were sleeping and I was in control. If only I could have kept you away from the things that I’d planned, maybe I could’ve—ah, well. As I was saying, things were going well until you woke up and saved the queen, at which point things suddenly got very… complicated.” The void shifted to show Dryad-Frotwoot and Maeve arguing outside her dormitory door. “I had to convince Maeve that what I—or, rather, you—did was ‘all part of the plan’, and that I only hadn’t told her because I thought she’d ‘give it away to the assassin, or something’. “ 
 
    “Did that work?” 
 
    “Sort of… I eventually just wound up having to hypnotize her.” The void showed this as well, and before Frotwoot could ask why Maeve was quacking like a duck The Dryad pressed on. “Anyway, now that Maeve thought I was working ‘from the inside’ as a ‘double agent’ (which I kind of was, I suppose, what with how often I had to help you stay alive), I could no longer be the public face of the Unseelie Court, as was my earliest intention. Unfortunately, due to her role in the plan, neither could she, which left us, as you know, with the public face of King Riallo.” He practically groaned the name. “I never met the man; I just had Maeve tell him what to do and hoped for the best, which—well, you’ve seen how that turned out.” The Dryad closed his eyes and shook his head. “It probably wouldn’t have been so bad, I suppose, if the plans I made at night weren’t always being thwarted by you in the day, but they were, which is why I took steps to weaken your mind to the point where you wouldn’t wake up again.” 
 
    “Didn’t work,” Frotwoot jeered quietly. 
 
    “Yes, I know… which is why we’re having the conversation. But you see, it should’ve worked; not only did I interact with you as if I were another person, I gave that persona a character arc, starting at what seemed like a reasonable hostility toward the Seelie Court; drifting toward a more neutral stance of ‘Well, the Unseelie Court is worse’; before finally resolving the arc with a contrite-sounding acceptance of it. It was perfect, or so I thought… but not only—as you said—did it not work, but I took you over for even less time than before the next time I blacked you out!” 
 
    “Boo-yah.” 
 
    “… Indeed. And I’m starting to suspect that it has something to do with the fact that you can do magic which, really, you should not be able to do, and which (now that you’ve found me out) has left me with little choice but to tell you the truth and, as I said—” 
 
    “—Make a deal?” 
 
    “Yes, precisely.” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed. “I still can’t believe it was you.” 
 
    The Dryad just smiled and shrugged. 
 
    “Okay, so… what’s the deal, tree jerk?” 
 
    “The deal,” said The Dryad, ignoring the insult and holding out his arms. “Is this.” 
 
    The void was suddenly and disarmingly filled with hundreds and hundreds of moving images, each one depicting a happy memory from Frotwoot’s life. Jack and Bunmi’s wedding… the naming of his band… Molly’s school play… everyone he loved and everything he loved about them was there, and, mad as he was, looking at it right now pretty much broke his heart. 
 
    “You can have all of this, again, Frotwoot,” The Dryad said gently, but in a really inauthentic and unbelievable way. “Your family, your friends, your life… and all I ask in return is that you turn around,” The Dryad helpfully turned him around. “And walk through that door.” 
 
    Frotwoot reluctantly tore his eyes away from his mother’s face to see what door he was talking about and, sure enough, there was now a door sitting at the edge of the big floating rock thing. “Why? What—what’s in there?” 
 
    “I am. Or, less obnoxiously and more directly, my body is.” 
 
    “Your… tree body?” 
 
    “That’s the only body I have, so yes.” 
 
    “I—I don’t understand.” 
 
    “What I’m proposing, Frotwoot, is a swap,” The Dryad explained. “My body for yours, for as long as it takes to bring down the Seelie Court.” 
 
    Frotwoot knew he shouldn’t even consider it, but: “… How do I know you’ll give it back?” 
 
    “Because I swear I will. And, in this place, no man can swear untruthfully. Go ahead, try.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at him skeptically, then said, “I swear—” and that was it. He couldn’t say anymore. 
 
    “See? I fully intend to give it back. And in the meantime, you’ll just have to sit in the tree and—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Frotwoot… look around you.” 
 
    “You’re gonna hurt people. You’re gonna… you’re gonna enslave them, I can’t—!” 
 
    “I can make it so you won’t remember.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “As soon as you step through that door, I can make it so that the next thing you know you’re back in Maeve’s room wondering where she went. I can even send you back to the very moment you left. You’ll have no guilt, no second thoughts, just—” 
 
    “I can’t let you hurt people,” said Frotwoot, his voice fighting against the lump in his throat while half of his heart fought against the other, more selfish half. 
 
    “… Are you sure?” 
 
    “N—yes,” said Frotwoot, rolling his eyes at himself and turning away from the door. 
 
    The Dryad sighed. “… All right, well… if you won’t give it to me I guess I’ll just have to take it.” 
 
    Frotwoot turned back to ask him what he meant, and was just in time to duck as a translucent, slightly-glowing sword came swinging toward his neck. 
 
    “Wh—?! Whoa!!! What is that?!” he said, scrambling backwards as The Dryad tried to hit him with it again. “A mind-sword?! You can make mind-swords?!” 
 
    “Yes, I can.”  
 
    Frotwoot very narrowly avoided a third swing, ran away a little and said, “Can I?!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think so. It’s rather advanced magic, and—” His smirk fell and he stopped short as a translucent, slightly-glowing sword appeared in Frotwoot’s hand. “Oh.” 
 
    “I did it!” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that.” 
 
    “I just had to think about it, and—” 
 
    “I know how it works!” The Dryad snapped, lunging forward with a deadly thrust only to be dodged again. “But you don’t, which is why you shouldn’t be able to do it!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, maybe I used to know before you tried to erase me!” Frotwoot shot back, using his blade to deflect the next blow as expertly as a non-expert could expect to. “What are you doing right now, anyway? If you could just force me to do what you want, then—?” 
 
    “Because forcing your mind from your body will technically kill it!” The Dryad explained, looking more and more frustrated with every failed attack; he wasn’t very good with a sword. “It’ll still be usable, but there’ll be no way to stop the decay, and—” 
 
    “What, like a zombie?!” 
 
    “Er… if by ‘zombie’ you mean ‘walking corpse’, then yes.” 
 
    “Dude! You’d do that to me?!” 
 
    “I don’t want to,” The Dryad insisted, despite at that very instant having just tried to cleave him in two. “It’s not too late to change your answer, you know.” 
 
    They locked eyes, The Dryad stood down, and for one long, thoughtful moment (in which neither of them moved) Frotwoot actually considered it. Then, shaking his head, he boldly held his sword at the ready, and The Dryad responded with a savage (but, fortunately, pretty incompetent) attack. And that was it, Frotwoot realized; he’d made his choice, and there was no turning back. 
 
    The duel continued in silence for a while, neither of the combatants being good enough swordsmen to fight and banter at the same time, until at some point (it could have been minutes, hours, or seconds later; it was hard to tell in a fight) Frotwoot scored a lucky hit across The Dryad’s knuckles. “Sorry!” he said reflexively. “Wait, no I’m not…” 
 
    “All right, that’s it,” The Dryad snarled, holding his sword out to one side. It instantly reformed (with a weird, kind of misty effect) into the shape of a huge battle axe, and before Frotwoot could even properly comprehend just how huge it was The Dryad went nuts and started swinging it at him. 
 
    “Wait, we can change weapons?!” Frotwoot asked in a panic, unable to defend against it with his sword and rapidly running out of places to back away from it. 
 
    “Of course!” said The Dryad, bringing the edge of the axe down into the ground because, just a second or so ago, that’s where Frotwoot’s body had been (he’d tripped). “What are they, after all, but the literal products of our imaginations?” 
 
    Frotwoot tried to think of something better than an axe as he scrambled to his feet, and was quite happy to feel like an idiot when he almost immediately did. Looking at his sword, he concentrated just like he had before, and, as the weapon reformed itself in his hand, he could hardly believe that it had worked. 
 
    The Dryad, meanwhile, stopped his axe mid-swing to look at what he’d created and furrow his brow. “… What’s that supposed to do?” he scoffed. 
 
    “Here, let me show you,” said Frotwoot, raising the mind-.45 in his hand and pulling the trigger. 
 
    The “realm of the mind” shattered like glass, and the gunshot echoed like thunder in Frotwoot’s brain, sending him to the floor. When the noise had faded and he could open his eyes again, he looked around to find himself back in the middle of Maeve’s dorm room, which, at the moment, didn’t actually seem to contain Maeve. He started to get up, but then The Dryad’s voice popped into his head, and, well, it was the kind of voice that froze you. 
 
    “Very clever,” he said, as if ‘clever’ were a swear word. “I’ve never seen one of those before… it hit me so hard I couldn’t even keep you in stasis. Well, now that I know about them… what do you say to a rematch?” 
 
    The activation stone lit up, and the next one lit up a lot faster than it usually did, as did the next one; and the next one, and the— 
 
    “No!!!” Frotwoot cried out, drawing his sword and burying it in the amber of the next stone before it could light up. The previous stones (and his sword) glowed brighter for a moment, as if the magic were being backed up and needed somewhere to go, but eventually it started to fade, leaving Frotwoot free to fall to his knees and breathe. 
 
    And then, suddenly, the ring portal came back to life and blew up in his face. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    28 
 
      
 
    At first, when he opened his eyes again, Frotwoot couldn’t see anything but the sky. He stared at it for a while, wondering if it was a Seelie sky or an Earth sky, and then it occurred it to him that it might be a Heavenly sky, at which point he stopped stalling and quickly sat up to find out.  
 
    … Or, at least, he tried to; it was hard to sit up when you weren’t actually on the ground. 
 
    Panicking, Frotwoot almost didn’t remember he had wings in time to avoid crashing into the side of an office building, but, since he did remember, he managed to turn the “crash” into more of a “bump”, and (after spiraling around a bit) ended up bouncing and skidding into a relatively safe landing on what looked to be some kind of smoking balcony. Rising unsteadily to his feet, Frotwoot staggered across said balcony to see which world he was in, and was rather disappointed (if not particularly surprised) to see that it was still most definitely Seelie. Before he could lose hope, though, a thick trail of dust and smoke caught his eye, and as he traced it back to its source (a big, gaping hole in the roof of the Dryadic Temple) he was suddenly reminded of something that actually gave him hope. “… The ring portal.” 
 
    Flying like he’d never flown before, Frotwoot nevertheless landed pretty much the way he usually did, overshooting the hole and crashing painfully on the other side of The Dryad’s skylight. Shaking it off, he immediately sprang up and started scrambling across the glass… but then he remembered what was below him, and that memory stopped him in his tracks. 
 
    “… Tree guy?” he said, slowly falling to one knee and peering down at the great tree. There was no answer, but, really, before he’d even said the words he didn’t think there would be. It was weird, and he wasn’t sure why, but looking at his former (or supposed?) friend right now was like looking into an empty room. He clearly wasn’t there.  
 
    Frotwoot didn’t know how to feel about that. Whatever had happened, he knew, had to have been his fault… but was it, really? Or was it The Dryad’s fault for making him do it? And, more importantly, what was it? Was he dead, or—? 
 
    The sound of people running and shouting reminded Frotwoot that time may very well have been of the essence if he wanted to get home, so, with a shrug and an awkward little wave, he started off toward the hole again. The way it was angled, he thought, would seem to indicate that instead of being teleported he’d been shot out of Maeve’s dorm room like a cannon, which would mean that if he flew straight down into it (or, well, kind of straight down, what with it being “angled” and all) he should be able to reach the ring portal. It was a pretty exciting thought, especially now that he knew The Dryad couldn’t interfere, but, as he drew closer, covered his mouth against the smoke, and actually took a look down the jagged path the explosion had cleared… it also turned out to be a thought that was only half-true.  
 
    The ring portal had been destroyed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    With both Maeve and The Dryad gone, it didn’t take long for the Unseelie Court to fall apart. A search of her dorm room (before which, fortunately, Frotwoot had thought to pocket his phone and retrieve his sword) turned up a list of people who’d won the amber tree radio contest (it looked like everyone who’d called in had “won”), and since some were circled, some were crossed-out, and some were left untouched, it wasn’t hard to tell who’d accepted membership with the terrorists, who’d refused it, and who hadn’t yet been offered. Rounding up the first and last of these groups only took a couple of hours, or so Frotwoot gathered from television, because despite having a decidedly unique insight into the things that still baffled the other knights (such as the fact that there were no listening devices in the little trees because, for The Dryad, the trees were a listening device), and despite this actually being his quest, he wasn’t involved in this stuff at all. As soon as he heard the sirens, he’d just grabbed his things and ran. 
 
     Once he’d reached a distance where he was pretty sure no one would be asking him any unanswerable questions (like “Hey, did you just blow something up?”), he found a quiet, out of the way place to break down and cry until his emotional agony had dulled to a more manageable ache. Then, taking out his phone and putting in his ear buds, he started looking at pictures and listening to music from the home he’d just lost. This made him cry again, of course, but eventually it also helped calm him (in a weird way) to where he was numb enough to get up and walk around, which calmed him even further. 
 
    Every department store with a TV in the front window was tuned to the news, because at the moment literally nothing else was on. Occasionally, as he wandered the streets, Frotwoot, would pause his music and listen to what they were saying, but unless it was about Maeve being captured, and it never was (certain self-proclaimed “experts” in the study of “those exploding things” were now positive that she’d accidentally blown herself up while making one), he tended to move on pretty quickly. It wasn’t until the sun started to set that he noticed how much his feet hurt, but luckily that was also when he noticed that Clapton had been dutifully following him this whole time. Giving his hideous steed’s head a big hug, Frotwoot mounted him and rode back to the tower, because, well… where else was he going to go? 
 
    As it turned out, the other knights and squires were going to the Hotel Avalon, and, as he rode up to find them picking their belongings out of the rubble, they assured him that he could come, too. Apparently, the eldest of the nine “Avalon sisters” (famous-for-being-famous heiresses of the Hotel Avalon chain, or so he’d gathered) had just held a press conference to announce that, until the towers were rebuilt (all four orders had been bombed), every Elf in the city of Tirnanogue would be given a complimentary room because “Heroes should always have a place to rest.” 
 
    It was pretty much just a laughably transparent marketing ploy, of course (as real acts of charity don’t usually come with press conferences and ready-made slogans), but, frankly, Frotwoot didn’t care. If some rich lady wanted to give him a free room to sit in the dark and keep listening to his music in, then she could pretend to be being altruistic about it all she wanted. And that’s exactly what he did, too; as soon as they got to the hotel, he made a beeline for his room (smiling as much as he could at his friends to mislead them into thinking that he was fine), turned out the lights, collapsed on the bed, and just listened to his music… until the battery died. 
 
    “No,” Frotwoot breathed, sitting up in a mild panic and trying to shake it back to life. “Oh, no, no, no…” There was no way to charge it again; everything here ran on amber. What was he going to do? He couldn’t just—No, wait… maybe he could. He had to try, anyway.  
 
    Stuffing the phone into his pocket, Frotwoot dashed out of the room and knocked on a door at the other end of the hall. After some muttering and shuffling around, the door opened to reveal a delighted-looking Roebin and, behind him, a blank-looking Oberon, a mortified-looking Thania, and what appeared to be an active game of Knights of the Seelie Court. “Frotwoot! Hi! We were just—” 
 
    “I’m not playing!” Thania blurted. “I’m just… studying tactics!” 
 
    “That’s even nerdier,” Frotwoot told her flatly, turning back to Roebin before she could argue. “Hey, man, do you know where I can get, like… some loose amber? It’s just, I know you made that die, so—” 
 
    “You mean the one you stole?” said Oberon. 
 
    “I think I’ve got some,” said Roebin, flashing him a strained smile (and shaking his head at Oberon) as he turned to go dig around in his dresser. A moment later, he handed Frotwoot a little packet of “Crafting Amber”. “Is that enough?” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” said Frotwoot, handing him all the money in his pocket and darting back to his room. He’d just gotten the back of his phone open when he realized that the light was on, at which point he looked up to see Golroc Rustigark—arm in a sling but certainly no less dangerous—waiting for him in a chair. 
 
    “Gah!” he reacted quite reasonably. 
 
    “Hey, hero,” said Golroc, smiling at him and nodding at the bed. “Take a load off.” 
 
    Frotwoot slipped the phone back into his pocket and (after cautiously patting the mattress a bit) did as he was told. 
 
    “You were right, y’know,” said Golroc. “About the dragons and the radios…? Geeks just told me they found some diagrams under that ‘Gwen Stefani’ chick’s mattress that showed how she did it. I guess she ‘hacked’ into our frequency, or whatever, and played back a, uh—” He looked at something written on his free hand. “ ‘Sub-sonic signal’ that’d annoy ‘em. Like a dog whistle, but for dragons.” 
 
    “… Oh.” 
 
    “I guess that’s how she blew up the towers, too,” Golroc went on. “She put radios in those, uh, ‘exploding things’ and played another kinda’ sub-sonic signal that’d set ‘em off… or somethin’.” 
 
    Frotwoot slowly furrowed his brow, in case doing it too quickly was seen as a threat. Golroc furrowed his own right back at him, then shook his head and sighed. “Reason I’m tellin’ ya’ this,” he said, “Is ‘cause now that we know all that, your first quest is officially closed. And when ya’ close a quest, kid,” he picked something up off the table in front of him. “You get a trophy.” 
 
    It took Frotwoot a second to recognize it, but the ‘trophy’ Golroc was holding in his hand seemed to be the arrow that Frotwoot had taken for Mab, with the bloody scroll wrapped back around it and mounted on a little plaque. 
 
    “Usually the knight in charge of the quest’d get it, but I talked to Pix on the phone (well… I talked to Mab and she told Pix what I was sayin’), and we both agreed that you oughtta get it, considerin’ the circumstances.” 
 
    Frotwoot hesitated to take it from him, still wary that this was some kind of trick, so Golroc rolled his eye and set it back down on the table. “So… there ya’ go. Quest’s closed, you get a trophy, and… oh yeah,” he smirked, pulled something out of his pocket, and tossed it to Frotwoot before he had time to duck. “I’m reinstatin’ you to full knighthood. Least I could do after you helped save the world, right?” 
 
     Frotwoot, who’d just realized that what he’d caught was a little gecko-emblazoned badge, grinned as much as he could at the sight of it. He briefly considered pointing out that, technically, Golroc had never had the power to uninstate him (or whatever), but thought better of it and simply said, “… Thanks, Rocky.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” said Golroc, jumping up, clapping him on the shoulder, and striding out of the room as if he were terrified of this conversation going on any longer, although he couldn’t seem to resist muttering on his way out, “… Don’t call me Rocky.” 
 
    Frotwoot wasn’t sure, but it felt like he might have just experienced some kind of apology. It was hard to say, possibly because no actual apology had been uttered, but the feeling had been there, so maybe it was—Wait, what was he doing?! 
 
    Urgently taking his phone back out, he laid it face-down on the TV stand, removed the battery, and tore open the little pack of “Crafting Amber”. The pieces weren’t the right size, but if he just broke them a little bit…  
 
    “Hey,” said Golly, popping out of his bathroom with a smile. 
 
    “H—hey!” said Frotwoot, converting an embarrassingly startled noise into a greeting so fast that it might not have been noticeable; although, judging by the amused look in her eyes, it probably had been. “What—what’re you doing here?” 
 
    “I came to see you,” she said matter-of-factly, plopping down on the bed. “And, I guess… so did my dad.” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, he might come back, so—” 
 
    “I wanna ask you a question,” she laughed, because, apparently, she thought he was joking. “It’s about… us.” 
 
    “… There’s an us?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s kinda’ the question,” said Golly, looking away shyly. “My dad, he… we talked, and he said—he said if I wanted, I could transfer to any knightly order in the world. He said he wouldn’t try to hold me back. But I was thinking, if you’re here, then…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, like… then I might not wanna go.” 
 
    Frotwoot’s eyes widened as his jaw dropped into a slight smile. For a moment, there, she’d actually just made him forget about the ring portal… about home. It came back pretty quickly, of course, but the fact that she could make him forget about those things at all had to mean something, right? And now he was thinking about his future, too, about what he was going to do next. Whatever it was, did he really want it to be without her? 
 
    “Yeah, don’t—” he sat down next to her, gently took her by the chin, and turned her head to face him. “Don’t go. There’s an ‘us’, there’s… totally an ‘us’. ” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Frotwoot just smiled, because it didn’t seem like there were words that could possibly communicate his feelings any better. 
 
    “… All right,” she said, laughing and looking away with a smile of her own as she got up to leave. “Cool.” 
 
    “Yeah… cool,” Frotwoot agreed, getting up, for some reason, to walk her to the door. 
 
    “So, like… when should I tell my parents to set the wedding?” 
 
    Frotwoot froze. 
 
    “Just kidding,” she said, shaking her head and giving him a quick kiss before walking out of the room. Frotwoot laughed as the door closed behind her, and again, for a moment there, he almost forgot what he’d been so upset about. And then, again, he remembered, but this time… it wasn’t so bad. 
 
    Getting back to his phone, Frotwoot carefully worked some amber into the rough shape and size of a cell phone battery before (naturally) sticking it into the back of the phone. As soon as he’d closed it up he flipped it over, holding down the power button and hoping—praying, even—that this would work. He knew he could live without it; he knew that. He just didn’t want to have to start any time soon… and, since the phone had just come back to life, it didn’t look like he was going to have to.  
 
    “Yes!” he said softly, putting the ear buds back in and breathing a sigh of relief. Then, suddenly, as his fingers were tapping and sliding their way to playing his music, the phone made a familiar sound; it had just gotten service. 
 
    “… What?” he said, and then another sound started playing, over and over again, to tell him that he had missed calls, texts, and voicemails to look at. He shook his head. It was probably just a glitch. 
 
    But, what if it wasn’t?  
 
    What if it was… magic? 
 
    Deciding he’d rather be let down than never know, Frotwoot held his breath and dialed the last number he’d called. His stomach tightened as he heard the first ring, got even tighter at the second, and then— 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    Frotwoot wasn’t sure if he should laugh or cry, so he just did a little of both, leaned up against the wall and said, “Hey, mom. Wanna hear something crazy?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Once upon a time, in the magical world of Seelie, a faerie boy named Frotwoot had renounced his knighthood to follow his dreams. 
 
    “FIE!!!” 
 
    It… could have been going better. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” he said to the scandalized-looking family of four that had been passing in front of him just as he’d sworn and kicked his guitar case over, but the parents were suddenly so busy hurrying their kids away that they probably didn’t even hear him. He looked to the sky and sighed, then shook his head, flipped his guitar case right-side up, and got back to playing music. 
 
    That wasn’t the first time he’d made the mistake of checking how much money he’d earned before finishing his set (on his first day he’d been doing it after almost every song), but it was the first time he’d let it get to him. How could it not, though? Here he was, busking his heart out on the busiest street in Tirnanogue, and he’d only made two gems. Two! 
 
    Of course, “two” is still better than “zero”, so when someone ran up and stole it from him it made his busked-out little heart drop all the same. 
 
    “… Hey!” he called after the thief, a phooka in a baseball cap who’d (quite understandably, really) taken off running after he’d grabbed the cash. “Stop!” 
 
    When that somehow didn’t work, Frotwoot spun his guitar around to his back and chased after him. The thief clearly hadn’t been expecting that, having slowed almost to a stop as soon as he’d rounded the corner, but when Frotwoot very nearly ran into him, there, he let out a cry and sped right back up. The two of them spent the next minute or so weaving in and out of the crowd, dodging horses, jumping over fences, and various other chase-related things, until finally the thief darted into an alley that led them straight into a dead end. 
 
    “Okay, dude,” Frotwoot panted, stopping at the mouth of said alley and bending over a bit to rest his hands on his knees. “Give me my money back.” 
 
    The thief slowly turned to face him, and as he did a small, illegally-lethal knife slid from his sleeve into his hand. 
 
    “… Geez,” said Frotwoot, straightening back up and holding his hands out in surrender. “You know what? Keep it. I don’t need to eat tonight, it’s cool.” 
 
    The thief smirked and started forward, which made Frotwoot start backward, which caused him to trip over an empty soda can that almost immediately sent him groundward. As he scrambled to get back up the thief just kept coming, and he was sure he was only seconds away from getting stabbed when a certain, familiar faerie suddenly came fluttering down from the sky to land soundlessly behind the thief, draw a non-lethal, amber-edged sword, and slice it right through his wrist. The thief promptly dropped the knife as the magic of the amber coursed through his hand, tricking his body into thinking it had been cut off (when, really, it had just been temporarily numbed), and then, before he could react with much more than a bewildered look, the familiar, sword-wielding faerie twisted his arm behind his back and slammed him into the nearest wall. 
 
    “Pix?” scoffed Frotwoot, getting back to his feet and smiling puzzledly at the other faerie, his friend, sort-of-mentor, and former partner in knighthood, Pixley Widgeon. “What, uh… what’re you doing here?” 
 
    “Saving you.” 
 
    “… Right. Thanks,” said Frotwoot, letting out an awkward little laugh and stepping closer to talk as Pixley wrestled the thief into a pair of handcuffs. “But, uh… what I meant was—” 
 
    “Yes, I was following you.” 
 
    “What, really?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Pixley said distractedly, because when you’re trying to frisk a violently-resisting criminal it was probably pretty hard not to be distracted by it. Frotwoot waited for him to get the phooka back in line (i.e. taking him to the ground and sticking a knee in his back), then, figuring he could better focus on their conversation now, asked, “Why?” 
 
    “There’ve been multiple reports of street musicians getting robbed in the city this week, so I’ve been keeping an eye on you to make sure you didn’t get hurt.” 
 
    Frotwoot blinked in surprise. “Oh.” He was touched, but he didn’t know how to say so without making it weird. “So, uh… you think this is the guy?” 
 
    “… Yeah,” said Pixley, giving him the kind of look people usually got when they’d just said something so stupid that everyone who’d heard it had to check to make sure it wasn’t a joke. Maybe he should’ve just made things weird, instead… “Hey,” Pixley said suddenly, having just pulled a little plastic baggie of sparkling, multicolored powder from the phooka’s pocket, which he then proceeded to whack him in the head with and dangle in his face. “What’s this?” 
 
    The phooka glanced at it for less than a second before he shrugged and looked away. 
 
    “What is it?” Pixley pressed, bringing the baggie right back into the thief’s line of sight. 
 
    “Man, I don’t know.” 
 
    “It was in your pants!” Frotwoot pointed out, laughing incredulously as he squatted down to get a better look at it. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So how’d it get there if you didn’t put it there?” asked Pixley. 
 
    “I. Don’t. Know.” 
 
    Pixley and Frotwoot exchanged bemused looks and head-shakes for a moment, and then, with a startling burst of speed, Pixley jumped up, rolled the phooka onto his back, and ripped open the baggie to start pouring the sparkling powder directly into the thief’s mouth. He gagged, of course, and tried to turn his head away, but Pixley just followed him with it, making him cough and choke and sputter on a steady stream of… whatever that stuff was until Frotwoot was about ready to make him stop. The thief beat him to it, though, by desperately maneuvering to get his airway cleared just long enough to gasp what Pixley (hopefully) wanted to hear: “It’s drugs, okay?!?! It’s drugs!” 
 
    Pixley stopped pouring and put the baggie into one of his surcoat’s many cleverly-hidden (so as to be virtually invisible) pockets. “I know. What kind?” 
 
    “It’s, uh—it’s new.” 
 
    “Too new to have a name?” 
 
    “No, it’s… I think they’re calling it ‘Pixie Dust’.” 
 
    Pixley blinked and ever-so-slightly shook his head. “… Pixie Dust?” 
 
    “Yeah, and—and look, I’m not just saying that to mess with you, man, I swear; that’s really what they’re calling it.” 
 
    “Why are they calling it that?” 
 
    “Uh… I don’t know, I guess ‘cause… it looks like dust, and, uh… the Pixies are the only ones dealing it? Maybe? Might be why?” 
 
    “The Pixies don’t deal drugs.” 
 
    “Well… maybe not when you were one of ‘em, but they definitely do now.” 
 
    Pixley narrowed his eyes at him for a second, then made him flinch in terror just by stepping away from him to talk to Frotwoot. “I don’t believe him.” 
 
    “Oh, uh…” He’d kind of stopped paying attention, there. “You don’t?” 
 
    “No. I know the guy who runs the Pixies, and he’d never let the gang get into that kind of stuff. I still think we should look into it, though, because there’s—” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait: ‘We’ should look into it?” 
 
    “… Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Dude, you know I’m not your squire anymore, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but… you’re kind of invested in this now, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Not really, no.” 
 
    Pixley made a face that was hard to read, but Frotwoot was pretty sure he saw a flicker of disappointment in it somewhere before it was quickly replaced with a weak, forced sort of smile that wouldn’t have fooled a stranger, let alone someone who actually knew him. “Okay, I’ll just—yeah, I can look into it myself. That’s fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Frotwoot, of course, couldn’t help but worry about it, but he couldn’t really do anything about it, either. After he’d told his mom what he’d been up to over here in “fairyland” (as she liked to call it), she’d made him promise not to do anything dangerous ever again, and he was pretty sure that included investigating where certain street drugs were coming from, even if said drugs had a funny name that he couldn’t take seriously at all. It still made him feel bad, though, especially since he knew Pixley was just angling to hang out with him in the only way he could (i.e. as indirectly and as weirdly as possible), so, as the dejected knight went to go and collect the thief from the alley floor, Frotwoot—thinking fast—did his very best to give him another opening: “Look, man, I’ve gotta go, but… if you wanna stop by my place later and tell me how it goes…” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” said Pixley, instantly brightening up but also clearly doing his best not to look too excited about it at the same time, which was probably made easier by the fact that the phooka had just chosen that particular moment to spit on him. “What, uh… what time are you gonna be home?” 
 
    “I don’t know… sometime after eight? I’m seeing Golly tonight, so… you know.” 
 
    Pixley smirked and laughed his brief, characteristically silent laugh. “Yeah.” 
 
    There was an awkward pause after that, as one might expect there to be when having a warm, personal conversation in the presence of a hardened criminal, so Frotwoot took it upon himself to end it with a quick wave and an “All right, see ya’!” before stepping out of the alley and back out into the street. He heard Pixley and the thief take off into the sky behind him (or, rather, he heard the thief scream behind him), and looked up as they flew by overhead, swearing under his breath as he suddenly realized, watching them, that he’d completely forgotten to get his stolen gems back. He laughed it off as best he could, reminding himself that it could have been worse, and was soon proven right when he returned to where he’d been performing all day to find that his guitar case had been stolen, too. 
 
    “FIE!!!!!!” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t get home until late, which was usually what happened whenever Golly Rustigark was involved. They tended to lose track of the time, Golly doing her knightly paperwork on her parents’ living room floor while Frotwoot laid on the couch listening to records so he could learn some new songs to perform by ear… neither of them actually getting much of either task done in the process because they couldn’t stop talking and giggling at each other. The only reason he ever seemed to leave, really, was because Golly’s mom would invariably come in after she’d finished doing the dishes or whatever and make some innocent-sounding (yet carefully-barbed) remark about what the neighbors might think if they saw a teenage boy coming out of their house in the middle of the night. Golly always just rolled her eyes at that, and her dad (Sir Golroc, captain of Frotwoot’s former knightly order) always just sighed and shook his head from behind his newspaper, but Frotwoot had been raised to honor the rules of any house in which he might be a guest, so he’d always just politely take the hint, thank Mrs. Rustigark for dinner, give Golly a quick kiss goodbye, and head back to his little studio apartment on the other side of town before it had gotten late enough (apparently) for any imaginary scandal to have taken place. 
 
    Tonight, of course, had been no different (because if it had been he’d definitely still be over there), and as soon as he walked through his apartment door Frotwoot immediately settled into another routine that involved making sure everything was locked up tight (as this was the kind of neighborhood where simply “locking” something didn’t seem like it was enough); carefully propping his guitar up in the corner; taking a swig of Green Lady soda from one of the many, many bottles of it that filled his fridge; vaulting over the back of the couch to sink right into the drooping middle of it; and, finally, pulling up the loose floorboard under the TV-bearing coffee table in front of him to get his magically-powered cellphone out to see if anyone back on Earth had been trying to reach him. 
 
    There were about twenty new text messages from Wes Cameron (his self-proclaimed best friend since Kindergarten) waiting in his inbox, but since there always were Frotwoot scrolled past them for now to make sure they didn’t distract him from anything that might actually be important. Astrid Swope (his other best friend/ex-girlfriend) had sent him a picture of herself at an outdoor concert or something, making a vulgar gesture at the camera with the caption “wish u were here, JERK!!!” and a bunch of frowny faces underneath it, which, coming from her, was really rather touching. Frotwoot saved it, then laughed out loud in slightly nervous surprise when he went to his missed calls and saw over a dozen of them from his dad. He hadn’t left any voice-mails or anything, so it probably wasn’t urgent, but just to be sure Frotwoot tapped the screen to call him up and got an answer on the other end before the first ring had even finished. 
 
    “Frotwoot?” 
 
    “Hey Dad, what’s up?” 
 
    “Geez, kid, where have you been? I’ve been trying to call you all day!” 
 
    “Yeah, I, uh—I saw that. Everything okay?” 
 
    “What? Oh, yeah, everything’s fine. I just wanted to tell you something before I forgot it.” 
 
    “Okay… what?” 
 
    “Okay, so you know how you named your horse-thingie ‘Clapton’?” 
 
    Technically Clapton was a “catoblepas”, but Frotwoot could never remember how to say that word, so he didn’t even try to correct him. “Yeah?” 
 
    “You should’ve named him ‘Clopton’.” 
 
    “… Oh my gosh, you’re right.” 
 
    “I know. It’s not too late to change it, is it?” 
 
    “Um…” said Frotwoot, laughing to himself and shaking his head. “Well, I don’t really have him anymore, so… yeah, I think it kinda’—” The sound of someone running water in the bathroom sink suddenly rang out in the still of the supposedly empty half of the apartment, instantly filling the air with dread and opening a pit in the middle of Frotwoot’s stomach. “—is. What the fie?” 
 
    “…What the what?” 
 
    “Hey Dad, let me call you right back.” Frotwoot hung up the phone and slid silently to his feet, keeping his eyes fixed on the bathroom door as he reached blindly behind him for the sword he’d used as a knight, knocking it off its decorative plaque and getting it stuck in the floor in the process. He closed his eyes and took a moment to collect (i.e. mentally berate) himself before kneeling down to pry it out, at which point the bathroom door flew open, causing him to panic, pull too hard on the hilt, lose his grip on it, and send it crashing through the nearest window. 
 
    Luckily for him, the intruder in the bathroom turned out to just be Pixley. 
 
    “Pix?!” said Frotwoot, feeling both relieved and annoyed at the same time, although it was definitely a little more of the second than the first. 
 
    Pixley furrowed his brow at him and glanced at what was left of the window. “What happened? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Dude, how’d you get in here?” 
 
    “I picked the lock,” said Pixley, stepping closer to get a better look at the few shards of broken glass that were still stuck in the frame. 
 
    “Why did you—?” Frotwoot began, stopping as a certain porcelain sparkle caught his eye. “Did you clean my bathroom?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “But… it wasn’t even that dirty.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I was able to clean it.” 
 
    Frotwoot tried to decide if that was a compliment or not, and by the time he gave up Pixley had gone and gotten a broom and a dustpan. 
 
    “I checked with the other knightly orders,” he said, as he started sweeping up the glass. “Turns out the Snowflakes have known about this ‘Pixie Dust’ stuff for weeks now, but haven’t been able to tie it back to the Pixies.” 
 
    “Oh, okay, so we’re just… ignoring the breaking and entering thing, now? Is that what we’re doing?” 
 
    Pixley stopped sweeping. “You said you’d be here at eight, and you weren’t. I had to make sure you weren’t hurt or something.” 
 
    “Yeah… you really don’t have to keep doing that, you know.” 
 
    “I know,” said Pixley, flashing him such a friendly little smile that he couldn’t help but stop being annoyed at him. Shaking his head and smiling back, Frotwoot took the dustpan and crouched down to help clean up the rest of the glass as Pixley continued. “Anyway, they said the reason they hadn’t told anyone yet was because they didn’t have anything solid, which, yeah, they don’t, but I think Sir Feeorin really just wanted to keep me from getting involved.” 
 
    “Why? Who’s Sir Feeorin?” 
 
    “He’s the captain of the Snowflakes.” 
 
    “Oh, riiight; the guy who kinda’ hates you.” 
 
    Pixley nodded and laughed his silent laugh. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t he want you to get involved, though? Is it just because of the hatred, or—?” 
 
    “No. It’s because he thinks I have a conflict of interest.” 
 
    “Well…” Frotwoot stood up with the now-full dustpan. “Don’t you?” 
 
    “Not if the Pixies’ve started dealing drugs, I don’t.” 
 
    Frotwoot dumped the glass, Pixley put the broom away, and the two of them leaned up against either end of the L-shaped kitchen counter. “Okay, so… what’re you gonna do now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. That depends on if you can help me or not.” 
 
    “What? No. Come on, man…” 
 
    “I can’t do it alone, Frotwoot.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “The Pixies know me. I can’t get close enough to them to find anything else out.” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head and reached into the fridge for a bottle of soda. “Can’t your squire do it?” 
 
    “You are my squire.” 
 
    “No I’m not.” 
 
    “No… you actually are.” 
 
    Frotwoot squinted at him as he took a drink. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Pixley sighed just as silently as he’d laughed and looked at the floor for a moment. When he looked back up it was with a faint, almost apologetic smile. “Rocky never processed your resignation from the order.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “He, uh… he thought you might change your mind. About your knighthood, and, uh… your music, and everything.” 
 
    “He didn’t think I was gonna make it!” Frotwoot exclaimed, indignant. 
 
    “Well… have you?” 
 
    “I just started!” said Frotwoot, taking another drink as if there were something stronger than soda in his bottle and shaking his head in disbelief. “It’s not like I wanna be a rock star, or anything; I just wanna play music for a living.” 
 
    “What, like you’ve been doing? On street corners?” 
 
    “No, like… as a studio musician or something. You know?” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” 
 
    “Wait… you don’t believe in me either, do you?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that, kid.” 
 
    “But you don’t, though.” 
 
    “… Look,” said Pixley, tilting his head toward him so that he was looking him in the eye. “I think you’re really good at what you do. I just think you’re better at being a knight.” 
 
    “I literally just threw my sword out the window.” 
 
    Pixley snorted. “Yeah. But… knighthood isn’t all about swordplay, Frotwoot. That’s just one small part of it. What it’s really about is what’s in your heart, and your heart… your heart was born for it. I could see that the first day I met you. I can still see it now.” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t know what to say to that, so he just looked at the floor and drank some more soda. 
 
    “… Anyway,” said Pixley, bouncing up off the counter and getting ready to leave. “I probably shouldn’t’ve told you about all that, but I thought you should know, just in case you needed the money.” 
 
    Frotwoot looked up sharply as Pixley headed toward the door. “Money?” 
 
    “Yeah. Knights are salaried, so even when we’re ‘errant’, like you officially are, we’re still supposed to get paid. All you’d have to do is reclaim your knighthood, even for just one quest, and Rocky’d have to give you, like, eleven weeks of back pay.” 
 
    “… Eleven weeks?!” 
 
    “That’s how long you’ve been ‘busking’, right?” said Pixley, as if he didn’t already know; he’d probably sat down with a calendar before he’d gotten here, figuring it all out. “Yeah… eleven weeks. That’s a lot of gems, Frotwoot.” 
 
    It sure was, but… “Dude, I—I can’t. I promised my mom, and—” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” said Pixley, smiling reassuringly at him as he opened the door and slipped out into the hallway. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll, uh… I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “Yeah. See ya’.” 
 
    Pixley closed the door, and Frotwoot didn’t even have a chance to move before he opened it again, holding up a small, pink piece of paper. “Oh, hey, I almost forgot. This was taped to your door when I got here.” 
 
    Frotwoot crossed the length of the apartment in a depressingly-small number of steps and took it from him. “Oh, okay. Thanks.” 
 
    “Sure. Uh, see ya’.” 
 
    “Yeah, see ya’. Again.” 
 
    Frotwoot waited until the door had closed, waited for a bit more in case it turned out that Pixley had “forgotten” something else… then shook his head and turned his attention to the aforementioned pink piece of paper in his hand. 
 
    It was an eviction notice. 
 
    “Wait!” Frotwoot called out as he burst onto the street, but by all appearances Pixley already was waiting, holding the reins of the steed he was sitting on in one hand and the reins of Clapton the catoblepas in the other. He smirked but didn’t say anything as Frotwoot climbed into Clapton’s familiar (yet still incredibly uncomfortable) saddle, and, once he’d stopped falling out of it, gave him the reins just as smugly/silently. “Okay, jerk, you win. Where’re we going?” 
 
    Pixley handed Frotwoot his all-but-forgotten, suddenly-not-just-decorative sword and, still smirking, urged his horse forward, riding off into the night with his squire right behind him. 
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    Frotwoot crouched down next to Pixley at the edge of the sheer, grassy cliff he’d brought them to and followed his gaze into the valley below. There was an amusement park down there, the old, run-down kind that would normally be described as “abandoned” but in this case really couldn’t be, considering there were hundreds of people wandering around inside, outside, and all around its gates. It looked and sounded like there was a party going on, and while not everyone in attendance had the green clothes and dyed-red hair of the Pixie gang, enough of them did for it to be pretty obvious that this party was theirs. 
 
    “Welcome to Pixie Land,” said Pixley, the corner of his mouth turning up a bit as he shook his head at the unbridled chaos in front of them with what seemed to Frotwoot to be an almost grudging sort of fondness. 
 
    “Is it always like this?” 
 
    “Only at night.” 
 
    “What, every night?” 
 
    Pixley thought about it for a second. “… Yes.” 
 
    They watched in silence for a few seconds, as there were an awful lot of interesting things to watch, and then Frotwoot said, “Okay, so… why are we here?” 
 
    “I need you to go down there and take a look around. See if you spot anybody using or dealing any of that ‘Pixie Dust’ stuff.” 
 
    “Okay. And then what?” 
 
    “Then you come back up here and tell me.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound as dangerous as what you usually have me do.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that. You can go pick a fight or something, too, if you want.” 
 
    Frotwoot gave that the short, sarcastic laugh it deserved and stood up to leave. A quick look at his surroundings told him that it’d probably be fastest if he simply flew down off the cliff, rather than walked down it (common sense had already told him the same thing, but he was kind of hoping that it had been wrong), so, with a reluctant sigh, he spread his wings and (for lack of a better word) flew. After bobbing around in the air like a brain-damaged housefly for a while, he eventually managed to exert just enough control over his rather erratic flight patterns to get himself going in a downward direction. He continued with that until he was close enough to the ground not to die, at which point he stopped flapping his wings, closed his eyes, and braced for impact. 
 
    “All right,” he muttered under his breath as he got to his feet and straightened himself out, hoping no one at the party had just seen him crash face-first into the ground. If they had, they didn’t seem to care, because none of them gave him so much as a second look as he approached Pixie Land’s wide-open front gate and started weaving aimlessly through the dancing, shouting, laughing, and/or kissing crowd. There was a live band playing in the middle of everything, so naturally he gravitated towards them, but then he remembered that he was here for a reason and—since there didn’t seem to be any drug deals going down around the stage at the moment—gravitated away. There was a lot of recreational fighting and wrestling going on all over the park, with little rings of people cheering the combatants on even as they dodged (or, in at least one kind-of-awesome case, didn’t dodge) their more poorly-aimed blows; but, interesting as those fights were to watch, no one seemed to be doing or selling any drugs around those, either. The way certain pockets of people were dancing made Frotwoot think they might be on something, but every time he went to get a better look girls kept trying to rope him into dancing with them and, for Golly’s sake, he kept having to retreat. They were probably just bad dancers, anyway, though, so he figured it didn’t really matter. And honestly, what he was going to do if he got through to them? Ask them why they were dancing so goofy? 
 
    Just as he was about to give up and go home, someone tugged at the back of his shirt. “Excuse me,” a voice came from behind him, and, startled, he whirled around in its direction to see that it had come from a faerie with dwarfism and a Sid Vicious haircut. “Is your name Frotwoot Crossley?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    Apparently his hesitation was answer enough, because in the next instant the dwarf smirked and nodded at someone over Frotwoot’s shoulder, prompting him to whirl back around just in time to see a fist fly into his face. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frotwoot was awoken by a bucket of water and a (somewhat redundant, at this point), “Wake up!” He jolted reflexively and, since he wasn’t able to jolt very much, quickly realized that he’d been tied by the wrists to the armrests of a hard, sturdy wooden chair. Whipping the wet hair out of his eyes, he looked around to see that he was sitting in the middle of what appeared to be an old stone lighthouse. The dwarf was standing just to the left of him, smiling pleasantly, and the guy who’d punched him (a lean, bearded faerie in a dirty green tank-top) was standing right in front of him, scowling menacingly as he threw the empty bucket aside. 
 
    “Sleep okay?” asked the dwarf. 
 
    “Wha—? What’s going on? Why am I—? Who’re you?” 
 
    “I’m Puck, leader of the Pixies,” the dwarf replied, holding out a hand that Frotwoot obviously couldn’t shake at the moment and pretending to be mildly offended when he didn’t. “And… you’re a knight, so… that should pretty much answer your other questions, shouldn’t it?” 
 
    “… What? Oh. Oh! Dude, no no no, I’m not—” 
 
    The bigger guy hit him with a left hook that knocked his chair on its side. 
 
    “Don’t lie, Elf,” he growled, using his foot to set Frotwoot and the chair back up. 
 
    “I’m not lying, I’m—!” 
 
    A right hook this time, and the same result. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re not Frotwoot Crossley, then?” said Puck, raising a disbelieving eyebrow that perfectly matched the tone of his voice. 
 
    “No, I—I am, I’m just—” Frotwoot thought fast, which was significantly harder to do than usual, what with his brain bouncing around his skull and all. “I’m just not a knight.” 
 
    The bigger guy started to throw another punch, but Puck, looking suddenly curious, held up a hand to stop him. “Wait, what?” 
 
    “I’m not a knight anymore,” Frotwoot answered semi-truthfully, only to then make a desperately-improvised appeal to his captors’ criminality by adding rather untruthfully, “They, uh… they kicked me out.” 
 
    “Really? Why? What’d you do?” 
 
    Frotwoot had never really been good at lying (it was often kind of hilarious, in fact, how bad he was at it), but he could usually pull it off if what he said was at least kind of true, like what he said next: “I, uh, got caught with the captain’s daughter.” 
 
    Puck and his enforcer shared a sleazy couple of smirks. “She hot?” asked the bigger guy. 
 
    “Yeah… I think so,” said Frotwoot, furrowing his brow at the disproportionate satisfaction this answer seemed to give the questioner. 
 
    “Did she get kicked out of the knights, too?” asked Puck. 
 
    They could check that, couldn’t they? “… No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged (or at least he tried to). “I don’t know. Nepotism, maybe?” 
 
    “Grah!!!” the bigger guy growled, punching his fist into his other hand so hard it almost hurt to watch it. “I hate Nepotism!” 
 
    “Who doesn’t?” Puck deadpanned. “But, okay, so… if you’re not a knight anymore, then… what’re you doing here?” 
 
    “I, uh…” Frotwoot stalled as he mentally scrambled for a response. He didn’t want to go with the most obvious partial-truth, i.e. that he was looking for drugs, because then they just might make him take some; and he knew that a simple “I just like to party” wouldn’t have sounded at all convincing coming from his mouth, being that it wasn’t particularly true. Then, just when he was about to have reached the point of having hesitated for too long, the memory of his eviction notice suddenly popped into his head, and in the equally sudden burst of inspiration that immediately followed it he not-quite-lied, “I don’t have anywhere else to go.” 
 
    The expressions on both Pixies’ faces softened considerably, and after sharing a somber look with each other for a moment Puck nodded at the bigger guy, apparently prompting him to pull out a knife and cut the ropes that had bound Frotwoot to the chair. As Frotwoot cautiously stood up, rubbing his wrists and feeling slightly bewildered, Puck flew up off the floor until he was hovering at roughly the same height as him, looked him in the eye, put a firm, supportive hand on his shoulder, and said, “That’s what the Pixies are all about.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Pixley drew his sword and spun around on his knees as Frotwoot came trudging up behind him, then sheathed it again as soon as he recognized who it was. “Frotwoot!” he said, jumping to his feet and giving him a look of relief mixed with what was either impatience or concern. “What happened? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I’m good.” 
 
    “What happened to your face?” 
 
    “Oh, um… a couple of Pixies recognized me so they took me out to this lighthouse at the edge of the park to interrogate me or whatever.” 
 
    “… Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Pixley shook his head and glanced over his shoulder at the amusement park behind him. “I’m so sorry, Frotwoot, I—If I’d known I never would’ve—” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, man, I said I’d do it,” Frotwoot assured him. “Anyway, I didn’t see any drugs, but I did get asked to join the gang, so if my music career doesn’t work out at least I’ve got that going for me.” 
 
    “Right,” Pixley chuckled as they each climbed onto their respective steeds, because apparently he’d processed the joke part before the important part. “… Wait, what? They asked you to join them?” 
 
    “Yeah. Well, I mean, I guess technically I asked them, but they said ‘yes’, so—” 
 
    “But you said they recognized you.” 
 
    “They did,” said Frotwoot, gently flicking the reins to urge Clapton into a trot. “I wanted the one guy to stop punching me, though, so I lied and told them I got kicked out of the knights and was just wandering around Pixie Land because I needed a place to go.” 
 
    “And they bought it?” 
 
    “They stopped punching me,” Frotwoot shrugged. 
 
    Pixley fell silent and stared thoughtfully off into the distance for a moment or two as they rode, then, still staring but with a steadily-growing grin on his face, he said, “This is perfect.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “No one’s ever been able to infiltrate the Pixies before because the Pixies’ve always figured out who they were. The Pixies already know who you are, though, so there’s nothing to figure out; you can’t blow your cover because there’s no cover to be blown.” 
 
    “Uh,” Frotwoot laughed incredulously. “You know I’m not really joining them, right?” 
 
    “Right. You’re just gonna pretend to, so we can find out where the Pixie Dust’s coming from and—” 
 
    “No dude, look, I’m not—I’m not doing that, either; I’m done.” 
 
    “… ‘Done’?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    “With this! With—with knighthood, and everything.” 
 
    “What, again?” 
 
    “Yeah, but like… for real this time,” Frotwoot said firmly, making eye contact with him for as long as he could before looking away and shaking his head. “I’m sorry, man, I wanna help, it’s just—My mom was right. This knight stuff’s too dangerous for me. And like—and like what am I gonna say to her if she asks me what I did today? What if she wants to see my face?” He let those rhetorical questions hang in the air for a second, just in case they weren’t actually rhetorical, then sighed and went on, “I never should’ve broken my promise.” 
 
    “No; you never should’ve made it.” 
 
    “Pfft! Yeah, okay. Why? Because what you want me to do is more important to do than what my mom wants me to do?” 
 
    “No, because what you should do is more important than what anyone wants you to do.” 
 
    “Yeah, well… maybe playing music and not getting the crap kicked out of me is what I ‘should’ do.” 
 
    “Maybe it is.” 
 
    “… Pix, look—” 
 
    “Forget it. It’s fine.” 
 
    It obviously wasn’t, but since neither of them seemed to know what to say to make it fine they just ended up not saying anything else at all. It wasn’t until they’d reached Frotwoot’s apartment building (he still had about twelve hours left to move out, and so he was going to try to make the most out of sleeping with a roof over his head in the meantime), in fact, that Pixley finally broke the silence between them, but even then it was only to ask in a very stiff, businesslike way for a more complete rundown of what had happened in Pixie Land. Frotwoot gave him one, trying his best to lighten the mood as he did with a feeble joke here and there (it didn’t work), and when he was done Pixley put his notepad back in his pocket, gave Frotwoot a half-hearted little smile and wave goodbye, and rode off down the street without another word. 
 
    Once Frotwoot had finished tying Clapton up outside (he wasn’t sure if Pixley had forgotten him or what, but he couldn’t just let him wander off in any case) there wasn’t much left for him to do but go to sleep, and, after some difficulty, he eventually managed to curl up on his couch and do just that. When the morning came he was too groggy at first to remember what had happened the night before, and that was actually pretty nice, but then the grogginess passed and a wave of depressing remembrance came with it, effectively ruining his day before it had really even gotten a chance to start. 
 
    “Aw, man,” he groaned, dragging his hands across his face and through his hair before rotating his body into a sitting position. As always, it took a few tries to get his broken old TV to turn on, but once he did he switched it to the morning news and turned it up a bit before going into the kitchen area to get some breakfast. He didn’t really pay much attention to what the news anchors were talking about until he sat back down on the couch, having been temporarily distracted by the awesome “The Changeling” toy that had fallen out of the bottom of the box of cereal and into his bowl (it lit up!), but once he was paying attention he probably couldn’t even have looked away if he’d gone blind. 
 
    “It’s hard to believe, isn’t it?” the guy anchor said to the girl anchor conversationally, shuffling some papers on the desk in front of him and shaking his head in disbelief at the somewhat unflattering picture of Frotwoot that was being displayed on the monitor that hung behind him with the caption: “SCANDAL ROCKS THE SEELIE COURT”. “I mean, you would think that the ‘Hero of Midsummer’s Eve’ would be given a little slack when it comes to something as silly as this, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” the girl anchor replied through a big, fake smile as she looked into the camera. “Impropriety is impropriety, no matter how heroic the person doing it might be.” 
 
    “Sure, but then why isn’t Dame Golrocca facing the same consequences as Sir Frotwoot? Wasn’t their ‘crime’ the same?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to speak out of turn, here, Don, but I think for the answer to that we’ll have to look no further than the name of their captain.” 
 
    The guy anchor turned to the camera to give it a gleaming, less-than-authentic smile of his own. “You know, Rowena? I think you might be right.” And with that, the picture on the monitor changed and they were on to the next story, leaving Frotwoot to wonder if he was still dreaming as his all-but forgotten bowl of cereal just sat there in his hands, getting soggier and soggier, until finally it tipped over and spilled into his lap. 
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    Despite numerous “game night” invitations from his friends Roebin and Oberon, Frotwoot hadn’t really been back to the tower headquarters of the Knightly Order of the Gecko since they’d started rebuilding it, so it was kind of a shock to see how much progress they’d made. There was still a lot of scaffolding and tarps and stuff along the top, but pretty much everything from at least the sixth floor down to the second floor (where about a dozen or so bombs had split the original building in two—long story) seemed to be finished. It was still just the same old lobby on the inside, though, and as Frotwoot made his way to the front desk he felt unexpectedly nostalgic about being there again. 
 
    “Hey Meg,” he said, smiling as much as he could under the circumstances and waving at the cute old brownie lady who guarded the entrance to the rest of the tower. “Is Rocky around?” 
 
    Meg (AKA “Dame Megainn Mullach the Third”) looked up from her cross-stitching, smiled sweetly back at him, then pressed a button on the intercom device in front of her. “Sir Golroc?” 
 
    There was a click, and Golroc’s voice crackled back, “Yeah?” 
 
    “Mr. Crossley is here to see you.” 
 
    Frotwoot started to thank her, but then the sound of a door crashing open from not too far away distracted him, and when Golroc came bursting out of the bullpen in an obvious rage right after that the look in his one good eye was enough to make Frotwoot forget how to speak entirely. 
 
    “You got a lotta nerve, ‘hero’!!!” Golroc snarled, grabbing him by the front of his shirt and pulling him violently through the turnstile, only to keep pulling him once he was through. All the other knights stopped what they were doing and turned to stare as he dragged Frotwoot past their desks, and more than a few of them stood up and/or craned their necks to better follow the action as he threw him into his office. “Hold all my calls!” Golroc bellowed over his shoulder, slamming the door shut behind him before Frotwoot had even had a chance to do much more than finish stumbling. 
 
    “Dude!” Frotwoot said angrily, but not too angrily, because he wasn’t that brave. “What’re you—?” 
 
    “Sorry about that, kid,” Golroc talked over him, his entire demeanor changing from “murderous” to “friendly” in an instant as he stepped forward to clap Frotwoot on the shoulder and give him what he probably thought was a reassuring smile, being as he was somewhat unfamiliar with the inherent terror of his own face. “I had to put on a good show for those jerks out there or they might’ve suspected somethin’.” 
 
    “What’re you talking about?” was what Frotwoot opened his mouth to say; but as Golroc moved away from him, drawing his line of sight, he finally noticed that Pixley and Golly were there too, and he had to pause for a second to register their presence, which—as was often the case when the Rustigarks were involved—was just long enough for him to miss his chance to speak. 
 
    “Daddy needs his chair, buttercup,” Golroc said to Golly, because that’s where she was sitting. She rolled her eyes at the pet name but also smiled and moved obligingly, taking a seat in one of the smaller chairs in front of the captain’s desk and beckoning for Frotwoot to come join her. Naturally, he did, casting a curious, sidelong glance at Pixley (who was leaning with his arms crossed against the far wall) before turning his attention back to Golroc, who’d just sat down himself and didn’t hesitate to immediately start filling the silence again. “So… I’m guessin’ you saw the news?” 
 
    “Yeah, what’s—?” 
 
    “Word sure does get around fast, don’t it? I hadn’t even finished readin’ Pix’s report before the newshounds started callin’ me for a statement. I’d read enough of it, though, to know I probably shouldn’t make one till I knew where we were goin’ with this thing. So… where’re we goin’ with this thing, hero?” 
 
    “… Huh?” 
 
    “It just seems to me like we’ve got ourselves a great opportunity, here. Seems that way to Pix and Golly, too. But unless you’re willin’ to use it to get in with the Pixies, it don’t matter how ‘great’ the opportunity is, ‘cause then all it’ll be is an opportunity wasted. Now,” he held up a hand to quiet Frotwoot before he could object. “Pix already told me you don’t wanna be a knight anymore, and Golly says if I threaten you with ‘dereliction of duty’ charges again she’ll transfer to the Snowflakes, but if you’ll just hear me out, then maybe we can—” 
 
    “Uh-uh. No way.” 
 
    “You won’t even hear me out?” 
 
    “What, so you can talk me into it?” 
 
    “… Well yeah, basically.” 
 
    “No thanks.” 
 
    “Aw, come on!” 
 
    “Nope. I can’t.” 
 
    “Sure you can! It’ll be easy. All ya’ gotta do is what Pix tells ya’ to do, and if you ever need help him and Golly’ll be just a shout away.” 
 
    “Him and Golly?” said Frotwoot, glancing over at her. 
 
    “Dad’s reassigning me to be Pix’s extra squire for this quest,” she explained. “He, uh, kinda’ didn’t have a choice, what with me, like, being involved in your cover story and all.” 
 
    “Oh… yeah, geez, sorry about that.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Golly laughed. “Just stay away from my mom for a while; you know, if you wanna live.” 
 
    Frotwoot suddenly felt sick. He hadn’t even thought about Golly’s mom… and, to keep his anxiety levels down, he was going to do his very best to never, ever think about her again. “Right. But, I still can’t do it.” 
 
    “Oookaaay,” said Golroc, drumming his fingers on his desk in a sure sign that he was getting annoyed. “Why not? I know you ain’t a coward, kid, so it ain’t that; and I know you ain’t lazy, ‘cept when it comes to paperwork. So what is it? What’s the problem?” 
 
    “I promised my mom—” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you promised your mom.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the problem.” 
 
    “Didn’t matter so much to you last night, though, did it?” 
 
    “It should have.” 
 
    “What if I offer you some more money? Will you break your precious ‘promise’ again, then?” 
 
    “No, I won’t.” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Yeah, really.” 
 
    Golroc narrowed his eye at him for a long, long moment, drumming his fingers harder and harder until it just had to hurt, then scoffed in disgust and looked away. 
 
    “What makes you guys think I can do this, anyway?” asked Frotwoot, because—for some reason—he wasn’t feeling nearly as justified in his decision as he thought he should be. “I mean, I’m not even that good of a liar, so—” 
 
    “You don’t have to be,” said Pixley. “That’s the point. Your ‘cover’ is that you’re you. You probably won’t even have to lie at all.” 
 
    “Yeah, except to my mom.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you just, like… talk to her about it or something?” said Golly, flashing him a smile that could probably encourage him to do virtually anything if he just looked at it long enough (which is why he quickly looked at his hands instead). “Like, tell her how important this is and get her to change her mind?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe… is it really that important, though?” 
 
    “It is to me.” 
 
    Frotwoot closed his eyes and let out a heavy sigh. Was there anything he could do at this point that wouldn’t let somebody down? “… I’m sorry. I—I want to, but… I can’t.” 
 
    “All right, get outta my office, then,” Golroc snapped, swiveling in his chair to pick up his phone. “I gotta call the queen and tell her it ain’t happenin’. ‘I promised my mom’. Fyin’ ridiculous… ” 
 
    Frotwoot got up to leave, but then Golly got up herself to stop him in the doorway. “Hey,” she said softly, taking both of his hands in hers and pulling him in close. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Not really, no. Look, I—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I know you’d help if you could.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded. 
 
    “On the upside, though, I guess this means you can go to the ball with me tonight.” 
 
    “… Ball?” 
 
    “You don’t remember?” 
 
    “Uh, I can pretend that I do, if you want me to.” 
 
    “The Elves’ Ball!” Golly giggled. “It’s like, a fundraiser thing. I told you about it a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “How much does it cost?” 
 
    “It won’t cost you anything. You’re my date.” 
 
    “Do I need to rent a suit or a… a tux, or something?” 
 
    “Nope. I already got you one.” 
 
    “… So there’s absolutely no way I can get out of this, then?” 
 
    “Only if you die,” Golly laughed, sharing a smile with him because of course he was kidding; if Golly was there, that’s where he wanted to be, too. “Let me go get your ticket.” 
 
    Frotwoot fell back on his heels to lean up against the doorframe and watch her as she went into the bullpen to start digging through her desk, only to bounce right back up and whirl around in alarm as Golroc ended his call by slamming the phone down on his desk. 
 
    “Was she mad?” asked Pixley. 
 
    “She ain’t happy,” said Golroc, shaking his head. “I guess the church has really been on her case lately.” 
 
    “Because of the thing with the book?” 
 
    “Yeah, but don’t let them hear you call it that. It’s The Dryad’s book, y’know, so it’s gotta have some fancy-schmancy name. If they had some of his underwear they’d probably—” 
 
    “The Dryad had a book’?” said Frotwoot, curiosity and his more-personal-than-he-would-have-liked interest in The Dryad (long story) working together to edge him back into the office. 
 
    “You still here?” said Golroc, his obvious agitation at him nearly edging him back out. 
 
    “The church thinks the Pixies stole The Dryad’s ‘Holy Grimoire’,” Pixley explained. “They’ve been after Mab about it ever since.” 
 
    “Why? What’s in it?” 
 
    “Everything he ever wrote down. The Dryadics usually keep it locked up so only their clerics can read it—” 
 
    “Probably ‘cause it’s stupid,” Golroc grumbled. 
 
    “– But after the ‘Sacred Portal Stones’ were destroyed by the Unseelie Court they had to take it out to look at the instructions on how to remake them. That’s when it got stolen.” 
 
    “Oh, oka—Wait; ‘remake’? Remake what? The portal stones?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “There’s instructions on how to make a ring portal in that book?!” 
 
    Pixley furrowed his brow at him and shrugged. “Apparently.” 
 
    “And the Pixies have it?” 
 
    “Yep, they sure do!” Golroc said impatiently. “Didn’t Pix just tell you all this? And didn’t I tell ya’ to get the fie outta my office?” 
 
    “Leave him alone, Rock,” said Pixley, and as Golroc proceeded to bluster at him in reply Frotwoot tuned everything out to stare off into space, run his fingers through his hair, and think about what he’d just heard. Of course, there wasn’t a whole lot to think about; if he could get that book, he could get home. Was there really any other thought that mattered? 
 
    “I’ll do it!” he said, just as Golly came up behind him with his ticket to the ball. Golroc and Pixley both turned to look at him. 
 
    “You’ll do what?” said Golroc. 
 
    “I’ll join the Pixies.” 
 
    Everyone reacted a little bit differently to that. Golly looked like she was waiting for a punchline, Pixley looked confused and/or suspicious, and Golroc looked completely stunned. It wasn’t long before Golroc went from looking stunned to pleased, though, and it wasn’t even close to as long before— after glancing past Frotwoot into the bullpen to see that everyone was watching them—he went right back to looking how he had when they’d started this conversation: Murderous. 
 
    “Get the fie away from my daughter!!!” he roared, leaping out of his seat to grab Frotwoot roughly by the shirt again and drag him out of the tower. Frotwoot didn’t mind it as much this time, since now he knew it was just to keep up appearances or whatever, but he really could’ve done without being thrown into the gutter at the end. “And don’t come back!!!” 
 
    As Frotwoot got back to his feet, wiping as much of the muck off of himself as he could, Golroc came storming back out of the tower. “Oh yeah, and another thing!” he shouted, grabbing Frotwoot by the collar with one hand, stuffing a crumpled up piece of paper into his pocket with the other, and pulling him in close to whisper, “Welcome to the Glamour Squad” before pushing him right back into the gutter and leaving again. 
 
    Frotwoot just sat there in a daze for a while, furrowing his brow at nothing, until finally he managed to blink his dazedness away and mutter, “… Welcome to the what?” 
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    “The Glamour Squad,” said Golly, because Frotwoot had asked her what it was and apparently just repeating the name of it to him was supposed to answer the question. “You know, like… the squad that uses glamour?” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Well, I thought so, yeah; but with the way you’re laughing at me now I don’t know. Maybe I’m kidding.” 
 
    “How have you not heard of the Glamour Squad?” 
 
    “I’m from a small town, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, but come on…” 
 
    “Can you make fun of me later, maybe, and just tell me what it is?” 
 
    “Um… okay, I guess it’s like… the undercover branch of knighthood, basically.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Didn’t you ever see that show about it?” 
 
    “I told you, I didn’t have a TV growing up,” Frotwoot kind-of-lied; the true part of that, of course, being that he didn’t have a TV capable of picking up signals from Seelie. “What was it about, knights pretending to be supermodels or something?” 
 
    “What? No. Why would it be about that?” 
 
    “Because… ‘glamour’?” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Like, a glamour’s an illusion. What do illusions have to do with—? Oh, wait. Yeah, oookay, I get it. Very funny.” 
 
    Frotwoot wasn’t aware he’d made a joke, but luckily Golly wasn’t there to see him looking all stupid and confused so he was pretty much able to just play it off like he had. Where she was was in an unmarked surveillance/communications coach somewhere, talking to him through the special earring-shaped earpiece and watch-shaped radio combo that had been hidden in the crumpled-up piece of paper that her dad had slipped into Frotwoot’s pocket. Golroc had been the one talking to him through them at first, telling him to make his way to Pixie Land while Golly and Pixley “got into position”, and it wasn’t until Golly had gotten into her position (i.e. the unmarked coach) that she’d taken over, saving them both from the most painfully awkward small talk that either of them had ever had to endure. That of course had led to him asking what the “Glamour Squad” was, and if you’d like a recap of what happened after that just go back to the beginning of the chapter and start reading it again. You might get caught in an infinite loop doing that, but at least you’ll know what’s going on. Or you could just keep reading from here. Whichever. 
 
    “So, uh … what made you change your mind?” asked Golly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You know, about doing this.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. Um… how many extra points would I get if I said I was doing it for you?” 
 
    “You’d get negative points for lying.” 
 
    “What, really?” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “I’m definitely not doing it for you, then.” 
 
    Golly laughed. “Okay, then why?” 
 
    “It’s… hard to explain.” 
 
    “Could you try?” 
 
    Not without lying, Frotwoot thought, and regardless of “points”, and despite having to do it quite often, he hated lying to her. “Uh… maybe later. I’m almost there.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Pixie Land,” said Frotwoot, as Pixie Land indeed came into view. It looked a lot emptier now, and was certainly a lot quieter. 
 
    “Oh, right. Okay, let me, um… let me see if Pix is there yet.” There were some static-y, warbly radio sounds, and then Golly said in a voice that was slightly more reserved than the one she used with Frotwoot, “Uncle Pix?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here,” Pixley’s voice came back. 
 
    “Are you in position?” 
 
    “Yeah. Is Frotwoot there?” 
 
    “Right here, man,” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “Can you see me?” 
 
    “… Nope.” 
 
    “Good. I can see you, though. Stop talking into your watch.” 
 
    Frotwoot lifted the watch back up to his mouth (as he’d been doing ever since he’d figured out what it was) and said, “But I like to.” 
 
    Pixley made a noise somewhere between a scoff and a laugh. “Why?” 
 
    “It looks cool.” 
 
    “Yeah… but it also looks like you’re talking into your watch, which kind of defeats the purpose of glamouring your radio to look like one in the first place.” 
 
    “I’ll stop when there’s people around.” 
 
    “There might be people around right now.” 
 
    “I don’t see anybody.” 
 
    “If someone’s watching you they won’t want you to see them.” 
 
    “Wait, you think somebody’s watching me?” 
 
    “I think the possibility that they might be is reason enough for you to stop doing that.” 
 
    “… Fine,” groaned Frotwoot, letting his arm drop to his side and somehow resisting the urge to raise it again. He knew he wouldn’t be able to resist it for long, though. “So, what’re we doing now? What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to go join the Pixies?” asked Golly. 
 
    “Yeah, but… how do I do that? Do I just walk up and ask or what?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Pixley. “What’d Puck tell you to do?” 
 
    “He just said to come back tomorrow and it’d all be ‘set up’ for me, but like… the gates are all closed and I don’t even see anybody in there. You think maybe they forgot?” 
 
    “Maybe they saw you talking into your watch,” said Golly. 
 
    “Which he just did again,” said Pixley. 
 
    “What?” Frotwoot said into his watch; then, when he’d realized what he’d just done, said not into it, “Crap. Sorry, it’s just—it’s really fun. Anyway, what should I do? There’s no—wait.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s something stuck in the front gate… it looks like a scroll.” 
 
    “Go ahead and check it out,” said Pixley. “I’ll watch your back.” 
 
    Frotwoot cautiously stepped forward and reached for the scroll, snatching it from between the bars of the gate and dropping it on the ground as if were booby-trapped because, for all he knew, it was. He soon knew otherwise when nothing booby-trap-like happened for several seconds, at which point he let out the breath he’d been holding, picked the scroll back up, unrolled it, unrolled it again when he failed to hold it open properly, and read: 
 
      
 
    To Whom It May Concern, 
 
      
 
    There are three things that every Pixie needs to be able to do: Fight, steal, and run. To prove that you can do these things, start by going to the ‘Tween Place Diner at lunchtime and order the “Pixie Special”. You’ll see why. 
 
      
 
    Respectfully yours, 
 
    Puck 
 
      
 
    “It says I’m supposed to go the ‘Tween Place Diner,” Frotwoot said into his watch, because apparently he had no self-control whatsoever. “Where’s that?” 
 
    “You know where those two big restaurants are in Castle Square?” asked Pixley. “The Saffron Room and Bluebell’s?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah, I think so.” 
 
    “It’s between those.” 
 
    “… There’s something between those places?” 
 
    “It’s really little,” explained Golly. “The owner got tricked into winning an alley from one of the Avalon sisters in a card game a couple of years ago and stuffed a diner in there to make it look like he didn’t care, or something.” 
 
    “How do you get ‘tricked’ into winning an alley?” 
 
    “I think he thought he was playing for The Saffron Room.” 
 
    “I heard it was Bluebell’s,” said Pixley. 
 
    “Well, either way I guess that’s where we’re going,” Frotwoot chuckled, shaking his head and sticking the scroll back into the gate. “Are you guys just gonna follow me, or—?” 
 
    “I will,” said Pixley. “Golly, you can just drive there. Don’t park in front of the place, park about a block away.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Frotwoot? You ready?” 
 
    He could tell that there was more being asked by that question than was actually being said, but his answer was still the same: “Yep.” 
 
    “Stop talking into your watch.” 
 
    “Aw.” 
 
    “All right, let’s go.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    When they got to the ‘Tween Place Diner (or, from Pixley’s perspective, when they got to a shadowy hiding place that was somewhere near the ‘Tween Place Diner) Frotwoot could see right away how he’d always overlooked it. It wasn’t just “stuffed” in an alley; it was stuffed, smashed down, and set back in an alley, making it almost look like a storage shed in comparison to the much larger restaurants and buildings that surrounded it. 
 
    There was just enough room on the front of it for a few short steps leading up to a small glass door, and, next to that, a single-pane window with the diner’s name painted onto it. As Frotwoot climbed inside of it he was pleasantly surprised to find that it was actually quite a bit longer than it was wide, allowing for a mini-kitchen/counter to take up one wall while a row of booths took up the other. It was still pretty cramped, though, so in the interest of not developing a sudden case of claustrophobia Frotwoot took the closest available counter seat next to the door. 
 
    “Hello,” the sandy-haired, dead-eyed, gum-chewing faerie girl behind the counter said to him as she reached into her apron to whip out a pen and a notepad. “What can I get for you today?” 
 
    “Uh… the ‘Pixie Special’?” 
 
    She froze for a second (which is to say she stopped chewing and tapping her pen for a second), looked up at him with only her eyes for another second, then put her pen and her notepad back where she’d gotten them and said, “Sure, I’ll get that right out.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    While he was waiting, Frotwoot drummed his hands on the counter and looked around. Everyone else seemed to either be focusing on their food or on the ceiling-mounted TV at the other end of the counter, although the TV was certainly turned up loud enough that the food-focusers could have also just been listening to it while they ate. 
 
    “Here you go,” said the waitress, setting a covered dish down in front of him. Frotwoot furrowed his brow at it, glanced up at the waitress to see that she was already walking away, then shook his head and lifted the cover off. 
 
    “What is it?” Pixley’s voice buzzed into his ear. 
 
    “Looks like a note,” said Frotwoot, picking the folded-over little piece of parchment up off the plate and unfolding it to see Puck’s rather distinctive handwriting. 
 
      
 
    Dear Sir Frotwoot, 
 
      
 
    Now that you’re here, say something negative about the Tirnanogue Griffins. Make sure everyone can hear you. 
 
      
 
    Sincerely, 
 
    Puck 
 
      
 
    Frotwoot re-read it a couple of times to make sure there wasn’t some hidden meaning he was missing, then shrugged and said, “The Griffins suck.” 
 
    A startled hush fell over the diner. The group huddled up near the TV all turned to look at him, and as they did Frotwoot couldn’t help but notice that every single one of them was wearing the official colors of the “Tirnanogue Griffins” Seelieball team. A quick look at the TV instantly confirmed his assumption that there must have been a game going on, and as a mountain of a goblin emerged from among his fellow sports fans, wearing a Griffins-branded version of every conceivable piece of clothing one could buy, Frotwoot suddenly realized why he’d been sent here, and why he’d been told to say what he’d just said. 
 
    To be a Pixie, he was going to have to prove that he could fight. 
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    The glass broke relatively easily as the goblin threw Frotwoot through the window. Frotwoot didn’t think so, of course, which is why it was relative, but it did only take one good throw, so he was probably just being biased. 
 
    “Slaggin’ off the Griffins, mate?” snarled the goblin as he almost immediately followed him out onto the street. “I’ll beat your head in for that, I swear on me mum!” 
 
    “Uh, guys?!” Frotwoot said urgently, keeping his eyes on his attacker as he stumbled backwards and upright at the same time to get away from him. “Help?!?!” 
 
    “We can’t, remember?” said Golly. “We still don’t know who’s watching.” 
 
    “And you don’t need our help anyway,” added Pixley, the calmness in his voice and the confident reassurance in his words providing a stark contrast to the green-skinned terror that was rapidly advancing on him. “Puck set this up specifically for you. You can do this.” 
 
    “No, no, I don’t think I can.” 
 
    “Stop talking into your watch. And of course you can, kid; you just need to wear him out first.” 
 
    “Geez!!!” cried Frotwoot as he narrowly avoided the inaugural punch of the confrontation by ducking under it and running a few feet away. “What?! How?! What do you mean?!” 
 
    “When you’re as physically outclassed in a fight as you are right now, the best thing to do is conserve your energy by dodging. That way, your opponent will use up their energy, you won’t use up any of yours, and when they start getting tired you’ll still be strong enough to take them out. All you have to do is not get hit.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Frotwoot, too busy bobbing his head out of the way of another wild, haymaking swing from the goblin to nod approvingly; but that strategy made so much sense to him that he definitely would have nodded if he could have. “Yeah, I guess that’s—That’s pretty much what I was gonna do anyway, so—” He was cut short as the goblin unexpectedly dove forward and tackled him to the ground. In less than a second the goblin was up on his knees, pinning Frotwoot in place with his (vastly) superior weight and pummeling him over and over again with his fists. Frotwoot held his arms up to protect himself, but he knew he couldn’t keep that up for long, so he quickly switched from defensive to offensive mode and kneed the goblin in a not-very-sporting place. That stopped the pummeling right away, and since he really didn’t want it to start again Frotwoot followed it up with a nice solid punch of his own, knocking the goblin off of him so he could get back to his feet and put as much still-in-the-fight distance between them as he could. 
 
    “I thought I told you to dodge,” said Pixley. 
 
    “Yeah, my bad,” Frotwoot quipped, holding his fists at the ready and doing a bouncy little adrenaline dance while the goblin slowly, groaningly propped himself up on the cobblestoned street in front of him. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Pixley asked. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Okay, good. You’re doing good. Just try not to— ” 
 
    “Oi!” the goblin said suddenly, and with obvious distress. “You knocked out my toof!” 
 
    Frotwoot stopped bouncing and furrowed his brow at him. “… What?” 
 
    “Lookit that!” said the goblin, snatching something very small up off the ground and holding it out between them so they could both see it. “It’s got a crown on it! You got any idea how much a crown costs, mate?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “You’re a dead man,” said the goblin, standing upright, flinging the tooth aside, and popping his claws in one smooth, utterly terrifying motion. 
 
    “O—okay, wait,” said Frotwoot, unclenching his fists to hold his hands out in surrender. But the goblin didn’t wait, and Frotwoot just barely managed to pull his hands back from the first claw-swipe in time to not lose any fingers. The second swipe raked his chest, drawing five long trails of blood and making him cry out in pain, and that was more than enough motivation for him to avoid the third, fourth, and fifth swipes that rapidly followed. 
 
    “What’s happening?!” asked Golly, who could hear but not see him. 
 
    “Nothing,” lied Pixley, who could do both. “Frotwoot, listen to me: Get your back up against a wall.” 
 
    “WHAT?!?!” He’d lost count of how many swipes there had been now, and had just had to block one that had been aimed at his throat with his arm. 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    It didn’t seem like he had very much choice but to trust him at the moment, so Frotwoot darted to the nearest building and did as he was told. The goblin followed after him without hesitation (you generally had to be sane to hesitate), and as he lunged forward, all ten claws stretched out for the kill, Pixley frantically ordered Frotwoot to, “Fly! Fly straight up!” 
 
    Again, Frotwoot did just as he was told, and as a result the goblin missed him completely, burying his claws in the wall instead. “Now drop,” said Pixley, and in the instant it took for Frotwoot to realize why, point his feet straight down at the goblin’s head, and stop flapping his wings, the fight was pretty much over. 
 
    “Okay, will somebody tell me what’s going on?!?!” Golly snapped, probably (and understandably) annoyed by the slightly manic and, to her, entirely without context sound of her boyfriend’s relieved laughter. 
 
    “We did it!” Frotwoot said into his watch, not so much because he’d forgotten not to as because he felt he’d earned it this time. While Pixley more specifically explained to her what that meant, Frotwoot scrambled up excitedly from where he’d just landed on the sidewalk to go and get as close a look as he dared at what they’d done to the goblin. Apparently, Frotwoot’s full weight falling directly on top of him had been enough to knock him out, but not enough to dislodge his claws from the wall. Grinning crookedly to himself at how funny this looked, Frotwoot nudged the goblin with his foot to make sure he was really unconscious… at which point someone tapped him on the shoulder and made him make a rather embarrassing noise. 
 
    “Here,” said the shoulder-tapper, AKA the waitress from the diner, handing him another folded-up piece of parchment. “Puck said to give you this if you won.” 
 
    “Oh. Thanks.” 
 
    The waitress rolled her eyes and walked away, leaving Frotwoot to unfold the note and read: 
 
      
 
    Dearest Frotwoot, 
 
      
 
    If you’re reading this, it means you can fight. Congratulations! I knew you could do it! Well, not really. You’ll probably never get this, actually. But in case you DO, head on over to the business district and find the pay phone in front of Turehu Financial. Pick it up, and tell the operator “Ho ho ho”. She’ll know what to do, and then, I guess, so will you. 
 
      
 
    Warmest Regards, 
 
    Puck 
 
      
 
    “Hey, do you guys know where ‘Turehu Financial’ is?” 
 
    “… I can look it up,” said Golly, when it became clear from the silence that ensued that neither of them actually did. A few moments and the sound of several pages being flipped and turned in a phone book later, she gave Frotwoot an address that sent him deeper into Tirnanogue’s most skyscraper-rich area than he’d ever been before. The pay phone in front of Turehu Financial was already in use when he got there, but it was freed up fairly soon when the prim, proper, and obviously wealthy old lady who was using it caught sight of Frotwoot and his extensive battle damage. He thanked her with a nod and a smile that was absolutely not returned, then picked up the receiver and dialed “0”. 
 
    “Operator. Would you like to place a call?” 
 
    “Uh… ‘ho ho ho’?” 
 
    “… Please hold.” 
 
    There was a long enough pause after that that he half-expected to hear a dial tone next, but he heard a click instead, followed by the operator’s (suddenly much quieter) voice, saying, “In less than a minute a man in a gray, checked suit will come out of the building in front of you to use this phone. The next note that Puck’s written for you will be in that man’s wallet.” The operator cleared her throat, then shifted her voice back up to its regular volume. “Is there anything else I can help you with today, sir?” 
 
    “Um—” 
 
    “You’re welcome, sir. Have a nice day.” 
 
    Almost as soon as she’d disconnected the call a middle-aged sprite in a gray, checked suit came rushing out of Turehu Financial and toward the phone. Frotwoot wordlessly handed him the receiver and stepped aside, partly because he was already done with it, anyway, and partly because if he hadn’t handed it over and stepped aside the sprite seemed panicked enough just then to try to make him do exactly the same thing, but by force. 
 
    “Hello?! Operator?!” said the sprite, while Frotwoot put his hands in his pockets and pretended to be very interested in kicking rocks. “All the lines in my building just went out and I was in the middle of a very important call! I need someone to—! Fifteen minutes?!?! I can’t wait fifteen minutes! I—! Yes… yes, I suppose I could do that. I imagine you’ll be placing the call for free, though… good, good. Thank you.” Sighing and rolling his eyes in exasperation, the sprite dialed what was presumably the number of whoever he’d been talking to before and continued his incredibly boring-sounding conversation with them. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” asked Pixley. 
 
    “I’m supposed to steal this guy’s wallet,” Frotwoot whispered back. 
 
    “Stop talking into your watch. And what do you mean ‘steal’? Are you supposed to mug him…? Pickpocket him…? What?” 
 
    “I don’t know, they didn’t say.” 
 
    “Probably doesn’t matter, then. Go for the pickpocket. It’s safer.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Frotwoot, doing his best to look inconspicuous as he decreased his rock-kicking radius a bit to bring him in closer to his as yet unaware (and thankfully too distracted to notice how extraordinarily conspicuous the kid kicking rocks behind him actually looked) target. “But like… how?” 
 
    Pixley let out a short, bemused sort of breath. “Can you tell where the wallet is?” 
 
    “Not really, no.” 
 
    “Check the back pockets first.” 
 
    “… I can’t see the back pockets.” 
 
    “Lift up his jacket.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just the back. Try to do it so he doesn’t notice.” 
 
    Frotwoot wasn’t sure just how exactly he was going to do that, having had very little experience in the field of thievery, but he figured he’d better try to be as indirect about it as possible to start, and work his way up to the risky stuff. The first thing he did was pretend to drop something on the ground so he could simply try to peek up under the bottom of the suit coat as he knelt down to pretend to retrieve “it”. The second thing he did, when that first thing didn’t work, was try to blow it up; at first with his mouth, and then with several sharp, upward waves of his hands. It didn’t budge. The third and final thing he did was what he’d been trying to avoid all along, i.e. actually just lifting the bottom of the jacket up with his fingers, and, much to his relief, that was what did it. He knew where the wallet was, and now that he did he could— 
 
    A sudden gasp interrupted his train of thought, and he quickly turned his head to see where it had come from. The old lady from before apparently hadn’t gone far, as she was now staring at him from across the sidewalk with an armful of shopping bags that she hadn’t had before and an utterly shocked expression on her face that she’d only had a much lesser version of before. Frotwoot froze as his mind scrambled for a way to save the situation… and all he could think of was to point at the sprite’s butt and nod creepily at her in approval. 
 
    She blinked a few times, then slooowly turned and walked away. 
 
    “It’s in the back right pocket,” Frotwoot said into his watch once he’d stood up and gotten back out of earshot. 
 
    “Okay, good. Did you see how full it was?” 
 
    “… Pretty full, I guess?” 
 
    “Full enough that you think it’d snag if you tried to lift it out?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe?” 
 
    Pixley sighed in poorly-masked frustration. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, it’s just—I wish I could just do this myself.” 
 
    “Yeah, so do I.” 
 
    “… All right, let’s just assume you can’t lift it. There’s a way around that, but you need to have a wallet of your own to make it work.” 
 
    “I’ve got a wallet.” 
 
    “Perfect. Here’s what you’re gonna do,” said Pixley, and then laid out his plan while Frotwoot listened intently and kicked invisible rocks (he’d already kicked away all the visible ones). 
 
    “Did you really use to do that to people?” Golly asked when he was finished. 
 
    “All the time,” said Pixley. 
 
    “And it worked?” 
 
    “… Most of the time.” 
 
    “What happened when it didn’t?” 
 
    “Hey!” said Frotwoot, pulling out his wallet and interrupting Pixley mid-answer; not to be rude, or anything, but because he knew there was a very good chance that hearing it all the way through would make him lose his nerve. “Excuse me!” 
 
    The sprite set the phone against his chest and turned to face him. “Yes?” 
 
    “I think you dropped your wallet.” 
 
    The sprite looked at the wallet in Frotwoot’s hand and shook his head. “No, that’s not mine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Because I’m pretty sure I saw you drop it.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I’m pretty sure I didn’t,” said the sprite, pulling his out to show him. As soon as he did that Frotwoot immediately pretended to trip over his own feet, crashing into his arm and making him drop it to the ground. 
 
    “Oh, sorry!” said Frotwoot, bending down to pick it up and sneakily switching it with his own as he handed it “back” to him. The sprite was clearly too irritated with him at this point to notice, because he shoved the (wrong) wallet into his pocket without even giving it a second glance. “Sorry,” Frotwoot said again, backing away from the sprite’s deathly, unforgiving glare and waiting until it was off of him before turning around to open up his wallet and find Puck’s note. 
 
      
 
    My Beloved Frotwoot, 
 
      
 
    Go back to Castle Square and sit on the East bench. If that sounds too easy, it’s because there’s more to it, so don’t get your hopes up. 
 
      
 
    Forever Yours, 
 
    Puck 
 
      
 
    “Oh, hey, sorry again,” said Frotwoot, tapping the sprite on the shoulder with his now-noteless wallet and holding it out in front of him like a shield as the sprite (still on the same “very important call”) whirled around like an enraged animal to face him. “But I think we got our wallets mixed up.” 
 
    Disarmed, the sprite furrowed his brow at him in confusion for a second only to then become even more confused as he reached into his pocket to pull Frotwoot’s wallet back out. They exchanged them without another word, after which Frotwoot started breathing again, turned on his heel, and walked very, very quickly away. 
 
    When he got to the bench indicated in the note a short time (and a brief explanation/can you believe I just did that?-session to his friend and girlfriend) later, Frotwoot cautiously circled it a couple of times, looked underneath it, and checked it with his fingertips for wet paint or glue or whatever before sitting down. Nothing happened. Even so, he didn’t drop his guard, because he knew (or was pretty sure, at least) that all that was left for him to prove he could do at this point was “run”, and he wanted to be ready for whatever it was he was supposed to be running from. All he had to do was stay alert and wait… which, after five hours, turned out to be much easier said than done. 
 
    “Oh my gooosh,” he moaned, slumping back in the bench and dragging his hands across his face. “What’s taking so long?!” 
 
    Neither Golly nor Pixley answered him, because by then they’d all asked that question enough times that it was clearly rhetorical. 
 
    “Should I just go?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Golly. 
 
    “Give it a little longer,” said Pixley, 
 
    Frotwoot sighed and sat back up, watching the people in the square with a level of interest that could only come from absolute boredom. The sun was setting, now, so naturally—what with the nightlife and all—it was a bit busier than it had been before, but there was a decidedly unnatural amount of activity at the front of the castle. A line of fancy-looking coaches were pulling up in front of it to drop off their fancy-looking passengers, and among them (wearing coat-of-arms-themed ballgowns and tuxedos as if to set them apart from the similarly-dressed but un-themed aristocrats standing next to them) were people whom Frotwoot recognized as being his fellow squires and knights. 
 
    “Hey, Golly,” he said into his watch once he’d realized what he was looking at. “I think they’re starting that ball you wanted to go to.” 
 
    “Oh… really?” 
 
    “Yeah. You still wanna go? It’s not too laa-ate…” 
 
    “We’re on a quest, remember?” Pixley interjected. 
 
    “Dude, no, I don’t think we are; I think the Pixies forgot about me.” 
 
    “I know it looks that way, but Puck doesn’t forget. Just be patient.” 
 
    “You’re the boss,” Frotwoot sighed, and no sooner had he stretched his arms out on the back of the bench to settle in and get comfortable than a paper airplane made of thick, heavy parchment flew into his chest. “What the—?!” 
 
    “What? What is it?” asked Golly. 
 
    “It’s another note,” said Frotwoot, picking it up off his lap and unfolding it. 
 
    “What’s it say?” 
 
    “… It just says ‘go inside’,” read Frotwoot. “And there’s an arrow pointing to—” He looked where it was pointing, and it suddenly became clear why he’d been made to sit on this particular bench, and why he hadn’t gotten the note until this particular time. “—Oh, fie.” 
 
    “What?” said Pixley and Golly in unison. 
 
    “It’s pointing to the castle.” 
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    As soon as there was a suitable lull in the foot traffic going into the castle, Frotwoot nonchalantly walked up the front steps and took a leaning peek through the wide-open front doors. “There’re two guards at the end of the entrance hall taking tickets,” he told his watch when he was done, flattening himself against the outside wall so that the guards he was talking about wouldn’t see him (and, if he was really being honest, because it made him feel like a secret agent). “They’re in full armor and they both have really big axes.” 
 
    “They have really big what?” Golly laughed in disbelief. 
 
    “Axes. With an ‘X’.” 
 
    “Ohhh.” 
 
    “Are any of the other doors in the hall open?” asked Pixley, clearly doing his best to sound unamused amidst his young squires’ giggling attempts to do the same, but, like them, not quite pulling it off. 
 
    Frotwoot risked another peek. “Nope.” 
 
    “… Think you can sneak past them?” 
 
    “Probably not. There’s no cover or anything.” 
 
    “What about people? You can use people as cover.” 
 
    “There aren’t any people. Everyone’s just going straight into the ballroom.” 
 
    “Okay… then wait for some. Preferably a big group, like, I don’t know… ten or more. Unless they’re checking each and every ticket against each and every person that goes in (which I doubt they are) then you should be able to get past the guards just by keeping your head down and blending in.” 
 
    “… Will that really work?” 
 
    “It always worked when I did it.” 
 
    “When did you do it?” 
 
    “Oh, you know… at buffets, movie theaters… places like that.” 
 
    “And it worked.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “… Okay,” said Frotwoot, nodding somewhat excessively to himself and taking a long, deep breath to calm his nerves as he started watching for an opportunity to give Pixley’s plan a try. The next several guests to pass him on the stairs were either by themselves or with a date, which was something of a relief and a disappointment each time, but eventually a group of faeries from the Knightly Order of the Thrice-Shielded Pegasus came pouring out of a convoy of carriages in front of him, and since there were too many of them to even make an exact count Frotwoot knew this was probably going to be his best chance to blend in, so “blend in” he did. 
 
    “You all together?” the guard on the right side of the door asked as he took a handful of tickets from the apparent leader of the group. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “All right then. Enjoy the ball!” 
 
    The guards uncrossed their axes to let them through, and for a second or two Frotwoot actually thought this might work. But then the guard on the right looked at him as he was about to cross the threshold and said “Frotwoot?!” and the guard on the left’s head snapped around to look, too, so he didn’t really get to think that for very long. 
 
    “It’s me, Roebin!” said the guard on the right, taking off his helmet to reveal that he was, indeed, Frotwoot’s red-headed phooka friend and once-fellow squire Roebin Güdvello. 
 
    “Oh, uh… hey, Roebin. What’s up?” 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” asked the guard on the left, both the sound of his voice and the social context of Roebin standing right there next to him making it obvious that it was Oberon. 
 
    “I was just… going to the ball.” 
 
    Oberon immediately let his axe fall back into its door-blocking position, but Roebin’s axe didn’t join it. “Is it true what they’re saying?” Roebin asked, looking so deeply concerned that if the same look were on a child or small puppy it probably would’ve broken Frotwoot’s heart. “Were you really kicked out of the Order for making lewd and unwanted advances against the captain’s daughter?” 
 
    “What? No! Who’s saying that?” 
 
    “No one, directly,” Oberon chimed in. “But that’s definitely the subtext.” 
 
    “Well, the subtext is wrong!” 
 
    “So you weren’t kicked out?” asked Roebin. 
 
    “No, I was, just not—not for that.” 
 
    “What for, then?” asked Oberon. 
 
    “It was, like, you know… a… a forbidden love… kind of thing.” 
 
    “Forbidden love.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You’ve been dating Golrocca Rustigark for weeks. Exactly when did it start being ‘forbidden’ for you to do so?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Was it when you started making lewd and unwanted advances?” Roebin suggested helpfully. 
 
    “No!” Frotwoot laughed, in a flustered sort of way. “No, I never made any… ‘unwanted advances’.” 
 
    “But you did make lewd ones,” said Oberon, by way of clarification. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Then why were you kicked out?” asked Roebin; and while it was a fairly reasonable question Frotwoot obviously hadn’t thought his cover story through well enough to answer it for him, so he decided to change the subject to something that would help him get out of this conversation instead. 
 
    “Hey, which one of you’s the knight?” 
 
    Roebin and Oberon’s helmet exchanged looks. “… We’re both knights,” said Oberon. 
 
    “Yeah, you were there when the queen knighted us, remember?” 
 
    “No, I mean… you two are partners now, right?” 
 
    Roebin nodded. Oberon just stared at him, because Oberon was weird. 
 
    “Well, isn’t there always an ‘acting squire’ in every partnership?” 
 
    Roebin nodded again, the furrow in his brow growing deeper as realization seemed to dawn. Oberon stayed weird. 
 
    “So which one’s the knight and which one’s the squire?” 
 
    There was a long, pregnant, pause, and then, looking at Oberon, Roebin said, “Well, I was knighted first…” 
 
    “So? I’m older.” 
 
    “Just by a few weeks.” 
 
    “A few weeks older is still older, and a few weeks younger is still younger.” 
 
    “It doesn’t always go by age, though.” 
 
    “True. But it tends to, because with age comes experience and skill.” 
 
    “You’re seventeen!” 
 
    “And I’ve been seventeen for longer than you have. I’m better at it.” 
 
    “Better at being seventeen?” 
 
    “A few weeks better, yes. Maybe more.” 
 
    “Wha—? How ‘maybe more’?” 
 
    “I’m wise beyond my years.” 
 
    “I don’t… that’s…” Roebin was clearly struggling not to lose his cool. Frotwoot, meanwhile, was covering his face with his hand and shaking with scarcely-stifled laughter. “Why don’t we just ask Sir Golroc about it later?” 
 
    “Why should we? I’m obviously the knight.” 
 
    “It’s… not that obvious, Oberon.” 
 
    “Maybe not to a squire…” 
 
    “I’m not the squire!” 
 
    “We don’t know that you’re not.” 
 
    “We don’t know that I am!” 
 
    “Excuse me,” said Frotwoot, ducking between them and into the corridor beyond as they continued to bicker. Neither of them noticed. “I’m in,” he said into his watch. 
 
    “That was the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” said Pixley. 
 
    “That’s just because you’ve never heard them talk about comic books,” Frotwoot assured him, with more than just a twinge of envy. “Now, uh… which way’s the ballroom?” 
 
    Suddenly, as if on cue, an orchestra started to play from somewhere nearby. 
 
    “Never mind, I think I can find it.” 
 
    Following the music took Frotwoot straight to his destination, but he didn’t go in right away. Instead, at Golly’s suggestion, he waited for another group of oblivious ballgoers to come along so that he could anonymously tailgate them into the beautifully decorated, high-ceilinged ballroom, just like he’d tried to do before. Eventually just such a group presented itself, and—after rather awkwardly avoiding eye contact with them as they passed—he peeled off the corridor wall and slipped in behind them, making his way (hopefully) unnoticed along the edge of the crowded dance floor as he looked for…whatever it was he was supposed to be looking for, here. Another note from Puck? Something to “run” from, maybe…? 
 
    “Frotwoot?!” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t even have to look to know who that was, because—aside from being one of his very good friends—Thania the troll was an unmistakable person in almost every single way. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked, giving his shoulder a friendly little shove that probably would’ve really hurt in the daylight, but, as it was, didn’t feel anything like as hard as her race’s marble-colored skin looked. “I thought you were disgraced!” 
 
    “Hi, Thania. Nice to see you, too.” 
 
    “Do you like my dress?” she asked, posing for him on the spot in her black and yellow, gecko-emblazoned ballgown. “I got it at Foxgloves. It cost almost a week’s salary just to try it on.” 
 
    “Yeah, it looks great,” Frotwoot said distractedly, looking to either side of him for a way out. People were starting to stare, and mostly at him. “Well, uh… anyway, I think I’d better—” 
 
    “Would you care to dance?” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here, isn’t it? Come on, it’ll be fun.” 
 
    “I don’t—” Frotwoot began, but he was already being dragged out onto the dance floor. “Thania, this isn’t really a good time.” 
 
    “Oh, pshaw! It’s a ball!” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “If you’re worried about my social standing, don’t be. I think it’s high enough at this point that it won’t be adversely affected by being seen with you.” 
 
    “… Oh, well, thank goodness.” 
 
    There was a brief struggle as Frotwoot tried to get his arms off of and away from her, but he quickly gave up when he realized that, at this point, it probably didn’t even really matter anymore. Everyone had already seen him. Everyone was watching him. All that was left for him to do now was nod politely while Thania talked at him and wait out the rest of the song, after which he could only hope that his chances of joining the Pixies (and the cover he needed to do so) weren’t completely blown. 
 
    “Do you like my hair?” asked Thania, turning her head this way and that so he could see it from all possible angles. 
 
    “Oh yeah, it’s—it’s actually really pretty.” 
 
    “It took an hour to get it just right.” 
 
    “Wow. Um, is that a lot, or like… are you bragging about the speed…? I don’t—” 
 
    “Have you ever ballroom danced before?” Thania asked/ignored him. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “I could tell.” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed and tried to ignore the sound of Golly giggling in his ear. 
 
    “Hey,” said Thania, taking on an uncharacteristically serious tone. “I just want you to know, no matter what you’ve done, you’ll always be my friend.” 
 
    “Oh.” Frotwoot blinked in surprise. “Uh… thanks, Thania. That’s actually really cool of you.” 
 
    “Isn’t it, though?” 
 
    Frotwoot belly-laughed in disbelief, but the grin that accompanied said laugh quickly faded when he caught the eye of Sir Golroc’s dance partner across the room. 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s Golly’s mom.” 
 
    Frotwoot was already gone before Thania could turn to look, and Golly’s mom was already very nearly where he’d been. After quite a bit of frantically weaving in and out of the crowd, Frotwoot found a table with a punch bowl on it and immediately slid under it to hide. Golly’s mom’s high heels went storming past him a second later, and once he was reasonably sure that they weren’t coming back he cautiously climbed back out into the open. 
 
    “Drink, sir?” 
 
    “Gah!!!” Frotwoot whirled to face the person who’d said that, and found a faerie dressed as a footman standing directly behind him. He had a silver tray in his hand with a single wine glass in the middle of it, and in that glass was a folded-up piece of parchment. 
 
    “Oh. Thanks,” said Frotwoot, not so much “taking” the glass from him as “catching it in mid-air as the tray beneath it was abruptly swept away”. Pulling out the note and setting the glass down on the table, Frotwoot quickly secluded himself in the nearest corner to unfold the parchment, narrow his eyes, and read: 
 
      
 
    My Dearest Frottiekins, 
 
      
 
    Go pull the fire alarm and yell “Pixies rule”. Once you’ve done that, you’re in. 
 
      
 
    Hugs and kisses, 
 
    Puck 
 
      
 
    “Hey, where’s the fire alarm?” Frotwoot whispered into his watch. 
 
    “It should be right by the door,” said Pixley. “Why? Is there a fire?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m just supposed to pull it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Golly gasped. “The sprinkler system!” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Crap. That’s probably it.” Sighing, Frotwoot stuffed the note into his pocket and slowly wended his way to the door. Partway there he saw Queen Mab, who smiled and winked fondly at him, like she always did, and her dress looked so nice that he made a quick detour back out into the hallway to grab and discreetly sneak her an umbrella before continuing with the wending. He couldn’t see the fire alarm at first, but then he realized that that was because someone was standing directly in front of it. “Excuse me, sorry,” he said, reaching past them to pull the lever (it’s amazing what people will let you do if you just say “excuse me”) and then spinning back around to stick his fists in the air and shout to the room at large, “PIXIES RULE!!!” 
 
    If he had known that the water in the sprinkler system had been replaced with green paint, he probably wouldn’t have done it. But he didn’t, so he had; and as he stared out at the ballroom in horror, at all the ruined dresses and tuxedos that lay before him (with Mab and her now-opened umbrella standing bemusedly in their midst), he didn’t really need to be told what to do next. 
 
    A banner unfurled from the ceiling on the other side of the room to tell him anyway, though. It only said one word: 
 
      
 
    RUN!!! 
 
      
 
    “What do I do?!” he asked his watch as he went careening through the corridor. 
 
    “Run!!!” Pixley and Golly said in unison. 
 
    “Run where?!” 
 
    They didn’t seem to have the answer to that, so Frotwoot just ran. You know, sort of generally. 
 
    “Okay, what’s your IQ?” Oberon asked Roebin as Frotwoot went zooming past them. 
 
    “What’s it matter?” 
 
    “The knight should be the smartest.” 
 
    “YOU’RE STILL TALKING ABOUT THAT?!?!” Frotwoot shouted behind him as he burst out onto the street. 
 
    “Frotwoot, go right,” said Golly. 
 
    “Right,” Frotwoot said under his breath, skidding on the cobblestones as he course-corrected. “Goooing right.” 
 
    It was then that the horde of angry, paint-splattered knights (led by Thania) finally spilled out after him into Castle Square, undoubtedly having been slowed by the narrowness of the castle corridors, but Frotwoot only saw them peripherally. There was no way he was looking back, not now that the much wider city streets wouldn’t be slowing them down at all; not now, when he was wearing this nice new pair of underwear. 
 
    “Okay, now turn right again!” said Golly. 
 
    “Turning right again!” 
 
    “Keep going…” 
 
    “What, you think I’m gonna stop?!?!” 
 
    “A little closer…” 
 
    “What?!?!” 
 
    “Okay!” said Golly, and suddenly he could hear her in person as well as in his earpiece, because she’d just leaned out of the back of a nondescript black coach to grab him by the collar and pull him inside. The horde didn’t even glance their way as they ran past (which was good, because she hadn’t had time to close the door) and in a matter of seconds the awful, terrifying noise they were making had faded away. 
 
    “I… really like you,” Frotwoot told Golly, not for the first time and certainly not for the last. 
 
    “Good work,” said Pixley, alighting next to the coach and nearly giving them both a heart attack in the process. “Now let’s go finish this.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Frot-woot Crossley,” said Puck, sliding off the saddle of broken old carousel horse to greet him as he limped up to the gates of Pixie Land. “Look at you. Covered in green, just like a Pixie.” 
 
    “The Elf did it?” the big guy with the beard said incredulously, despite the fact that the two of them specifically seemed to have been waiting for him. 
 
    “It sure looks like it.” Puck fluttered up to Frotwoot’s eye level and clapped him on the shoulder. “Welcome to the family, Elf!” 
 
    “You must’ve had a pretty screwed up family, if this is what you think they’re like,” said Frotwoot. 
 
    Puck laughed. “That I did. Come on, let’s go join the party.” 
 
    “Yeah, ‘cause I’m totally up for partying right now.” 
 
    Puck laughed again, but he shoved him forward, too, so it was hard to tell how funny and/or offensive he’d actually thought that was. “All right; introductions,” said Puck as they walked into the crowded, obnoxiously noisy park. “You know me, my name’s Puck. My, uh, oppositely-sized friend here is Rumo,” the big guy raised the drink in his hand and nodded at him. “And… let’s see… who are these people? Rumo, why don’t I know any of these people? Oh, wait, that’s Shaylee,” a girl with buzzed (but still distinctly dyed-red) hair and a head tattoo looked up from an angry conversation she was having to scowl at him. “She’s the one that rigged up the sprinklers. She’s awful, but she’s a handy girl to have around. That’s Gyles, he’s not important, you can forget you ever met him… that’s a group of freeloaders… some hangers-on… I think that’s a dog… oh, and here’s the last person to join us before you did.” He tapped a dark-haired girl on the shoulder. “Hey, new girl: What’s your name again?” 
 
    “Oh, uh… it’s Taylor,” she said, turning to face them mid-laugh. “Taylor Swift.” 
 
    Her face fell when she saw Frotwoot. Frotwoot’s face fell when he saw her. 
 
    It wasn’t Taylor Swift. 
 
    It was Maeve. 
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    “Do you two know each other?” asked Puck, raising an eyebrow and looking between them. 
 
    Maeve didn’t answer him. It didn’t seem like she’d even heard the question. And while Frotwoot had heard the question he didn’t get a chance to answer it, either, because in the next instant Maeve had flung herself into his arms and started kissing him like he was the long-lost love of her life. 
 
    “… I’m… guessing that’s a ‘yes’?” 
 
    Frotwoot, who hadn’t been sure where to put his hands at first, finally decided on Maeve’s shoulders so he could (gently) push her away and hold her out at arm's length. “What're you doing here?!” 
 
    “What're you doing here?” Maeve said flirtily back, clearly having misread the situation. 
 
    “I’m—” He paused to stop her from stroking his arms, taking her by the wrists to (still gently, but somewhat more irritably) hold them down at her waist. “I just joined the Pixies.” 
 
    “Me too!” she shrugged. 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at her, wondering if she’d meant to answer his question without really answering it like that, or if she was just being annoying by accident, but before he could wonder very much Puck leaned far enough into his peripheral vision to catch his eye, clear his throat, and hold his hands out in askance to make it (not just doubly, but triply) obvious that he was waiting for an explanation. “Oh, sorry,” said Frotwoot, letting Maeve go and turning to face him. “We’re, uh… we’re old friends.” 
 
    “We’re a lot more than that,” scoffed Maeve, twining her arm in his and snuggling up to him. 
 
    Frotwoot let out a panicked burst of slightly hysterical laughter and rather futilely covered the face of his glamoured watch with his hand, as if doing so after the fact could somehow make Golly un-hear what she’d most certainly just heard. “Ha! Ha ha ha! Nooo we’re not.” 
 
    “What? Yes we are.” 
 
    “Nope! Not really! Just, uh—just friends.” 
 
    “We’re at least lovers, Frotwoot…” 
 
    “Lovers?!” He held both the watch and the hand that was covering it behind his back, now. 
 
    “Yeah. Lovers. In that, you know, like… we love each other.” 
 
    “That’s not what that means!” 
 
    “It isn’t?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what’s it—?” 
 
    “All right,” Puck interjected loudly, simultaneously slapping his knees, shaking his head, and laughing at them in disbelief. “I think I’m done listening to this. Come on, Rumo. Let’s go party.” 
 
    “I’m not done listening to it, Puck.” 
 
    “What? Yes you are.” 
 
    “But—!” 
 
    “Don’t be weird, Rumo; this is a private conversation, not a soap opera.” 
 
    “They’re havin’ it in public, though…” Rumo grumbled. 
 
    “Hmm. Good point. Hey, Elf: Why don’t you take Swifty somewhere more private and figure out what your relationship to each other is there. Anywhere where I can’t hear her crying or screaming at you should be fine.” 
 
    “… Why would I be crying and screaming?” asked Maeve, but Puck was too busy dragging Rumo away to answer her just then and Frotwoot was too busy having a nervous breakdown. Eventually Maeve’s quizzical, doe-eyed stare became uncomfortable enough to snap Frotwoot out of it, at which point he let out a ragged, groaning sigh, rubbed the back of his neck with both hands, and then gestured at the nearest path into the park in a way that said (albeit rather reluctantly), “Shall we?”. 
 
    “… Baby, are you all right?” Maeve asked as she fell into step beside him, taking his hand in hers and lacing their fingers together before he even knew what was happening. Furrowing his brow, Frotwoot slowly lifted this overly-familiar combination of hers into view, gaped at it in detached disbelief for what felt like an eternity, then shook his head, slowly let it fall back out of view and groaned, “Oh, maaan…” 
 
    “Frotwoot, what’s wrong?!” 
 
    “Nothing,” he said automatically, because that’s just what people say when they’re asked that. “… Actually no, that’s—that’s not true at all. There’s—Look, I… I have to tell you something, okay?” Glancing down at his watch, he made a snap decision about it that he knew might make things kind of sticky between him and Golly but—all things considered—was probably the right decision nonetheless. “I’m not who you think I am,” he said, putting his aforementioned decision into action by first taking his hand back and then, with the simple yet incredibly stressful press of a button, turning the radio on his watch off. “And this thing between us… it’s not what you think it is.” 
 
    Maeve stopped dead in her tracks. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “… Well, uh—” 
 
    “Wait. Wait, wait, wait,” Maeve cut him off, her eyes filling with dread as she took a step back and held out a forefinger as if to say “wait”. “Did you forget me again?!” 
 
    “No! I mean… yeah; I mean… kind of. It’s a little more complicated than that, though.” 
 
    “Why does this keep happening?!?!” Maeve demanded of the sky before burying her face in her hands. 
 
    He tried to stop himself. He really did. But: “It’s only happened twice.” 
 
    “No, no, this is three times!” Maeve insisted, uncovering her eyes to glare at him through what must have been a very quickly-formed sea of tears. “There was the time you got amnesia, there was the time it came back, and now there’s this time!” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and cocked his head at her. “This time’s the same as the last time. Remember? You tried to ‘fix’ me by putting me in this, like reprogrammed ring portal and—” 
 
    “And it fixed you!” 
 
    “Nuh-uh.” 
 
    “Yes huh! You told me it did!” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Right after it fixed you!” 
 
    “ ‘Right after it’—?” Frotwoot began, but then realization dawned on him like a supernova. “Tree guy.” 
 
    Maeve sniffled quizzically. “Huh?” 
 
    “What else did he—I tell you?” 
 
    “You told me to run, to—to find somewhere to hide and wait for you to find me.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Because it wasn’t safe.” 
 
    “Because what wasn’t safe?” 
 
    “I don’t know! The whole, like… Unseelie Court thing we were doing…? You said it’d be better for me not to know all the details.” 
 
    Right, Frotwoot thought. Like the “detail” that while The Dryad was telling you all this he was probably fighting me for control of my body at the same time. “And that’s why you joined the Pixies? To hide?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “And to… wait for me?” 
 
    She nodded again, and there was something so sad and helpless in the way she did it that it just broke Frotwoot’s heart. 
 
    “Oh… hey,” he said gently, wishing he could back to the start of this conversation and say everything else in the same way. “Hey, listen, I’m—” 
 
    “No,” sobbed Maeve, whose composure, it seemed, had finally gone from merely cracked to completely shattered. “No, I can’t—I’m—I’m done.” 
 
    “Maeve—” 
 
    “I’M DONE!!!” she exploded, knocking his hand away as he reached out to comfort her and whirling around to run, weeping, into the crowd. The Pixies who’d been close to enough to see (but hopefully not hear) what had happened laughed and/or shook their heads at him in disgust and/or sympathy, but whichever option they took every one of them, at least, seemed to have been amused. 
 
    He thought about chasing after her, but (in addition to not particularly wanting to) he doubted that it would do much good. Nothing else he had to say about him and her and their fake relationship was likely to make her feel any better right now; in fact, when you considered that the “else” he had to say was basically that the version of Frotwoot she'd fallen in love with had been an impostor who was also probably dead, it was fairly certain that it would just make her feel worse. And, besides all that, he had a job to do right now, so—guilty though it made him feel—this thing with Maeve was just going to have to wait. 
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    “Hello?” Frotwoot said with a heavy sigh once he’d gotten a reasonable distance away from anyone who might hear (don’t worry, it’ll make sense by the end of the sentence) and figured out how to reactivate the signal on his watch (see?). 
 
    “Hello?!” Golly and Pixley both said back. 
 
    “Hey, yeah, sorry about that. I ran into this crazy ex-girlfriend of mine and, uh, I didn’t think it’d be right to talk to her about our relationship with my current girlfriend listening in, so—” 
 
    “We heard everything,” said Golly. 
 
    Frotwoot’s heart dropped. “… What?” 
 
    “Just kidding.” 
 
    Frotwoot choked out a short, harsh sort of sound that was a lot like a laugh (because he had to admit that was funny), but angry (because, funny or not, it had still given him a mild-to-moderate panic attack). 
 
    “How’d it go?” 
 
    “Uhhh, not so good.” 
 
    “Did you let her down easy? Or did you not let her down at all? Or… wait, hold on: Am I the one who’s gonna be let down? Is that what’s happening?” 
 
    “What?! No!!! Golly, I—!” 
 
    “Hey!!! You two ready to get back to work?” Pixley interrupted. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “… Yeah. Sorry.” 
 
    “Good,” said Pixley, making it clear by his tone that he did not care about and would not tolerate that kind of discussion right now. “You can start your investigation by going down into the tunnels under the park.” 
 
    “The ‘tunnels’?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “There’re tunnels?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Lots of ‘em. Back when this place was open the employees used to use them to stay out of sight of customers when they needed to take a break or change into costume or go from one end of the park to the other. Now that it’s closed, it’s where the Pixies live.” 
 
    “All right, so… how do I get down there?” 
 
    “Maybe you should ask ‘Swifty’!” Golly suggested brightly. “But like, you know, make sure we can’t hear what you say to her when you do. Because that’s not suspicious at all.” 
 
    “There’s an entrance under every ride,” Pixley talked over Frotwoot’s sputtered protest, using the same, firmly-intolerant-of-this-teenage-relationship-crap tone as before. “I broke all the locks, so all you have to do is find a circular metal hatch and lift it up.” 
 
    “Got it,” said Frotwoot, heading toward the nearest ride (a rickety old roller-coaster) to look underneath its (rickety) wooden framework for what Pixley had just described. “Oh, and Golly, just so you know, I only turned off my radio when I was talking to her because—” 
 
    “No,” Pixley intoned flatly. 
 
    “—I mean, it’s not that I didn’t want you to hear what I had to say, it’s just that it was kind of a sensitive issue, so—” 
 
    “Nooo.” 
 
    “—It would’ve been weird, you know? Like, for both of us.” 
 
    “NO.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” laughed Golly, the sweetly reassuring sound of said laugh instantly untwisting the knot in Frotwoot’s stomach. “I was just messing with you.” 
 
    “Really? Oh, good, because I was like—!” 
 
    “No, yeah, it’s cool,” Golly assured him more earnestly, while Pixley made an annoyed, barely audible grumble of resignation in the background. “I actually totally get it. It’s like… I know I wouldn’t want your next girlfriend to secretly listen in on you breaking up with me, especially if I thought we were still going out, so—” 
 
    “Okay, first off, I don’t know why she thought we were still going out. We never really were in the first place. And second… um, off (I guess): ‘Next’ girlfriend? What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was just being, like… hypothetical or whatever.” 
 
    “Right. Well, let’s keep it that way.” 
 
    “What, you think I’m gonna be your last girlfriend?” 
 
    Frotwoot, who’d just knelt down next to a likely-looking hatch, smiled shyly at no one and shrugged at the same. He hadn’t actually meant it like that, but now that he’d heard her say it… “I hope you are.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Is that okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I, uh… I hope I am, too.” 
 
    There was a warm, glowing moment of blissfully lovesick silence after that that more than made up for the almost exact opposite feeling that Frotwoot had had after dealing with Maeve, and then: “Did you find that hatch yet?” Pixley asked impatiently. 
 
    “Um, yeah. There’s one right in front of me.” 
 
    “Good. Shut up and use it.” 
 
    With the sound of hinges that seemed to be in need of a whole Paleozoic Era’s worth of oiling, Frotwoot opened the hatch. “… There’s no ladder.” 
 
    “Oh right, I forgot. We took them all out.” 
 
    “… Why?” 
 
    “Because the Pixies are all faeries, and faeries don’t need ladders. Just fly down.” 
 
    “… ‘Just fly down’.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Pix.” 
 
    “Look, the more you avoid it the harder it’ll get. And I saw you fly down off the cliff yesterday; you did pretty well.” 
 
    “There was a lot more room to maneuver then than there is here.” 
 
    “That might be a good thing. If you start to spin out of control or whatever you can just stick out your arms and legs and wedge yourself in the shaft.” 
 
    “… Okay, yeah. Yeah, I guess it’s narrow enough,” said Frotwoot, peering down into the darkness and then, of course, instantly wishing he hadn’t. “All right. Here goes.” 
 
    The next several seconds started out tense, but quickly became much more relaxed as Frotwoot realized that Pixley’s trick was a good one (he realized this as soon as he was forced to put it into practice, which—unfortunately for his already rather fragile ego when it came to his flying ability—was very soon) and that as long as he kept using it he’d probably be able to reach the bottom in a little less than a minute with nothing worse to show for it than a scrape or two on his elbows… “probably” being the operative word, there, because when he was about halfway down a couple of Pixies came up the shaft at speed and simultaneously knocked him off the walls and “probably” out of consideration. 
 
    “Yowch,” he understated a moment later, staring up at the faint circle of light above him from the cold (and confirmed to be quite hard) concrete beneath him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Golly. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Frotwoot, wincing and dragging himself to his feet. “Yeah, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Are you at the bottom?” asked Pixley. 
 
    “I am at the bottom,” Frotwoot confirmed, rolling his shoulder and looking around. There was graffitti and trash everywhere, and at the moment “everywhere” consisted of nothing but a long, wide tunnel that branched off into other tunnels and was covered in both nondescript doors and in doorways whose doors had clearly been broken off. “I think I might’ve overshot a little, though. I’m pretty sure I’m in Hell.” 
 
    “It was clean when I lived there,” said Pixley. 
 
    “I’m sure it was,” Frotwoot chuckled, which wasn’t worth how much it hurt. Maybe he wasn’t okay… “So, uh… what now?” 
 
    “Look for a drug lab. I doubt the Pixies are making the stuff themselves, but we need to make sure they aren’t before we move on to something else.” 
 
    “Won’t me looking around like that look suspicious?” 
 
    “Good point. Try not to look suspicious.” 
 
    “… Oookay, but what do I do if I run into someone and they ask me what I’m doing?” 
 
    “Just say you’re looking for Puck.” 
 
    “Puck. Right,” nodded Frotwoot, taking a second or two to work out his nerves (by continuing to nod) and then pump himself up a bit (by nodding harder) before starting down the corridor to take a very tentative peek into the nearest of the door-less doorways. Finding nothing inside but foam mascot heads and other assorted junk, he slightly more confidently moved across the hall to open the door across from it. From there (because all he’d found in that room were some cleaning supplies and a couple of, uh… let’s just say, “hormonal” teenagers), he proceeded in a zigzag pattern of ever-increasing boldness, going from door to door until he’d checked every room in the tunnel. He saw a lot of interesting things, couldn’t un-see a few terrible ones, but, in the end, did not find anything at all like a drug lab. 
 
    “Try the next tunnel,” Pixley directed. 
 
    “How many of them do you want me to check?” 
 
    “All of them.” 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    “Yeah. Sorry. You don’t have to do it all tonight, though.” 
 
    “That’s good, because I don’t think that’d even be possible,” said Frotwoot, picking a direction to take the first intersecting tunnel he came to not quite at random (the other way was smellier) and starting the whole tedious-yet-somehow-mentally-scarring process all over again. “It’s like there’s a whole other city down here.” 
 
    “That was the idea,” said Pixley, either wistfully or bitterly; it was hard to tell. 
 
    “How’d you guys get into this place, anyway?” asked Frotwoot, closing the door on another scene of exploding hormones and moving on far, far more casually than he likely would have just half an hour ago. It had been a very desensitizing half an hour. “Like, was it already shut down?” 
 
    “It was, yeah. Puck and I broke in because it was raining and we could see that the haunted castle had a roof. Whoever owned the park before then didn’t seem to care about us trespassing (they’d gone bankrupt and abandoned the place, I think), so I guess once we were in we just… never left.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I thought that story was gonna be more interesting.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” said Golly. 
 
    The barely audible sound that followed on Pixley’s end indicated that this had made him laugh. Or maybe it was a stifled whimper. Again, it was hard to tell. 
 
    “Wait, so you said you and Puck found this place?” asked Frotwoot. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Just you and Puck?” 
 
    “… Yeah?” 
 
    “So was he, like, the second Pixie?” 
 
    “I don’t think he’d like it if you called him that, but… yeah. I guess.” 
 
    “Ohhh, so that’s why he’s in charge; I was wondering why they—Wait, hold on,” Frotwoot had almost just opened and closed a door without stopping to realize that there was actually something of interest behind this one. “I think I found something.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. A bunch of glass bottles and tubes and stuff.” 
 
    “Sounds drug labby,” opined Golly. 
 
    “Describe it to me,” said Pixley. “In detail.” Frotwoot did, and when he was done Pixley said, “That's not a drug lab; that's a still.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Frotwoot, mildly disappointed. “Isn’t, uh… isn’t that illegal, too?” 
 
    “Yes; yes it is. But we’re not here for that. We have to focus on the big crime and let the little crimes go.” 
 
    “Okey-dokey,” sighed Frotwoot, slamming the door to the still shut behind him and getting back to work. Eventually, and without anything particularly noteworthy happening, he reached the end of that end of the tunnel and reluctantly headed back to the smelly end. On his way there he ran into Shaylee (i.e. the “awful” girl who was nonetheless “handy” to have around), which, in this case, wasn’t just a figure of speech. 
 
    “Hey, you’re the Elf, right?” she said, as if crashing into him so hard that he’d almost been knocked off his feet was just her way of saying hello. “You wanna have some fun?” 
 
    Frotwoot took a step back (as she was practically standing on top of him) and narrowed his eyes at her warily. “Maybe. What’s your definition of ‘fun’?” 
 
    “Come on, I’ll show you,” she said, slapping him on the back in the direction that, apparently, she wanted him to go. Being as he was both scared to and not to follow, Frotwoot chose the path of least resistance and followed, soon finding himself (after a number of rather disorienting twists and turns) coming up behind Shaylee into a huge, central hub kind of room that was full of Pixies, arcade cabinets, pinball machines, pool tables and more. Shaylee turned around for a second to hold her arms out and present it to him like the most sarcastic game show girl that had ever lived, then led him across the floor to—well, Frotwoot never actually found out, because before they got there Puck side-swiped him into a headlock. 
 
    “THERE he is!!!” said Puck. “We’ve been looking all over for you!” 
 
    “Oh, uh… yeah, I was just—” 
 
    “We saw Swifty go running by a couple minutes after we left you,” Puck interrupted, apparently uninterested at the moment in hearing Frotwoot’s alibi. “What’d you do to her, man?” 
 
    “Um—” Frotwoot began, but evidently Puck was just as uninterested in hearing the answer to that question, because he shook his head and laughed as if he’d already heard it. 
 
    “Anyway, Rumo and I were thinking: That’s no way to welcome a new Pixie into the fold! This should be a good day, not a ‘making girls cry’ day! So, now that we found you, why don’t you let us show you what a good day for a Pixie is really like?” 
 
    “That’s, uh—” 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Pixley. “It’ll look suspicious if you say no.” 
 
    “—Yeah, okay. Cool.” 
 
    Puck grinned, and then he, Rumo, Shaylee, and dozens of others whose names Frotwoot would probably never even know treated him to the rowdiest, wildest, most insane night of his life. There was dancing, to start (it always started with dancing), a little karaoke, some party games… and then suddenly, just when Frotwoot was starting to wonder why hanging out with a violent street gang was less exciting than hanging out with his friends, it escalated. There was still the dancing and the singing and the games, of course, but there was also: Unlimited rides on the roller-coasters; fights for no reason other than that it was fun to fight; dangerously stupid but objectively hilarious experiments and stunts with common household items… and, if he’d wanted, there would have even been girls; not a girl, but girls. It was the kind of night—Frotwoot thought—that was so crazy and full of highlights that it could only properly be remembered in the form of a raucous musical montage; it was the kind of night that people think about when they’re feeling old and want to remember what it was like to feel young; it was the kind of night that, after experiencing it, one couldn’t help but use to measure every other great night to come. 
 
    And so, naturally, it was also the kind of night that was completely and utterly exhausting. 
 
    “Looking for a place to crash?” Shaylee asked loudly, startling Frotwoot awake just as he’d been starting to doze off on an inner tube in the middle of the biggest-water-slide-in-the-park’s pool (she wasn’t in the water, but hovering over him, which added quite a bit to his startlement). 
 
    “… Why does everything you say to me sound like a come-on?” 
 
    Shaylee scoffed and rolled her eyes. “There’s a free bed on the top floor of the haunted castle. Puck says it’s yours because it’s your first night.” 
 
    “Oh, cool. Thanks.” 
 
    “Whatever,” said Shaylee, flying away with a slight smirk that said something else entirely. They’d developed a nice rapport during the “team charades” portion of the evening, and he knew he’d accomplished no small feat in charming her to the point where he could make the kind of joke he’d just made without violent repercussions. He knew this because he’d seen similar jokes go much more badly for others. Many, many others. 
 
    “Well, looks like everybody’s finally going to sleep,” Frotwoot yawned into his watch once he was sure the coast was clear. 
 
    “Yeah,” Golly yawned back. “I think that’s probably not a bad idea.” 
 
    “Are we done for the day, or—?” 
 
    “I think so,” said Pixley. “There’s not much more we can do until we can get some rest. There’re a couple of hammocks in your coach, Golly; I’ll fly over and help you set them up.” 
 
    “Hey, wait, wait, hold on,” said Frotwoot. “What should I do if I need you?” 
 
    “Just press the upper left button on the face of your watch. It’ll beep at us and wake us up.” 
 
    “This one?” said Frotwoot, pressing the button and recoiling in discomfort as feedback filled his earpiece, along with the sharp, angry gasps of both of his fellow knights. 
 
    “Yeah,” Pixley said with what sounded like a considerable amount of restraint. “That one.” 
 
    Frotwoot made a mental note to never, ever press that button when they were already in communication with him ever again (the rather more verbal note Golly was giving to him doing a lot to reinforce it), then quickly said his goodnights (to Pixley, first, so he’d get off the channel and give him a chance to say a very different kind of goodnight to his girlfriend) before flying clumsily out of the pool (landing with just a light crash on a nearby patch of grass, it barely even hurt at all) to go and find that haunted castle. 
 
    It wasn’t until he’d gotten comfortable (having found both the aforementioned haunted castle and its promised bed as easily as looking at one of the park’s stand-up maps, finding where he was, finding where the haunted castle was, and making that location one and the same) that he realized he needed to get back up, because that’s just the way the universe works. He wasn’t sure why he had to get up, he just had this urgent, butterfly sort of feeling that he should; that he was forgetting something important… and then, suddenly, as if those butterflies in his stomach had all turned to bricks, it hit him: “My phone…” 
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    No one stopped Frotwoot to ask him where he was going as he snuck out of Pixie Land, presumably because everyone he came across who might’ve asked was either passed out or close enough to it by then not to care. But as soon he’d cleared the gates a voice rose up from out of the shadows to ask him just that, albeit with the slightly more inclusive rephrasing of: “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Gah!!!” Frotwoot cried out, whirling around to face… no one, technically, until he thought to look down. “Puck! Geez, dude…” 
 
    “Did you not hear my question?” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “I asked you where you were going.” 
 
    “Oh, uh… I’ve just gotta go back to my apartment and get some stuff.” 
 
    “What stuff?” 
 
    “Pretty much just my guitar and my sword—” And my magic cell phone I can’t tell you about. 
 
    “Great. Let’s go.” 
 
    Frotwoot blinked and furrowed his brow (in that order, not simultaneously). “You don’t have to come with me.” 
 
    “I know,” Puck shrugged. “Do you not want me to come with you?” 
 
    “No, it’s not that, it’s just—” he stopped short as it occurred to him that this might be a test, and then felt a surge of panic when he realized that it almost definitely was. “All right, cool, whatever,” he course-corrected as not suspiciously and as casually as he could, quite possibly overdoing it a little bit in the process. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Puck smiled cryptically and waited for Frotwoot to lead the way, which put Frotwoot in the uncomfortable position of having to turn his back to someone who’d just smiled cryptically at him. That was usually a good way to get stabbed. Maybe even the best way. 
 
    “So…” said Puck, flying up alongside him as he started down the overgrown old road into town. “Does Pix ever talk about me?” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “I said, ‘Does Pix ever’—Look, man, do you need every question repeated for you? Or should I just start asking you everything twice in a row to save time?” 
 
    “I need super weird and surprising questions repeated for me, yeah.” 
 
    “Which do you think that was?” 
 
    “Um… a little of both?” 
 
    Puck looked taken aback for a moment, which made Frotwoot wonder if he’d just made a fatal mistake by being so honest… but then Puck simply shook his head and rather non-fatally chuckled in reply, “Yeah… I guess it kind of was, wasn’t it? Seriously, though: Does he?” 
 
    “Talk about you? Not to me, no.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Puck seemed so disappointed by this answer that Frotwoot immediately tried to think of an exception to it to make him feel better. “Well, I mean, I guess he told me about how you two took over Pixie Land…” 
 
    “Right, yeah! That was when it was just me and him… what’d he tell you about that, for? It’s not even an interesting story.” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “He should’ve told you about how we met; that’s an interesting story. Did he ever tell you about how we met?” 
 
    “Uh, no—?” 
 
    “It was in high school. A couple of Seelieball players were stuffing me into a trash can one day when Pix came up, kicked the lid up into his hand, and beat them with it until they begged him to stop.” 
 
    “… Wow.” 
 
    “That’s a lot more interesting, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Frotwoot chuckled, shaking his head and adding without thinking, “I didn’t know you guys went that far back.” 
 
    Puck’s expression turned cold and he looked away in renewed disappointment. “… Of course you didn’t.” 
 
    “So, uh… is that when you guys started the Pixies, or—?” 
 
    “Nope. That was when we became friends (or so I thought…). The Pixies didn’t start until after we got kicked out of school.” 
 
    “Wait, you were both kicked out?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, not at the same time, but I got kicked out right after him so I kind of just think of it as being one event. You’ve heard about Pix and that chair thing he did, right?” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded, because of course he had. That was the story of how Pixley had been expelled, and anyone who’d read The Squire’s Handbook or watched the true crime docudrama about the Pixies or, really, knew anything at all about the gang’s history had heard about it. 
 
    “Well, after that happened the kids who used to pick on me figured they could start it up again, since Pix was gone, now, and couldn’t protect me,” Puck went on, absentmindedly drumming his fingers on the rotten wooden handrails of the bridge they were crossing. “But what they didn’t realize was that Pix hadn’t just ‘protected’ me, he’d inspired me. He’d shown me that I was a person, not a punchline; that I was someone worth standing up for. And not realizing that landed them both in the hospital.” He snorted and looked off nostalgically at nothing, like an old man remembering a beautiful woman from his past. “Anyway… that’s how I got kicked out (not that anyone cares). I left the school grounds before the principal was even done yelling at me and went looking for Pix—who’d run away from home after a fight with his dad, or something—and when I found him that’s when we (not ‘he’, ‘we’) started the Pixies.” 
 
    “… Why?” 
 
    “Good question. Well,” Puck began thoughtfully, and then rambled on and on about it for the next eternity or so, only stopping because they’d reached the door to Frotwoot’s old apartment. “—So it’s not exactly anarchy that drives our philosophy, because there’re rules; but it’s not not anarchy because there’s—Is this it?” 
 
    “Oh, uh… yeah.” It had taken Frotwoot a second to realize that Puck had asked him a question, as he’d mostly been tuning him out. “The keys aren’t working, though; they must’ve already changed the—” 
 
    Puck drew a dagger as if out of thin air and plunged it into the keyhole, twisting it until the doorknob broke. 
 
    “—locks.” 
 
    “Nice place,” said Puck, stepping inside and making a beeline for the fridge. “Anyway, like I was saying… wait, what was I saying?” 
 
    “You were just getting to the end, I think.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Puck fell for it, nodding thoughtfully to himself as he turned back around to lean up against the fridge door and take a sip from the bottle of Green Lady soda he’d just raided from it. “So… basically what I’m trying to say is that the Pixies don’t exist to defy society; we exist because society, by its very nature, has forced us to exist and—by our existence—defy it. Does that make any sense?” 
 
    “Yeah, totally,” Frotwoot lied distractedly, picking up his guitar and then making his way to the sword on the opposite wall as slowly as possible so that he’d have more time to think of a way to get his cell phone out from under the floorboards without Puck noticing. 
 
    “Hey, while we’re here: Do you have any green clothes?” 
 
    “Uh… I think so, yeah.” 
 
    Puck downed the rest of his drink and tossed the bottle onto the floor. “Grab all of them. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Frotwoot opened his mouth to ask where he was going, but in the time it took for him to do that Puck had already flown back out the door; so, seeing his chance, he scrambled over to where he kept his cell phone instead and (admittedly) pushed his luck a bit by turning it on and typing out a quick text message to his friend Wes: 
 
      
 
    Hey, man, do you think you can get that ring portal from Maeve’s house? I think I might be able to make another one on my end here pretty soon, and I want to make sure it has somewhere to send me when I do. Gotta go. Talk to you later. 
 
      
 
    Almost as soon as the message was sent Wes tried to call him back (he always did that), but since Frotwoot didn’t know if he had time to talk to him or not he dismissed the call and sent out another message that said: 
 
      
 
    TALK TO YOU LATER. 
 
      
 
    … And turned off the phone, hoping Wes would get the point without also getting offended. From there he proceeded to search his dresser for any and all green clothes, assuming that he’d been told to do so because Puck wanted him to start looking like a Pixie, and that assumption was confirmed when Puck flew back into the apartment with a tube of red hair dye. 
 
    “Hey, Puck?” Frotwoot said a few minutes later, as Puck was busily putting the finishing touches on his dye job for him and he was not-so-busily watching. “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    Puck glanced up at him in the bathroom mirror for a second and nod-shrugged. 
 
    “Why do the Pixies make themselves look like Pix?” 
 
    Puck smirked at that but kept working. “Do you mean ‘why still’ or ‘why historically’?” 
 
    “Um… either/or.” 
 
    “ ‘Why still’ is because we made a name for ourselves looking like this, and it’d probably just hurt our gang’s, like, ‘brand recognition’ (or whatever) if we changed it now. ‘Why historically’ is because when we were first starting out Pix got into some trouble; I don’t remember what he did, just that it was bad enough that the knights came looking for him. Anyway, we didn’t want him to go down for it (I think it was probably something noble, like stealing food for a family, or punching a guy for cutting in line), so Rumo, Shaylee, Gyles, and I put some green clothes and some red hair dye on and stood next to him while the knights tried to figure out which of us green-wearing, partially red-haired faerie kids it was that they were supposed to arrest. They never did, of course (although I’m sure they knew me and Shaylee weren’t it, what with our obvious anatomical differences), and so from then on it just seemed like a good idea to keep it up.” 
 
    “Whose idea was it in the first place?” 
 
    “Mine,” Puck said rather proudly. 
 
    “Okay, well… then why didn’t you just have Pix dye his hair and change his shirt? Wouldn’t that’ve been easier than—?” 
 
    “All right, Elf, time to wash it out,” Puck cut him off as if he weren’t talking at all, giving his head a sharp, ostensibly “friendly” whack to shut him up and flying out of the bathroom. 
 
    Frotwoot did as he was told, taking off his shirt and sticking just his head under the shower, and when he was finished he had a vibrant, brand new patch of ruby red coloring in his hair. “Here,” said Puck, startling him out of his reflection-gazing and making him claw at the air in terror as he threw a wrinkly green t-shirt at his face from outside the bathroom without any kind of warning; which—judging by the resulting snicker Frotwoot heard when he’d stopped clawing—had probably been the point. “This is the one you’re gonna wear.” 
 
    “… Oookay,” said Frotwoot, raising his eyebrow at the oddity of having someone else pick his clothes but obediently putting it on nonetheless. “I’ll just, uh… stuff the other ones into my guitar, or something.” 
 
    “Other ones?” 
 
    “My other green clothes,” said Frotwoot, stepping out of the bathroom to indicate them with a nod. 
 
    “Why would you stuff them into your—? Oh, I see. No, I mean that’s the one you’ll be wearing forever.” 
 
    “ ‘Forever’?” He looked at the shirt. It was for a goblin boy band Golly liked and that he, of course, had only gone to see with her out of a sense of duty. 
 
    “Yep. Pixie rule. The authorities might not be able to tell us apart, but I need to be able to. Can’t do that if everyone’s always changing their shirts.” 
 
    “Wha—? What about when they get dirty?” 
 
    “We wash them. Duh.” 
 
    “But—?” 
 
    “ ‘Yes’, is the answer to your question. Don’t worry, though, laundry day’s the same day for everyone, so that mitigates some of the embarrassment. And you can still change your underwear, so it’s not like you’ll be walking around naked… some of the girls like to, but, y’know—” 
 
    “This is weird.” 
 
    “Did you not hear that last thing I said?” 
 
    “That’s weird, too!” 
 
    “But… in a good way, right?” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed and shook his head. “Can I at least pick a different shirt?” 
 
    “Why? I like that one.” 
 
    “I don’t!” 
 
    “All right, well… go ahead then, I guess. But I get veto power!” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t argue—mostly because he knew that “forever” wasn’t really going to apply to him, here—and, perhaps in turn, Puck didn’t “veto” his eventual choice: A pale green “ringer tee” with a grayish-white collar, matching sleeve caps, and the likewise matching, machine-stitched logo of Green Lady soda. 
 
    “Geez. You really like that soda, huh?” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged as he slung his guitar over his back, which had the unfortunate effect of making him have to do it over again. “It was free.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. ‘Free’ with how many proofs of purchase?” 
 
    “… Two hundred.” 
 
    Puck laughed and clapped him on the back on his way out the door, which—once again—threw his attempted guitar-slinging slightly off-kilter. He didn’t wait for him to (re)readjust it, possibly because he was oblivious (but more likely because he was rude), and so it was that in his rush to catch up Frotwoot forgot to bring his sword, a rather unfortunate and extremely annoying oversight that soon grew from feeling like a mild mistake to a potentially dire one when he stepped outside to hear a woman screaming in terror. He and Puck (whom he’d found waiting for him by the curb with a freshly-lit, half-cigarette in his hand) both looked sharply in the direction that the scream had come from, and as they did a brownie girl in a tattered white dress came stumbling into view, weeping and continuing to cry out for help as she fled (and stumbled) across the cobblestoned intersection in front of them. She collapsed at the corner, pulling herself up on and hugging the lamppost for support, and she looked back the way she came with wide, panicked eyes only to scream once again and sob hysterically at the sight of… whatever it was she saw. 
 
    “Hey!” Frotwoot called out to her, furrowing his brow and starting forward in concern, but by then she’d already resumed running away from her as-yet-unseen pursuer(s?) and was gone before he could say or do anything else. He and Puck quickly exchanged glances, and with an exaggerated roll of his eyes and a quiet “Fie” the dwarf flung his barely-smoked cigarette aside to join him in chasing after her. 
 
    The sound of her screams gave them an easy enough trail to follow, and even though it was well known that brownies didn’t get tired (which had given them something of a monopoly on the night shift jobs in Tirnanogue, as well as some racist resentment from people who didn’t want those jobs anyway) that trail soon ended in the middle of a wide, four-way alleyway behind a cluster of office buildings, where she had collapsed again as if exhausted. Frotwoot thought she must be hurt, somehow, but as he moved closer to investigate several muffled noises and flashes of motion drew his attention all at once, each noise and flash belonging to a person who’d seemingly melted out of the shadows to take up position on the various fire escapes, dark corners, rooftops, and exits around them. They were all wearing dirty-looking, dark brown hats, they all had swords, and in the time it took Frotwoot to notice as much they were everywhere. 
 
    And then the brownie girl stopped crying. “Gotcha’,” she said softly, standing up with a smirk and putting on a dirty-looking, dark brown hat of her own. Except… now that he saw one up close, Frotwoot realized that they weren’t really dark brown, they were red. They just looked dark brown because they were stained. 
 
    All over. 
 
    With blood. 
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    “What is this?” Puck demanded of everyone and no one in particular before deciding on the brownie girl with the blood-splotched, wool-knit beanie standing in front of him. “Who are you?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. She just stared at him and smiled the single most unnerving smile Frotwoot had ever seen. 
 
    “Do you not know who I am?” 
 
    Again, no answer. 
 
    “Puck! Dude, those—those aren’t magic swords!” Frotwoot whispered urgently out of the side of his mouth, but whether or not Puck heard him he gave no sign… unless, of course, his “sign” was to draw his dagger and totally flip out, in which case, yeah, he gave that sign. 
 
    “Okay, so what, you wanna make a name for yourselves? Is that it?” said Puck, directing his words this time back at the general assembly of ambushers as well as the brownie girl. “All right, then! Come ON!!! Let’s DO this!!!” 
 
    He held his arms out and waited for someone to attack, but the only movements in the alleyway were those of eyelids blinking in the darkness, rats rustling through the trash, and Frotwoot carefully edging away from him. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Puck half-laughed/half-snarled in disgust, turning to leave as he did. As soon as he’d turned his back on her the brownie girl held out her hand and was promptly given a sword, which she then just as promptly swung in his direction. Before Frotwoot could get out a warning to him Puck had whirled back around to deflect the blade with his dagger, and in a flurry of fluttering wings and flashing steel he drove her back, forcing her to go on the defensive as he darted at every opening in her frame like an angry cartoon bee trying to stick someone with its stinger. While they fought, three of the brownie girl’s bloody-hatted friends broke off from various parts of the (rather scattered) group and converged on Frotwoot, smirking and twirling their swords as they approached. Frotwoot waited until they were close, then—using every ounce of adrenaline his panic had been storing up for him during said wait—slipped the guitar off his back and started swinging it at them, knocking one of them out cold and disarming another. The third dodged it, though, and took a swing of his own, but Frotwoot ducked under his sword and rose back up with a hammering, overhead blow to the shoulder that brought his attacker to his knees and made Frotwoot feel pre-tty awesome about himself until he realized that that last bit of battleaxe-like violence had broken his guitar at the neck. 
 
    “Aw, maaan,” he whined softly, tossing the ruined instrument aside as another group of… whatever these guys were supposed to be closed in on him. None of them were smirking this time, and there were a lot more than three, so, instead of waiting for them to reach him and start another fight, he figured he’d probably better just do everything he could to prevent that from happening, or at the very least delay it. This involved some backing up, at first, then transitioned into an awkward sideways scramble to the top of the nearest dumpster that (after some panicked glancing around) enabled him to make an impulsive, wing-assisted jump to the lowest rung of the ladder belonging to the fire escape that hung over it. The faeries in the group immediately flew up after him, of course, and the non-faeries followed as best they could, but the building was short enough and the rather cramped, inner space of its fire escape was hard to access enough that Frotwoot made it to the roof before any of them could actually catch up. A billboard attached to one of the neighboring building’s slightly higher walls flashed past his peripheral vision as he bounded toward the other edge of the rooftop, and when he could see the cobblestoned street below he made a wing-assisted jump and landing to reach it, barely even pausing to wince in pain at what said landing had done to his ankle (because of course he couldn’t use his wings without hurting himself somehow, that would’ve been too simple) before getting back to his feet and taking off running once again. 
 
    In the sky above him, the other faeries broke off in all different directions, gesturing to each other and looking this way and that, apparently under the mistaken impression that the guy they were looking for was still flying around up there with them. Frotwoot knew, though, that sooner or later one of them was bound to look down, so he took advantage of their momentary confusion by darting inside one of those always-open convenience stores to get a roof over his head before they did. The grizzled old brownie man behind the counter eyed him warily as he slid into a crouch behind a display full of potato chips to peek out through a gap in the shelving, but Frotwoot ignored him and just kept on peeking. A few seconds later some of the non-faeries who’d been after him appeared outside the street-facing window, and while they seemed fairly satisfied that Frotwoot wasn’t in the store that he was actually in (one of them had done a quick scan of the aisles from where he was and shaken his head at the others) they didn’t seem to be in any particular hurry to leave. 
 
    Frotwoot pressed the button on his watch that was supposed to beep at his friends, then opted not to wait for an answer before whispering into it, “Golly?! Pix?! Hello?!?!” 
 
    “… Frotwoot?” Golly’s groggy, half-awake voice came back. 
 
    “Hey, yeah, um… can I get some help?” 
 
    “Help with what?” Pixley asked as if he hadn’t been asleep at all. 
 
    “There’s these guys chasing me, and they—” Frotwoot froze at the sound of a crossbow being cocked nearby, and turned his head as little as possible to see the convenience store clerk aiming the crossbow that was no doubt responsible (and had no doubt come from beneath the counter, since they didn’t seem to sell weapons here) both very deliberately and directly at his face. 
 
    “Get out of my store,” the brownie man growled. 
 
    “Dude, what’re you—?” Frotwoot began puzzledly, but then he remembered that he looked like a Pixie, and that fact alone answered his unfinished question quite well. “Oh, right. Look, man, I’m not gonna steal anything, I just—” 
 
    “GET THE FIE OUT!!!” 
 
    Frotwoot glanced back at his erstwhile pursuers, hoping that they hadn’t heard that shouting just now; it didn’t look like they had, since they were still sort of just aimlessly milling around out there, kicking cobblestones, and/or shruggingly discussing what they should do next, but if any one of them were to see the aforementioned crossbow in the clerk’s hand then it wouldn’t really matter if they’d heard it or not, would it? The jig would be up either way. “All right, listen—” 
 
    The brownie man fired the bolt, missing Frotwoot’s right eye by mere inches as he toppled wildly backwards to avoid it, swearing loudly and taking several bags of potato chips with him. The brownie frantically started to reload, but Frotwoot was back on his feet so quickly that the obviously scared, overtaxed, and suddenly not so grizzled-looking old man seemed to give up hope on the whole “reloading” thing and chose to trigger the alarm instead. 
 
    “… Why?” whimpered Frotwoot, letting his arms go slack and his head roll defeatedly to one side as the guys who’d been looking for him all turned as one toward the loud, clanging sound of the store’s knight-summoning bells to find him standing there in plain view. There was a moment’s hesitation from all parties—not unlike that moment in the movies before Clint Eastwood draws his gun and kills/disarms everyone else—and then were was a sudden burst of simultaneous action as the brownie man threw himself under the counter, the people with the bloodstained hats surged forward, and Frotwoot took off running out the back door. 
 
    “Well, they’re chasing me again!” he all-but-shouted into his watch. 
 
    “Who is?” laughed Golly, because apparently his fear was funny to her. 
 
    “The guys that were chasing me before!” 
 
    “Why’re they chasing you?” 
 
    “I don’t know! I think they’re, like… in another gang, or something!” 
 
    “The Orcs?” Pixley chimed in. 
 
    “… Uh, maybe? I don’t—Who’re the Orcs?!” 
 
    “Goblins; white hand-print tattoos on their chests and their faces.” 
 
    “Nope, that’s not them!!! Can you come save me now?!” 
 
    “I’m already on my way. Which direction did you head from the convenience store?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked around to see if Pixley was watching him from somewhere nearby, because he was too stressed out right now to realize that that didn’t actually make sense, considering the other half of the question that had prompted it. “… Wha—? How did you—?” 
 
    “We got a dispatch call when the alarm went off. Which direction?” 
 
    “Uh… uh… out the back door! Through the alley! And now I’m—” 
 
    “Compass direction, Frotwoot.” 
 
    “I don’t have a compass!” 
 
    Golly snorted. 
 
    “Which way is the moon?” Pixley clarified with a slight, tired sigh that made it all too easy to picture his expression. 
 
    “Oh! Uh… it’s to the right!” 
 
    “Okay. Keep moving, kid. We’ve got your back.” 
 
    Since "keep moving" had pretty much been Frotwoot's plan, anyway, he had no problem following the order to do so while he waited to be rescued… at first. But, after a while (and it should be noted that, in a chase situation, even a minute could seem like a “while”), the erratic, twisting path he was taking through the empty streets, back alleys, and open windows of Tirnanogue inevitably started to wear him down, and, as much as he wanted to keep moving just then, he knew that if he did he’d just collapse, and the much fresher, probably-hadn’t-been-partying-all-night men and women with the matchingly-gruesome hats would be on him in seconds. 
 
    “Are you guys almost here?” he asked into his watch. 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    “… All right,” he panted, casting around desperately for a spark of inspiration from which he could improvise a new—and hopefully more sustainable—plan of action. He didn’t see one, but he did hear one, the rhythmic thump, thump, thumping of muffled dance music reaching his ears long before the nightclub it was (presumably) coming from had reached his eyes, and by the time he’d followed said music to its source (a sleazy-looking, neon-lit establishment called The Cluricaun Club) the “spark” had grown into a full-fledged flame, ignited in no small part by the sight of the rather sizeable crowd lined up outside the entrance. 
 
    “Wha—?! Where is he?!” a troll in a ratty old top hat exclaimed in disbelief as he and his bloody-hatted comrades rounded the corner to find Frotwoot gone. 
 
    “Maybe he flew off,” a goblin in what Frotwoot believed to be either a “trilby” or a “bowler hat” suggested, clutching his sides in pain. 
 
    “That’s what you said last time,” sneered a too-skinny sprite girl in a beret. “I think you just wanna go home.” 
 
    “Yeah? So? Don’t you?” 
 
    “Not if you’re finally gonna have that heart attack I’ve been waitin’ for; I don’t wanna miss that.” 
 
    “Shut up!” the troll interrupted them both, narrowing his eyes at the hopeful club-goers in the shallow, off-the-sidewalk trench in front of him. Frotwoot—who, as bad luck would have it, was hiding exactly where the troll was looking—ducked down low behind the group of college age faeries he’d blended himself into, which had the unfortunate effect of un-blending him as soon as he did it. 
 
    “Hey! This guy’s trying to cut in line!” the faerie that was closest to him said loudly, shoving him up and into the wall. Various other people joined him in expressing their outrage, but, since they’d just given him away to the top-hatted troll and his friends (who’d quickly entered the trench at the start of the commotion and were currently heading his way), Frotwoot had no choice but to escalate his social crime against them even further by pushing his way to the front of the line, past the bouncer, and into the club itself. 
 
    Once he was inside it got a lot harder to move, what with all the dancing, drinking, and/or romancing that was going on in there, and so it was that, by the time Frotwoot had managed to squeeze his way through to a bar that was only five or six steps away, his pursuers had already entered the club and split up at the door to find him. Frotwoot watched them for a moment—feeling a slight modicum of relief when he saw that the apathetic, out-of-shape goblin guy was the one who ended up heading in his direction—then turned around and leaned himself up against the bar, doing his best to keep his freshly-dyed head of hair down and the rest of him obscured by the bodies of nearby drinkers. 
 
    “Hey, cutie,” the bartender greeted him, although she was certainly cute enough that she could have just as easily been talking to herself. “What can I get you?” 
 
    “Oh, uh… Green Lady soda?” 
 
    She snorted and looked down pointedly at his shirt. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough?” 
 
    Frotwoot followed her gaze to his chest and chuckled. “Yeah, I know, I have a problem.” 
 
    She smiled and got him a bottle, and as she reached for the crumpled-up ruby note that Frotwoot set down to pay for it he gently placed his hand over hers in what he hoped wasn’t a super-creepy way. “Wait, one more thing.” 
 
    “O-kayyy…” 
 
    “You see the goblin behind me? The one in the hat?” 
 
    The bartender furrowed her brow at him in obvious bemusement, then scoffed and shook her head as if she’d decided to play along with this for now just to see what kind of pick-up line might be waiting for her at the end. “Uh-huh…” 
 
    “Is he looking at me?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Is he coming towards me?” 
 
    The furrow in her brow reappeared, but in a rather less playful cast than before. “… Yeah. What’s—?. 
 
    “Fie. Okay, um… can you give me a different bottle, then? Like, the heaviest one you have?” 
 
    “… Huh???” 
 
    “That one?” Frotwoot suggested with a point and the reassuring sort of smile that he wished somebody could’ve given to him right now. The bartender handed the indicated (and, indeed, very heavy) bottle of alcohol to him, and as soon as she did Frotwoot flipped it upside down with his hand on its neck and whirled around to bash the goblin in the head with it. The goblin went down without so much as a grunt, making Frotwoot worry for a moment that he’d killed him, but he was breathing so heavily where he lay on the rapidly-clearing floor that that didn’t seem to be the case. Frotwoot checked his pulse anyway, and while he was down there he unhooked the sword from his belt to take it with him as he used the break that his sudden act of violence had made in the immediate patch of crowd to continue his escape. The troll with the top hat spotted him as soon as he stood back up (there had been some shrieking a second ago which had no doubt drawn his attention) and consequently ordered his remaining gang… buddies (or whatever; Frotwoot wasn’t very good at street lingo) to converge on his position. 
 
    “Any time now, guys,” Frotwoot said into his watch as he pushed and fought his way through the mass of people to get to a wide set of empty, shag-carpeted stairs. He didn’t know what he was going to do when he got to those stairs, he just wanted to get to them because they were empty, and when he got close enough to them to be pushed backwards by one of the two bouncers who stood grimly at their foot he soon realized why. 
 
    “VIP’s only, Pixie,” the one who hadn’t pushed him growled. 
 
    Frotwoot looked past them in a just-shoved daze at the balcony area they were guarding, looked back at the way-too-close-right-now troll and his friends, then looked the bouncer who’d spoken to him right in the eye and said with as much confidence as he could muster, “I am a VIP!” 
 
    The bouncers rolled their eyes toward each other, and the spokesman wearily rolled his back to Frotwoot to say, “Oh yeah? Who are you?” 
 
    “Frotwoot Crossley!” 
 
    The bouncers looked confused, at first, as if they were trying to remember where they’d heard that name, then taken aback when it finally came to them. “The disgraced knight?” said the spokesman. 
 
    “Yep, that’s me! Just got disgraced.” 
 
    “… Can you prove it?” 
 
    Frotwoot pulled his old shield-shaped badge/wallet combination from his pocket (Golroc had let him keep it as a souvenir when he’d “renounced” his knighthood, because apparently they didn’t actually need to take it away when a knight was just going “errant”) and showed it to them impatiently. “I don’t know. Does this work?” 
 
    The bouncers exchanged uncertain looks, and then the spokesman got on the radio clipped to his jacket. “Hey, boss…? What’s our policy on VIP’s who are VIP’s for being notorious?” 
 
    “Depends on what they’re notorious for,” a very gruff, boss-like voice came back. 
 
    “What if it’s a hero who gave it all up for love?” 
 
    “What do you mean? Like that Crossley kid?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, exactly like that Crossley kid. I’ve got him standing right here.” 
 
    There was a shocked pause, and then, “Well, let him up, you idiot!” 
 
    “I—I was gonna, but I just thought I’d ask—” 
 
    “Comp everything. Introduce him to the Avalon sisters. Maybe we can get some tabloid guys in here to take some pictures and make it look like he’s seeing one of them.” 
 
    “Uh… he can hear you, boss—” 
 
    “Who cares? Just do what I said!” 
 
    Thoroughly deflated, the spokesman stepped aside to let Frotwoot up to the VIP area just as the troll got close enough to grab him. Frotwoot (who’d been keeping a close, but subtle eye on him throughout the preceding exchange) ducked forward to evade his reach and scrambled up the steps on his hands and knees, smirking with no small amount of satisfaction as he heard some rough shoving followed by the words, “Hey! VIP’s only!” The smirk quickly faded from his face, though, as the ominous, unmistakable sound of swiftly-drawn steel came next, and it turned into pretty much the opposite expression when he looked back from the railing at top of the steps to see the bouncers cower before the lethal-edged swords of the non-VIP’s he’d been trying to escape. 
 
    Naturally they charged up after him, and—just as naturally—Frotwoot didn’t stand there and wait, cutting across the dilettante and entourage-infested balcony to the emergency exit on the far wall. There was a stark, gray hallway beyond the (curiously alarm-less) door of said exit that led to two other doors, and according to the signs that hung next to them those led alternately to “Street Access” stairs and “Roof Access” stairs. Figuring he might have a better chance in the air than on the ground, Frotwoot took to the stairs to the roof… only to instantly regret it when he emerged from the little shack covering the stairwell at the top to find the faeries who’d been chasing him flying in circles over the club, effectively negating any advantage that his having wings might have given him. He considered turning back, but the pounding sounds of enemy footsteps coming up the stairs behind him told him it was too late, so, instead, he jammed the goblin’s sword and sheath through the roof shack’s door handle to wedge it shut and—thinking fast—bypassed having to choose between the air or the ground by choosing to jump through the side of a nearby enough to jump, still-under-construction building frame that was technically neither. 
 
    “Golly, are you there?!” he said into his watch as he ran across the perilous walkway of planks and beams. 
 
    “Yep! Sorry about that. Pix says he can’t fly right when there’s noise in his inner ear. Throws off his balance or something.” 
 
    “Wha—? What does that have to do with you? Couldn’t you hear me?” 
 
    “I’m flying with him.” 
 
    “Oh.” That seemed reasonable enough, until he thought about it for a second. “But wait, couldn’t you just, like… take his watch and his earpiece, and use it instead?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what I did.” 
 
    “What, you mean like just now?” 
 
    “We didn’t think about it till just now.” 
 
    “… Are you serious?!?!” 
 
    “I said I was sorry,” Golly giggled—which would have been utterly infuriating had it come from someone less cute. “Anyway, we’re here now, babe, so just, uh… try not to get yourself killed for at least another couple of seconds, okay?” 
 
    Frotwoot opened his mouth to say something bitingly sarcastic in reply, but as he did his foot got tangled up in some kind of thick, industrial cable that some careless worker had left unspooled on the walkway in front of him and, despite his very best efforts to the contrary, tripped on it and nearly died—it was hard to be sarcastic when you were tripping and nearly dying. 
 
    “Piiixie!” the voice of the top-hatted troll called out tauntingly into the night as Frotwoot (who was currently hanging and swaying upside down a few stories beneath where he’d started) used both his arms and his wings in a concerted effort to pull himself up by the aforementioned cable that—while admittedly having been what made him fall off the edge in the first place—had quickly redeemed itself by catching him around the ankle before he could plunge headfirst into the construction-related nastiness below. “Pixie pixie piiixiiie! Where aaare you, Pixie?” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t answer him, of course, and kept his body low to the ground (uh… equivalent) as he clambered back up onto the walkway to sit and hide behind a pallet of building materials. 
 
    “Seriously, Pixie, come on out!” the troll went on, tapping his sword against the exposed metal beams as he strolled towards his general location. “I don’t even remember what we were chasing you for, now. Maybe it was just a misunderstanding. Why don’t you come out so we can—” 
 
    “GAH!!!” 
 
    Frotwoot peeked around the edge of the pallet just in time to see the troll whirl around also just in time to see one of his cohorts fall to their knees as an amber-edged sword slid backwards out of their chest to return through the slit it had made in the hanging plastic sheet that said cohort had been standing by. Everyone but Frotwoot rushed to that plastic in response, and as they did another of their number cried out in surprise and fell unconscious on the opposite side of the structure. The troll froze for a second, then silently indicated to the faeries at his disposal that they should fly in a perimeter around the outside of the building while pointing out positions for each of the non-faeries to take around the inside of the building. “Well… that was tricky, Pixie,” he said with a grin, turning his head this way and that as if to make sure he addressed Frotwoot from the right direction. “But you know what? I’m trickier. So why don’t you just come out, say you’re sorry, and maybe then I won’t have to make this whole ‘death’ thing more unpleasant for you than it needs to be. What do you say? Torture and death? Or just death?” 
 
    There was silence for a moment, and then, somewhere off in the not-too distant distance, the startled and quickly cut-off voice of what was more than likely one of the faeries he’d just sent out yelped as if in reply. It was soon joined by a staccato chorus of other such voices as, one-by-one, all of the troll’s forces were stealthily taken down all around him, culminating in an awesomely violent crescendo wherein Golly rode the falling, freshly-unconscious body of one of the faerie gangsters like a comet to where the troll was standing and sliced her sword clean through the back of his neck as she jumped off. 
 
    “… Did that just happen?” Frotwoot half-laughed/half-asked incredulously, standing to greet his girlfriend as she kicked the troll’s top hat up off the ground and into her hand so she could put it on her own head. She just smiled at him and sheathed her sword, probably because anything she could say about it right now would only sound like bragging. The smile, even, was kind of braggy. “Where’s Pix? Is he—?” 
 
    “What were you doing out of Pixie Land?” Pixley cut him off as he fluttered down into sight from the next level—and from a spot, more specifically, where Frotwoot was pretty sure he’d seen the last of his non-airborne, non-troll pursuers go down. 
 
    “Oh, hey! I was just, um… I forgot my guitar, so… you know.” 
 
    Pixley furrowed his brow at him the way he did when he was unsure of a situation’s social cues and subtexts, AKA the only mysteries in life he ever seemed to have trouble solving. “What?” 
 
    “… I went out to get it.” 
 
    Pixley took this in for a moment, shook his head, looked to Golly for some kind of confirmation (which she may or may not have given him by faux-innocently avoiding eye contact with him at all costs), then turned back to Frotwoot to say, “Why did you think that was a good idea?” 
 
    “Well… I don’t know, it’s not like I knew I was gonna get jumped—” 
 
    “You still should’ve told us before you left.” 
 
    “I didn’t wanna wake you up.” 
 
    “That’s not worth risking your life for, kid.” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head at his own (faked) stupidity and held his hands out to him in complete concession. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine, don’t worry about it,” Pixley said distractedly, looking down at the drooling, conked-out troll as if seeing him for the first time. “Just, uh… just don’t do it again.” 
 
    “So… kind of worry about it, is what you’re saying?” 
 
    Golly rolled her eyes at his little joke, but Pixley—who’d turned now to look not just at the troll, but also at each of his scattered accomplices—either didn’t hear it or ignored it. “Why were these people chasing you, anyway? How did it start?” 
 
    “I don’t know why, man; Puck and I were just—” 
 
    “Puck?” 
 
    “Yeah. He was with me.” 
 
    Pixley snapped back around to face him, and in the process got so uncomfortably close to him that Frotwoot actually had to take a step back. “Why isn’t he with you now?” 
 
    “… We got separated.” 
 
    “When? How?” 
 
    “I don’t know, like… ten minutes ago? He was sword-fighting with this brownie chick and—” 
 
    “And what?!” 
 
    Pixley’s sudden intensity, here, was making Frotwoot really uneasy. He usually only talked to the bad guys like this. “And these other guys started chasing me! Dude! What’re you—?” 
 
    “How many didn’t chase you?” 
 
    “… Huh?” 
 
    “Did the whole gang come after you, or were there more?” 
 
    “Yeah, there were more.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “I don’t know. A lot?” 
 
    “ ‘A lot’. And you just—you just left Puck with them. You ran and you left him. Just like that.” 
 
    “No, I… I had to, man, it was—” 
 
    “How could you just leave him?!?!” Pixley roared, emphasizing the italicized word with a punch to the beam next to Frotwoot’s head and tearing off into the sky before either of his shocked squires could even properly react. 
 
    “Pix, wait!” said Frotwoot, making to fly after him but finding himself tethered, still, to the industrial cable around his foot. 
 
    “Geez,” said Golly, absentmindedly extending the claw in her index finger to cut him free, although not soon enough, unfortunately, to prevent a brief scene of inappropriately-timed slapstick at his expense. “What was that all about?” 
 
    “Pix and Puck used to be friends,” Frotwoot told her/thought out loud as he got back to his feet. “And I think… maaaybe they still are…” 
 
    “Oh, fie! We can’t even call him back!” said Golly, showing him Pixley’s watch on her wrist to illustrate why this was so. “What’re we supposed to do now? Like, should we wait for him, or… ?. 
 
    “Yeah… we probably should,” Frotwoot shrugged, but even as he said it he realized he wasn’t sure it was true. “Right?” 
 
    Golly shrugged back, and the helpless laughter they shared over their outward shrugging and their inward worry was cut short by a close and inconveniently familiar voice calling out, “Elf! Hey, Elf! Are you there?” 
 
    Golly and Frotwoot locked panicked eyes for a second, and then Golly unlocked them to fall down in front of him as if he’d just knocked her out, the top hat she was wearing (and the fact that she was in her pajamas instead of her knightly uniform) lending immediate credence to her impromptu role as a rival gang member. Puck came fluttering onto the scene just in time to see her finish taking her fall, and as he looked around at the aftermath of what she and Pixley had wrought he gradually stopped fluttering and slowly lowered himself to stand perfectly still in the middle of it all as if he’d been stricken with reverence by what he saw. 
 
    “Elf… did you do this?” 
 
    Frotwoot blinked, as he hadn’t been expecting him to jump to that conclusion at all, but rallied quickly enough for it not to be weird and nodded. “Uh, yep.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Oh, you know… I just… I did some knight stuff.” 
 
    “This is the kind of the stuff they’re teaching knights to do now?” 
 
    “Uh… apparently.” 
 
    “All right, well… wow! Good job. I thought you were gonna be dead up here, so this is a lot more impressive than I was expecting.” He turned the troll’s face over with his foot to look at it, for some reason, and nodded approvingly. “Ready to go home?” 
 
    “I guess, but—Wait, no, what about you? How’d you get away from all your guys?” 
 
    Puck shrugged. “Nothin’ fancy. I just got bored with it and flew away.” 
 
    “Didn’t any of the fairies follow you?” 
 
    “As much as they could, yeah, but I know some tight squeezes between buildings and signs and stuff that not a lot of people can make. Maybe if they’d sent some little kids after me it’d be different, but as it was…” He picked up Golly’s stolen hat, brushed it off a bit, and then, like her, put it on his own head. “Did you ever find out what these idiots are calling themselves, incidentally?” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head “no”. 
 
    “Ah. Well, whatever. It doesn’t really matter. They’re just a bunch of gimmicky wannabes we’ll probably never even see again, anyway. Seriously, though, let’s go home; I’m tired.” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head again, but it was less of a “no” head shake this time and more of a “disbelieving” head shake. “But… wait, but they tried to kill us! Shouldn’t we, like… do something about that?” 
 
    “Nah. Happens all the time.” 
 
    “… It does?” 
 
    “Yep. And if we started a war with every gang that took a shot at us we’d all be dead. It’s better most times to just dodge the shot, take our own,” at this point he kicked Golly as hard as he could in the ribs, “And move on. Which is what we’re doing now, because—like I said—I am tired.” He flew to the edge of the structure and jerked his head at him in a beckoning sort of motion. “You coming?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fighting back every single boyfriendly instinct he had, Frotwoot somehow managed to follow Puck back to Pixie Land without ripping him apart and even smiled at him in a non-murderous way when he said goodnight. But as soon as he was back in his room at the haunted castle he let the softer side of those instincts, at least, take over and asked into his watch, “Golly, are you all right?!?!” 
 
    “… What? Oh yeah, yeah, I’m fine. I didn’t need all those weird bones in my chest, anyway. How are you?” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed, but stifled it quickly; it was worrying time, not laughing time. “No, seriously, are you okay?” 
 
    “Just a little sore. It’s no big deal.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Surer than I’ve ever been of anything,” Golly said mock-solemnly, making him stifle a laugh again and roll his eyes. “Oh, you looked really cute with that big red splotch in your hair, by the way.” 
 
    “ ‘Big red splo’—?” He touched his hair, and while that obviously didn’t tell him anything about how it looked its just-dyed texture nevertheless reminded him of what she was talking about. “Oh yeah, thanks. I forgot about that. You looked really cute with that nasty old hat on.” 
 
    “Did I? Yeah… I knew you’d like it. Soon as I saw it, and how nasty it was, I was like ‘This is—‘ Wait, wait, hold on.” 
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    “Dude, I said ‘hold on’!” 
 
    Frotwoot did as he was told, but only for about half a second. “Golly, what is it?” 
 
    “Uh… nothing, I was just… I thought I heard Pix coming back, but it wasn’t him.” 
 
    Frotwoot sat down hard on the edge of his bed. “He’s still not back?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “You think he’s okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never seen him like that before. If he went out and started another fight with those guys…” 
 
    “Call your dad. Maybe he can get the rest of the order out looking for him.” 
 
    “… Okay. Okay, yeah, that’s—that’s a good idea. I’ll do that right now.” 
 
    “I’m gonna go out and look for him, too,” said Frotwoot, standing back up to put his words into action. 
 
    “Ah-haha, no you’re not! You’re gonna stay right there and get some sleep.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “We’ve still got a quest to get back to in the morning, remember? If you go out, I have to go out, and if all three of us are out everyone’s gonna be too tired to do anything. Right?” 
 
    Frotwoot agreed with her reasoning, but only grudgingly, so he didn’t acknowledge it. 
 
    “So let me just make the call, we’ll both go to sleep, and if you don’t like it we can always just break up. Okay?” 
 
     “… Are you really gonna go to sleep, too?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You’re not just lying to keep me safe?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “That could be a lie, though.” 
 
    “It’s not. I promise.” 
 
    “Promise of a liar…” 
 
    Golly giggled. “All right, babe, goodnight.” 
 
    “Yeah, goodnight. Uh… call me if Pix shows up, okay?” 
 
    “I will. Don’t worry about it, though, I’m sure he’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Right. Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    “Okay, well… bye!” 
 
    “Bye.” 
 
    Frotwoot switched off the radio in his watch and—as much as he really, really didn’t want to just then—got up and got back to work. There were about a dozen rooms in the haunted castle, and now that everyone else in it was asleep it seemed like the perfect time to poke around in them for a drug lab and/or The Dryad’s Holy Grimoire. He’d thought about doing it later, what with his being exhausted and all, but he didn’t know if he’d ever have as excellent an excuse if he got caught as “Oh, yeah, I’m sleeping upstairs; I was just looking for a bathroom” to rely on again. 
 
    Fortunately, though (or unfortunately, depending on how you looked at it), no one he came across during his search seemed to be in anything less than a coma, so, as handy as the aforementioned excuse no doubt would have been had he needed it, it didn’t turn out to be “needed” at all. Also unfortunately (assuming, of course, that you’d looked at it the second way) there was no sign in the dilapidated wooden castle of either of the things he was searching for. He briefly considered using the hidden hatch under the coffin in the basement to search some more in the tunnels, but doing that without backup felt too dangerous (probably because it was) so instead he just called it a night and went back up to his room, starting to dream almost as soon as his head hit the pillow. 
 
    A crash of thunder sent him bolting upright some time later, and as he looked out the window at the torrential rain that had accompanied it an arm wrapped itself around his waist and sent him crashing to the floor in his instinctive, frantically-kicking panic to get away. There was someone else in his bed, and as he pulled himself up to his sheet-tangled feet it wasn’t any comfort at all, really, to see that it was someone he knew. 
 
    Because it was Maeve. 
 
    “No,” he breathed, shaking his head at her blissfully-sleeping face in horror. How did this happen? What did this mean? He thought he knew…. no, he knew he knew. And so, turning to look at his reflection in the window, leaning forward until his nose was almost touching the glass, he peered deeply into his own eyes for a hint of someone else and said, “… Tree guy?” 
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    Frotwoot stood there and waited for what felt like a very long time for an answer, not entirely sure if he wanted one or not, but what he heard next wasn’t The Dryad’s voice inside his head; it was the digitized opening notes of Blink 182’s “What’s My Age Again?” playing out softly from somewhere in the room behind him. 
 
    Furrowing his brow in much the same way you just did, he turned back around to see the light of an incoming call shining out from between Maeve’s fingers. Why she had his phone he didn’t know—or at least he didn’t know until he snuck it away from her to find her Facebook page opened up and grayed out on the screen beneath the caller ID stuff, at which point it became pretty obvious. The only question was: Had she taken it? Or had “he” given it to her? 
 
    “Hello?” he quietly answered the call, setting the above question and all its horrifying implications aside, for now, to “focus on” (i.e. distract himself with) something he could answer. 
 
    “Aha!” Wes’ voice came back. “I knew it!” 
 
    “Wes?” said Frotwoot, checking the contact information again to make sure that the unfamiliar number—which he’d barely even noted before, except to note that he didn’t know it—hadn’t actually been one of the select few on Earth that he knew as well as his own. “Dude, what’re you—? Knew what? What’d you know?” 
 
    “I knew that if I called from someone else’s phone you’d answer it! That’s messed up, Crossley!” 
 
    “… Wait, what?” He took a few more steps away from Maeve so as not to wake her up, stopping in the middle of the floor once it felt like he’d gone far enough. “Oh. Yeah, no, that’s—That’s not what happened.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “No, really, man, I’m not like… dodging you, or anything,” Frotwoot assured him, moving to sit on a nearby armchair (and then to the windowsill when the armchair laughed malevolently and grabbed him by the shoulders with spring-loaded monster arms) as he did. “It’s just you usually don’t call me when I’ve got my phone turned on, and when you do it’s usually a bad time.” 
 
    “Riiight. So, what, four in the morning’s a good time for you now?” 
 
    “It’s not four in the morning here.” 
 
    “… That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Do you still not believe in timezones?” 
 
    “Of course I don’t, but that’s not the point. See, it makes sense that it’d be a different time on a different world, so the last time I talked to you I asked you what time it was, there, so I could figure out what the difference was. Based on that, it should be four in the morning.” 
 
    “Uh… daylight savings time, maybe? We don’t have that here.” 
 
    “Is it five in the morning?” 
 
    Frotwoot checked his watch. “Nope.” 
 
    “Well… whatever, man, I just called to let you know I got your message, aaand that we’re on our way to that old lady’s house right now.” 
 
    “ ‘We’?” 
 
    “Yeah, me and the rest of the band.” 
 
    “You mean Astrid?” 
 
    “Astrid and Edgar, yeah.” 
 
    Frotwoot did a double-take at nothing. “Who’s Edgar?” 
 
    “Our guitarist.” 
 
    “Wh—? I’m your guitarist!” 
 
    “Oh. Right. Well, uh… yeah, I guess I wasn’t supposed to tell you about him, so—Ow! What’re you—?! Okay, okay, geez!!! Hey, uh, Astrid wants to talk to you, dude, so I’ll just—” 
 
    There was the sound of some very rough phone handling, and then a request was sent to make the call a video one. Frotwoot accepted it, and a second later Astrid’s angry side profile appeared on the screen, framed by the unmistakable, star-filled skyline of Chicago. Her face softened considerably as she turned to face the phone, briefly hardened again as she shot another scowl Wes’ way for trying to get his own head into the shot, and then re-softened after she’d shoved him away. “Crossley, hey, listen, it’s—it’s not what it sounds like.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? What is it, then?” 
 
    “Edgar’s just temporary.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” said a third voice, presumably Edgar’s. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re just using him till you get back from Fairyland,” Wes chimed in. 
 
    “Are you really, though?” asked Frotwoot, catching a brief glimpse of Edgar’s confused face in the background as Astrid not only gave up on trying to exclude Wes from the conversation, but let him take and hold the phone out in front of them so that he could be seen, too. “Because like—I’m pretty sure that’s what The Beatles said to Pete Best, and we all know how that turned out.” 
 
    “Oh, no way dude, it’s not—We’re not Pete Besting you,” Wes assured him, while Astrid emphatically shook her head to agree. “That’d make this guy Ringo, and trust me, I’ve heard him play: He’s no Ringo.” 
 
    Frotwoot tried not to laugh at the reaction this prompted from his already very distressed-looking replacement, but he did a little, because it was just too funny not to. “Wes, he’s—He’s right there… ” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. What, is it rude to say someone’s not at the same level as The Beatles now? Sorry, Edgar; you’re totally on the same level as The Beatles.” 
 
    Frotwoot covered his face with his free hand, then, when he was ready, peeked out from between his fingers. “Well, it’s nice to hear I’m not getting kicked out of my band and all, but maybe we should take a second to think about how the person who is might feel now that he’s hearing about it.” 
 
    “Why? He knew this wasn’t a permanent gig,” said Wes, to which Edgar sighed and shook his head to indicate quite clearly to Frotwoot that no, he did not. “It’s just like with Van Halen, you know? You’re David Lee Roth, and he’s Sammy Hagar.” 
 
    Astrid rolled her eyes. “No, doofus, it’s nothing like that. Hagar thought it was permanent. And Van Halen hated Roth, remember? It’s a totally different situation.” 
 
    “Okay then, little miss ‘Behind The Music’: What isn’t a totally different situation to our situation?” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “It’s a simple question, Astrid.” 
 
    “No, it’s a stupid question, Wes. There isn’t a famous example for every possible intra-band dynamic that could ever come up, and even if there were why would you think I’d—?” 
 
    “Sam and Greg,” Edgar grumbled, stuffing his hands in his pockets and kicking at a rock. 
 
    “What?” Wes and Astrid asked in unison; then, when they’d processed what they’d heard, “Who?” 
 
    “You know, like… from The Wiggles?” 
 
    “The Wigg—?” Wes’ head snapped back and forth to look at him in disbelief no less than three times, his expression only getting more disbelieving each time. “You see what I mean, Crossley?! This guy could never replace you! Here we are talking about rock ‘n roll, and he’s all like, ‘Hey, why don’t I bring up some weird Australian kids’ show like some creepy old pervert would? That’d really add to the conversation!’ ” 
 
    “Yeah, seriously,” Astrid agreed in disgust. 
 
    “Wha—?! It’s not—!” 
 
    “Anyway, we’re here,” Wes cut Edgar off, necessitating (along with everything else, of course) a deeply apologetic look to Edgar from Frotwoot. “I’ll keep you on the phone, but don’t say anything.” 
 
    “Wait, hold on, what’re you gonna say?” asked Astrid. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    “I don’t wanna see, what’re you—?” 
 
    Wes pounded on the door with his free hand, prompting everyone but himself to cringe with anxiety, and when it wasn’t answered within five seconds he started to pound again, only stopping when the door flew open in front of him. 
 
    “Hello?” said Ruth, the nice old lady who’d once taken Maeve in (or, that is, the nice old lady who Frotwoot could only assume was Ruth, as that was the moment when Wes dropped the phone to his side, giving him a nice view of nothing but his pocket). “… Yes? Wh-what is it?” 
 
    “Hi! We’re fairies. We heard that you like fairies. Can we come in?” 
 
    Frotwoot ended the call just before he exploded with incredulous laughter, partially because he didn’t want Ruth to hear it but mostly because he didn’t think he could endure any more secondhand embarrassment on his friends’ behalf. The sound of said laughter—explosive as it was—immediately woke Maeve up, and as she bolted upright in bed to look at him, lost and confused, he remembered with a renewed sense of dread why he’d taken the call in the first place. 
 
    “Oh. Right.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frotwoot checked to make sure the coast was clear before leading Maeve out of the bedroom, stopped to check again before she’d even gotten over the threshold, and actually pushed her back inside for a moment when he thought he heard someone coming. The Pixies probably wouldn’t care if they saw the two of them coming out of the room together, of course, but he was sure they would talk, and if any of that talk happened while Golly was listening, well… 
 
    “Are you mad at me?” Maeve blurted as they started down the hall, scrunching up half her face as if bracing herself for a blow. Did The Dryad use to hit her? 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “You seem mad.” 
 
    “Why would I be mad?” 
 
    “Because… I snuck into your room?” 
 
    “You snuck—?” Frotwoot’s eyes went wide with a sudden surge of hopeful (maybe) comprehension. “I didn’t let you in?” 
 
    Maeve furrowed her brow at him, let her gaze drift puzzledly to the side for a second, then looked back at him and shook her head. 
 
    “Did I say anything to you? Did we, like… kiss, or anything?” 
 
    “What? No, I just—I wanted to be close to you. I thought if you knew I was there you wouldn’t let me be, so—” 
 
    “So you didn’t wake me up.” 
 
    Maeve sighed the hard, nasal sigh of someone suppressing their emotions and nodded. “Right.” 
 
    “And I never woke up once, the whole time you were there?” 
 
    “What’re you—? Did you think something happened and you forgot?” 
 
    “That is exactly what I thought, yes,” Frotwoot said with a crooked, profoundly-relieved smile. 
 
    “Well, it didn’t,” said Maeve, with almost the exact opposite expression. She folded her arms and looked sulkily away for a moment, making Frotwoot wonder what he’d done and/or said that was wrong, but before he could just give up and ask she turned back to (somewhat passive-aggressively) tell him. “Am I that forgettable?” 
 
    “What…? Oh no, geez, no, it’s not—it’s not you, Maeve, it’s—” Frotwoot held eye contact with her for as long as he could as he tried to think of a way to explain where he was coming from without revealing the whole… Dryad… possession… thing, but if there was such a way he didn’t seem to be capable of coming up with it. So, eventually—and maybe even inevitably—he broke eye contact with her, shook his head, and (for lack of a better lie) simply told her the truth: “I don’t know how to explain it.” 
 
    Maeve stopped abruptly in the middle of the hallway and took him by the back of his neck to make him face her, which felt… oddly familiar. “You loved me, Frotwoot. I know you did. And I know that if you just let me I can—I can make you remember.” She shifted the first hand and moved the other so that they were both cradling his face. “I can make you love me again.” 
 
    “Mae—“ Frotwoot began, and didn’t finish because that was when she kissed him. 
 
    “Frotwoot?” Golly’s voice sounded in his ear, coming at just exactly the right moment to make Frotwoot wonder for the rest of his life if he would’ve broken off the embrace if it hadn’t. He was pretty sure he would have, but the fact that that “pretty” qualifier even existed was enough to make someone like him feel guilty about it until the day he died. “Hey! Frotwoot! Come in, babe! Are you awake?” 
 
    Ducking out and away from Maeve, Frotwoot switched on his watch and spoke into it as soon as he’d turned a few corners and hidden behind a painted plywood troll-ghost. “Yeah, I’m awake. Did, uh—did Pix come back?” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Golly. “But don’t worry, I’ve got eyes on you.” 
 
    “You what?!” Frotwoot panicked, violently dragging Maeve (who’d followed him, of course, although obviously she’d waited just long enough to show herself that he’d thought she hadn’t, hence the panic and the violence and the dragging at her sudden appearance) and himself down to the floor as if they were in the line of fire and cupping a silencing hand over her mouth as she started to protest, for some reason. 
 
    “Well, not ‘on you’ on you,” Golly clarified. “I can see the haunted castle, though. Are you by any windows?” 
 
    Thankfully not, was what Frotwoot thought, while what he said was, “Nope, not any real ones. Hey, listen, can I call you back? I was just about to take a shower.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So… y’know. The watch.” 
 
    “The watch is waterproof.” 
 
    “Yeah, but… that’d be weird, right? Talking to you like that?” 
 
    “I guess so,” said Golly, sounding suddenly suspicious. “Let me know when you’re done; we’ve gotta figure out what to do about our quest now that our knight’s abandoned it.” 
 
    “He’ll be back.” 
 
    “I hope so; because then maybe he can sit out here in the rain like an idiot while I get back to just hanging out and reading romance novels in that nice, warm, Glamour Squad coach the order set us up with all day.” 
 
    “You were reading romance novels?” 
 
    “Alllll day.” 
 
    “I don’t know, man, I think I’d rather sit out in the rain,” Frotwoot said with a smirk, unthinkingly looking to Maeve for a reaction and getting pretty much the one you’d expect from someone in her situation. “But yeah, like I said, I’ve gotta shower, so…” 
 
    “All right, bye,” said Golly, sounding suddenly suspicious again but not, apparently, suspicious enough to pursue it. 
 
    “Sorry,” Frotwoot said to Maeve as he let her out of the half-headlock he had her in, pulling himself back up to his feet first so he could then help her get back to hers. 
 
    “Who were you talking to?” she demanded, accepting his help only to slap his hands away and step backwards a few feet as soon as she was vertical. “Is that—Is that a glamoured watch?” 
 
    “Uh … yeah,” said Frotwoot, deciding quickly not to go with the only two lies he could think of (i.e. either that it was a “smart watch” or that he was crazy) because, honestly, he liked having someone around he didn’t have to lie to (and also because those lies were kind of stupid). “I’m, uh… I’m actually still a knight, so—” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “So what, you’re undercover?” 
 
    “Basically, yeah.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    Frotwoot hesitated, but now that he’d started telling the truth he couldn’t seem to stop. “Pixie Dust.” 
 
    “Pi—? What’s that?” 
 
    “… You don’t know?” 
 
    “Well, I mean… I know it from Peter Pan, but I’m guessing that’s not what you’re talking about.” She raised an eyebrow at him. “Is it?” 
 
    “No, it’s—It’s a drug. It looks like dust, and—and the Pixies sell it. Do you seriously not know what it is?” 
 
    “Why would I know what it is?” 
 
    “You’re a Pixie!” 
 
    “So are you!” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’ve been one longer. I’d think by now they would’ve… you know, like… had you make it, or deal it, or… something.” 
 
    Maeve shrugged, and Frotwoot instantly believed her; it was a very honest-looking shrug. 
 
    “Weird. Well, um, anyway… now that you know my secret could you, like… please not tell anyone?” 
 
    “Of course I won’t tell anyone!” Maeve assured him, looking baffled that he’d even ask. “I don’t care about this stupid gang; I’m only here for you.” She appended this last point by wrapping her arms around his neck and going in for another kiss, which Frotwoot again clumsily dodged/denied. 
 
    “Whoa, okay, look… Maeve, there’s… there’s someone else.” 
 
    Maeve’s face fell, but not by much. Which was… disconcerting, to say the least. “You mean that goblin girl from the news?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “When’d you start dating her?” 
 
    “I don’t know… a couple days after Midsummer’s Eve?” 
 
    “So after you started dating me, then.” 
 
    “Which I don’t remember,” Frotwoot hastily reminded her, having become acutely aware of all the blunt and/or sharp objects that were currently within her reach. 
 
    “Right. But then that means our relationship takes precedence, which means you’re not cheating with me, you’re cheating with her.” 
 
    “… No, no, I’m pretty sure since I only remember dating her it would only be cheating with you.” 
 
    “What if you remembered, though?” Maeve said with a seductive little smile, slinking her way back into his personal space. “It’d be like you and the goblin girl never even happened.” 
 
    Frotwoot held up his index fingers, partly to emphasize his point but mostly to act as a barrier. “Except I’d remember it.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m pretty sure I could make you forget…” 
 
    “All right, you know what?!” said Frotwoot, disentangling her arms from his body (the twin finger barrier having been bypassed) and holding them out in front of her the same way he did on the rare occasions when he’d had to stop his little sister from hitting him. “Just stop. Whatever we had, it’s… it’s gone now. Okay? I’m not the same Frotwoot you fell in love with.” 
 
    “Of course you are.” 
 
    “Really? What’s my favorite movie, then?” 
 
    “Die Hard.” 
 
    Frotwoot blinked and shook his head. “Wh—? How’d you know that?” 
 
    “Because I know you,” said Maeve, with a fond sort of “duh” look on her face. “Your favorite movie’s Die Hard, your favorite color’s blue, your favorite band is Cream (but only because Eric Clapton’s not a band), and your dream job is to be a studio musician—not a rock star—because then you can make music for a living without ever having to deal with any of that ‘fame’ crap.” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t have to tell her she was right on all counts; he was sure his face said it all. Had The Dryad gone through all his secrets and memories? That was the only explanation, so probably, but… why? Why hadn’t he just acted like himself? “… Why would he pretend to be me?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” said Frotwoot, literally and figuratively shaking away the unpleasant thoughts this new discovery was bringing on before they could evolve into even more unpleasant ones. “Okay, look, but the thing is, I… I don’t know any of that stuff about you. All I know is what I knew about you when we first met in Chicago, which is, y’know… not a lot.” 
 
    Maeve took her arms back, and when she folded them across her chest Frotwoot decided to let her keep them. “That doesn’t change how I feel about you.” 
 
    “Well… maybe it should.” 
 
    “Why? I mean, yeah, maybe you don’t know me, but clearly I know you, and I’m in love with you. I can’t just give that up without a fight. How could I? How could anyone?” 
 
    “I…” Frotwoot began to argue, then shook his head hopelessly and looked at the ceiling. “Geez, that was romantic.” 
 
    “See? That’s something you should know about me right there: I’m romantic. You know what my favorite color is?” 
 
    “Red,” Frotwoot said without thinking, and his and Maeve’s eyes both widened at each other as if to match. 
 
    “You remember!!!” 
 
    “No! No, no, no… I’m—It was a lucky guess.” 
 
    “What’s my favorite movie?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Frotwoot said out loud, but in his mind’s eye he caught a glimpse of a famous movie poster to a movie that he’d never, ever thought about unless he was somehow forced to. 
 
    “Come on… you know it,” Maeve goaded him on with an almost ecstatic grin. 
 
    “Is it Twilight?” 
 
    “YES!!!” 
 
    “Oh, fie,” Frotwoot muttered, dragging his hands across his face while Maeve jumped around him like a cheerleader after a touchdown. He knew what was happening, now: He was getting subconscious flashes of memory from what his body had done when he wasn’t driving, much like he’d once gotten “feelings” in the past that had helped him thwart The Dryad’s plans to take over Seelie. And since Maeve didn’t know about any of that, she was—quite naturally, of course—taking it as a sign (as opposed to the dark omen that Frotwoot was taking it as). 
 
    “Hey, Elf! Swifty!” Puck greeted them as he fluttered down the hall, Rumo at his back. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Uh… nothing,” Frotwoot shrugged, his deliberately over-casual answer belied by Maeve hugging him tight and kissing him on the cheek. 
 
    “You kids get back together?” Puck asked, raising a bemused eyebrow while Frotwoot blushed. 
 
    “We’re working on it,” Maeve answered for them both, flashing Frotwoot a dreamy smile and laying the side of her head on his chest so she could flash it the other Pixies’ way, too. 
 
    “Well… great!” Puck said with obvious disinterest, although he tried to make up for his tone by halfheartedly throwing his hands out in front of him in congratulations. “I’m happy for you. Really. If you want to use the haunted bedroom for one more night so you can celebrate, I’d—” 
 
    “No thanks,” Frotwoot cut him off. 
 
    “Are you sure? Because—” 
 
    “Nah, I think from now on I just—I just wanna start my life off as a normal Pixie, y’know? No more special privileges, no more beds—just the… just the usual… ‘thug life’, or whatever it is,” Frotwoot told him with his fixed-smiling mouth, but, with his eyes, told him and Rumo, “This is not what it looks like. She’s crazy.” 
 
    “Uh… huh. Well, anyway, we just stopped by to tell you that you don’t have to steal your own breakfast this morning. The weather’s bad enough that I’ve decided to tap into the hoard and keep everyone inside.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded slowly and furrowed his brow. “Okaaay…” 
 
    “Oh, and don’t tell anyone about what we did last night! I wanna tell it.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Puck and Rumo each hit Frotwoot companionably in the shoulder and shook their heads behind Maeve’s back as they passed, which might’ve made Frotwoot feel bad for his part in that if he wasn’t so focused, just then, on the question that he was so eagerly waiting to ask Maeve once they were gone. “What’s ‘the hoard’?” he (sure enough) asked Maeve once they were gone. 
 
    “Oh, it’s, uh… it’s this big room where all the supplies and stuff go,” Maeve told him, shaking her head a bit at what she clearly thought to be a rather random question, considering the direction their previous conversation had been going. “Only the older Pixies have keys.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen what’s in there?” 
 
    “No. Why? Do you think that’s where they’re keeping what you’re looking for?” 
 
    Frotwoot was taken aback a bit at the insightfulness of that question, as he’d always thought Maeve was kind of an airhead. He was further taken aback by the fact that they still seemed to be cuddling, which he gently put an end to as he said, “Yeah. I think it might be. Except…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Frotwoot wasn’t sure if he could trust her, even as his Dryad-created emotions told him he could—maybe especially because they told him he could—but he’d already told her everything she could use to hurt him, so why not just a little bit more? “I’m not really looking for Pixie Dust. I mean, I am, I wanna help my friends and everything, but that’s just like, a side thing… a cover for my cover.” 
 
    Maeve cocked her head at him, and there was an inquisitive twinkle in her eye that felt all too familiar. It was getting worse. “What’re you really looking for?” 
 
    “The tree guy’s spellbook.” 
 
    “The tree guy’s—? You mean The Dryad’s Holy Grimoire?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. That.” 
 
    “Oh, well that’s—! I know where that is! Come on, I’ll show you.” 
 
    “… Wait, what?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “It’s in there,” said Maeve, pointing across the park at a dilapidated-looking attraction Frotwoot had barely even noticed before called “The Hall of Monarchs”. 
 
    Frotwoot leaned forward against the railing of the Haunted Castle’s covered wooden porch/wheelchair ramp, getting a few thick, heavy drops of rain on his knuckles as he did. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, pretty sure. It used to be one of those, like… educational things with dioramas and statues and stuff, but then Puck took all the educational stuff out and made it into the Pixies’ trophy room. The Dryad’s Holy Grimoire definitely counts as a ‘trophy’, I would think.” 
 
    “So the Pixies did steal it, then?” 
 
    “Uh, yes… yes, they did.” 
 
    There was something in the way she’d said that that made Frotwoot look at her in askance, and what he got in answer was a funny little smile followed by a blurted, rather proud-sounding confession: “I stole it.” 
 
    “You stole it?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. It was part of my initiation. Puck knew that I used to be a cleric at the Dryadic temple, so… y’know.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you can go to fairy hell for something like that.” 
 
    Maeve laughed and sat up on the railing next to him, so that they were facing each other. “It’s ‘faerie’, dummy. And Dryadics don’t believe in hell.” 
 
    “Really? What’s the punishment for being bad, then?” 
 
    “You don’t get a tree.” 
 
    “… A tree?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s like—When you die, if the Dryadic church says you were good enough, they’ll plant a tree over your grave for your soul to live in once your body’s gone. That way—as long as no one ever cuts you down, or something—it’s like you’ll never stop existing.” 
 
    “Do you believe in that?” 
 
    “I don’t know… I know you used to, when you were The Dryad’s prophet. You used to talk about getting our trees planted right next to each other, the kind that get all… wrapped up and intertwined in each others’ branches, so that—” 
 
    “Ugh,” Frotwoot grunted involuntarily. 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Frotwoot lied, standing up straight and putting his hands in his pockets; she’d been pressing her thigh into his arm, and whether it was deliberate or not he wasn’t going to stand for it (well… not figuratively, anyway). “So, um… can I just go in there, or—?” 
 
    “Nope. It’s ‘by invitation only’.” 
 
    “Puck’s invitation?” 
 
    Maeve nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    “Great.” He shook his head and paced to the other side of the porch. “So, if I ask him, it’ll look like I’m just an undercover knight trying to see what he stole.” 
 
    “… Aren’t you?” 
 
    “Not really, no. That’s why I need a cover for my cover. If the knights I’m working with knew where it was, they’d want to give it back.” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “No, I… I want to steal it, so I can use it to figure out how to build another ring portal and get home. I could probably give it back when I’m done, though…” 
 
    Maeve slid off the railing, her eyes wide. “Wait, you can do that? You can build another portal to Earth?” 
 
    “I think so, yeah. I mean, I’ve gotta try at least, so—” 
 
    “Can I come too?” 
 
    Frotwoot blinked and scoffed in mild surprise. “You want to?” 
 
    “Of course I do!” 
 
    “ ‘Of cour’—? But—but you’re the reason we’re here in the first place! Like… you wanted to get back here so badly you tracked me down and—!” 
 
    “That was when I thought I was coming here to be a princess,” Maeve pointed out. “Not a… what am I, now? An ex-terrorist hiding out as a member of a homeless street gang? Kiiind of different than what I was expecting.” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed uncomfortably and nodded in concession. “Okay, yeah; that makes sense.” 
 
    “So can I?” 
 
    “Well… yeah. I wasn’t gonna stop you, or anything.” 
 
    Maeve looked a little downcast at his lack of enthusiasm (or something like that; he couldn’t read her crazy mind), but kept up a brave smile as she rallied a few too many moments later to ask, “How’re we gonna get the book?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Any ideas?” 
 
    “We could break in.” 
 
    “What, like through the windows?” 
 
    “Yeah, except, um… I just remembered…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s where the older Pixies sleep.” 
 
    Frotwoot glanced wearily back at the Hall of Monarchs. “… Oh.” 
 
    “We could always break in during the day,” Maeve suggested, moving in close to him to—ostensibly—get a better view. 
 
    “Isn’t that when they’re usually asleep?” asked Frotwoot, moving away from her without any kind of pretense at all. 
 
    “Okay, during the afternoon, then.” 
 
    “There’s always people around during the afternoon.” 
 
    “There aren’t right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, but—but it’s not gonna rain like this every day.” 
 
    “So let’s do it today,” Maeve shrugged, making a cute little “why not” face at him when he looked at her to see if she was serious. 
 
    “Do, uh… do you know how?” 
 
    “To break into a building? Not really, no.” 
 
    “What, the Pixies haven’t taught you that yet?” 
 
    “I’m new.” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed in spite of himself, the “in spite of himself” instantly justified by the too-pleased look his reaction had put on Maeve’s face, and when he awkwardly averted his gaze from hers his eyes met those of pretty much the very last person whose gaze he wanted his eyes to meet right now. 
 
    “Golly?!?!” 
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    “Hey,” said Golly, staying where she was next to the “you must be this tall” sign on the side of the porch, the rain bouncing off the hood of her favorite “Laminort High Unicorns” sweatshirt and hitting her bare, uncharacteristically short-shorted legs. “So what’s going on, babe? Is this, uh… is this where you were gonna take a shower, or…?” 
 
    “Uhhh—” 
 
    “Because, y’know, if it is, I’d really rather you didn’t do it with your ex-girlfriend around.” 
 
    Frotwoot stared at her blankly for a second, getting the coldest stare back he’d ever gotten from her or anyone else, then closed his eyes and covered half of his face with his hand when the enormity of what had just happened to his relationship finally dawned on him. “… Oh geez.” 
 
    “Okay, so wait, who are you?” Maeve broke in, rather foolishly stepping into Golly’s conversational/attack range and—perhaps even more foolishly—taking a hostile tone with her as she did. 
 
    “This is my girlfriend,” Frotwoot told her, keeping his face covered as if doing so would protect him, somehow. 
 
    “Are you telling her or me?” Golly quipped. 
 
    “Golly, come on…” 
 
    Maeve looked back and forth between them, visibly puzzled. “Your girlfriend’s an Orc?” 
 
    “… What?” Frotwoot looked at Golly to see what Maeve was talking about, and finally noticed the stylized white hand-print on the right side of her face (her hood and her hair and his horror had kind of been obscuring it for him). “No, she’s—Is that a tattoo?” 
 
    “It’s henna. I figured if somebody caught me sneaking around over here it’d better protect your cover if I looked like a rival gang member instead of a knight. Of course, I wouldn’t’ve come over here at all if I hadn’t seen you having another secret conversation with Swifty, here, because I believed you when you lied to me about what you were gonna do next. And when I saw you out here I thought, ‘Uh-oh! Is he in trouble?’. Because I figured you must’ve been, since your radio was still off and I, like, didn’t know you were a liar…” 
 
    “Golly—” 
 
    “It’s Dame Golrocca to you now,” Golly cut him off sharply, vaulting up onto the porch with all the fear-inspiring presence and authority of her father. “This quest is really important, so I’ll keep working with you on it till it’s done, but from now on, you and me? We’re just two knights doing our jobs. No more lovin’. And you,” she turned on Maeve, who flinched. “I’m sorry, but you’re under arrest.” 
 
    “Wait, what?!” 
 
    “I just blew Frotwoot’s cover. It was stupid of me, I know, but it happened, and so to keep it intact I’m gonna have to take you into administrative custody until we’re done. If you come quietly we can—” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere!” 
 
    “So… you’re resisting?” said Golly, smirking slightly to herself as she subtly shifted her body into a pre-combat combat stance and not so subtly popped her claws. “You know, I was hoping you would.” 
 
    “Golly, just—Wait!” Frotwoot quickly stepped in between them (hopefully) before it was too late. “I lied, yeah, and I’m sorry, but this is not what you think.” 
 
    Golly didn’t say anything in response to that. She just looked at him like a bored tyrant might look at a man begging for his life, which, aside from the “bored tyrant” part, actually didn’t feel too far off. 
 
    “I didn’t go radio silent like that because something, like… funny was going on, or whatever it is you’re thinking; I went radio silent because I didn’t want you to hear me talk to Mae—uh, Swifty about what I was really doing here,” said Frotwoot, hastily telling her the truth for lack of a better lie. “I didn’t know if you’d understand.” 
 
    Golly furrowed her brow, and (much to Frotwoot’s relief) her face softened a bit in the process. “What’re you talking about?” 
 
    “It’s—You know the tree guy’s book? The Holy, uh…” he looked to Maeve for help, “Whaddayacallit?” 
 
    “Grimoire?” Maeve supplied. 
 
    “Yeah, that. When your dad said the Pixies stole it I knew I had to get it back. It’s… like… important to me.” 
 
    “… Huh.” Golly looked skeptical, but not as skeptical as she’d looked just a second ago. “I didn’t even know you were religious.” 
 
    “Yeah, well… I am,” Frotwoot yet again only kind of lied to her, in that he was religious, but not in any way that had anything to do with what they were presently talking about. It was more of a lie by implication. Which didn’t make him feel any better about it, of course, but what could he do? He’d already told her more than he’d wanted to as it was. 
 
    “Okay, but… why’d you think I wouldn’t understand that?” 
 
    “I didn’t. Or, I mean, I didn’t think you’d understand something else about it,” Frotwoot invented wildly. “I knew Swifty could help me, but that I’d have to blow my cover to get her to help me. And I knew that I could trust her with my cover, but I also knew that you wouldn’t know that, necessarily, since you don’t know her, and so, uh—” 
 
    “And so you tried to run another glamour on the side,” Golly finished for him. 
 
    “… Yeah.” 
 
    Golly bit her lip and seemed to consider this for a moment. “That’s not okay.” 
 
    “I know. But it’s better than what you thought it was, right?” 
 
    “A lot better, yeah,” Golly laughed kind of goofily, her entire, once ice-cold-angry demeanor now reflecting both her relief and her (obviously) unsuccessful attempts to play it cool and hide it. “Oh, uh… sorry… about that, then, I guess,” she said to Maeve, retracting her claws and giving her a light, friendly punch on the shoulder that made Maeve jerk back from it as if she’d been shot. “I’m Golly the not-usually-this-crazy girlfriend, by the way. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Yeah, you too,” Maeve replied, giving her a withering look that said quite clearly that, despite her words, the feeling absolutely was not mutual. 
 
    “So… was he right?” Golly asked her as if she hadn’t noticed said look. 
 
    “ ‘Right’?” 
 
    “About you being able to help him.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, no,” Frotwoot interrupted, not trusting Maeve to effectively improvise her way through the story that he, himself, was making up on the fly. “Not with the book, anyway. The Pixie Dust, though—” 
 
    “Wait, you told her about our quest for the Pixie Dust?” 
 
    “Yeah. Was I not supposed to?” 
 
    “Of course you weren’t supposed to!” 
 
    “Why not? I told her I was still a knight.” 
 
    “Which you shouldn’t have done either, but…” Golly sighed and rolled her eyes, but it was with a slight smile that indicated that (thankfully) she was in too good of a mood with him right now to really be annoyed. “Okay, so what about the Pixie Dust? Do you know where it is?” 
 
    Maeve’s eyes went wide at the question, and she looked to Frotwoot for guidance. 
 
    “The hoard,” he mouthed. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, the hoard!” she said out loud, and with rather more surprise than Frotwoot’s inner acting critic would have liked. “Yeah, we, uh… we think it might be in the hoard.” 
 
    Golly cocked her head at her, then at Frotwoot, and in response to her unspoken question she got a quick, tag-teamed rundown from them both about what the hoard was, its general location, and its difficulty to get into. This promptly raised a few spoken questions, some of which took the form of suggested strategies for Maeve to shoot down (e.g. “Can’t I just pick the lock with my claw?”; “No, it’s got one of those, like… illegal goblin-claw locks. You know, the ones made from real goblin claws?”), and one of which (“Where’s the closest hatch to it in the tunnel system?”) got an answer that’s sheer serendipity caught Frotwoot completely by surprise: “Oh, um… I think it’s in the Hall of Monarchs.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” said Frotwoot, grabbing Maeve by the arm—but only for about a millisecond or two. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s—Oh wait, yeah!!!” she very nearly squealed, flashing an excited grin at him as she made the serendipitous connection herself. “I think Puck wanted to keep the off-limits areas of the park close to each other, or something, so he set the Pixies’ hoard up right underneath the trophy room!” 
 
    “Which is in the Hall of Monarchs,” Golly guessed right, getting two nods in reply. “So… I’m guessing the door to that’s locked, too?” She guessed right again, getting two more nods. “Well, great. Any ideas?” This time she got the opposite of two nods, breaking her streak. “Fie. I wish Pix were here…” 
 
    “Wait, I do have an idea!” Maeve said suddenly. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Golly and Frotwoot at almost the same time. 
 
    “I can just ask Puck to show me the trophy room! Frotwoot can’t, like he said before you got here, because it’d be suspicious; but if I asked I’m sure he’d say yes—” 
 
    (“Oh, you’re sure, huh?” Golly muttered with a slight little smirk that could be taken any number of ways, one of which was “catty” but one of which was also “playful”. Knowing Golly, it was probably meant to be a little of both.) 
 
    “—And once we’re inside you can sneak in with your Orc outfit, or whatever, and take the hatch down to the hoard!” 
 
    “… Yeah, I could do that,” Golly agreed, nodding and looking to Frotwoot for his opinion. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Frotwoot, shrugging and nodding back at both her and Maeve, trying not to look overly relieved at how well everything was working out. “Good plan.” 
 
    “And then, while I’m in there, I can see if they really do have The Dryad’s Holy Grimoire!” 
 
    “Even better,” said Golly. “So when can you ask him?” 
 
    “I could do it right now!” 
 
    “You know where he is?” 
 
    “Yeah, he just invited me and Frotwoot down to breakfast.” 
 
    “… I didn’t see anybody come up to you guys out here.” 
 
    “It was inside.” 
 
    “Inside the Haunted Castle? Where Frotwoot was sleeping? Where he just woke up?” 
 
    “Golly, come on; quit it,” Frotwoot laughed nervously, trying to make her feel like she was being ridiculous. She glanced at him, but then looked back at Maeve as if waiting for her to give further confirmation that she was, in fact, being ridiculous. 
 
    “Everyone knew he was sleeping there,” shrugged Maeve. “I just came to find him so we could, like, you know… talk about our relationship.” 
 
    “Former relationship,” Frotwoot interjected. 
 
    “… Yeah,” said Maeve, smiling tightly, folding her arms, and shaking her head almost imperceptibly as she tilted it, first downward and then away. 
 
    “Okay,” said Golly, feigning polite confusion at the awkward turn their conversation had just taken, as if she hadn’t been the one to steer it that way. “Cool. Well, go ask him, then. Oh, and take this,” she slipped the glamoured watch radio off her own wrist and handed it to her. “I’ve got a whole box of ‘em back in the surveillance coach. I’d give you an earpiece, too, but you don’t need to hear me so much as I need to hear you. And we’ve only got, like, a couple of them in the whole Glamour Squad, since they’re earrings and… y’know, earrings tend to get lost.” 
 
    Maeve nodded with an even tighter smile than before and all but snatched up the watch, tucking it under her arm rather than putting it on. Frotwoot wanted to comfort her, to thank her for telling Golly the truth, but he didn’t know how to do that right now without making things weirder. She was clearly bottling up some pretty powerful emotions at the moment, and he was sure it wouldn’t take very much at all to set them loose. 
 
    “All right!” Golly said chipperly, drawing his attention from Maeve’s face to hers. “Well, I’m glad we had this talk! For… lots of reasons. Just don’t, uh… don’t scare me like that again, okay guys?” 
 
    Frotwoot smiled weakly at her, because it didn’t seem appropriate to smile any other way, and Maeve manically widened her eyes at the ground for a second before resuming her mask of forced civility. Golly very clearly hesitated to do what she did next—no doubt due at least in part to her companion’s former two reactions—which was to kiss Frotwoot with both hands gripping the sides of his face, wave/salute Maeve goodbye, and say, “See ya’!” as she vaulted back off the porch and disappeared into the storm-swept park. Hesitation or no, though, the message to Maeve was clear. 
 
    “… Well, that was kind of awful,” said Frotwoot. “Not the kiss, I mean, but—Uh… are you okay?” 
 
    “Let’s just get this done and get home,” Maeve snapped, turning on her heel to burst back into the fake wooden castle, slamming the door behind her as she went. Frotwoot sighed a long, heavy sigh, silently wished that he could go back to doing something less stressful on this quest, like fighting rival gang members or something, and then—and only then because he couldn’t think of any good reason not to—he followed her inside and down the Haunted Castle’s hatch to eat breakfast with the Pixies. 
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    “… So I’m flying along, and I see everybody outside the Cluricaun Club going nuts over this, like… dead bouncer, right? So I figure the Elf and the psychos that’re chasing him must’ve gone in there, but I’m not sure how to get in to help him because there’s an actual, screaming mob coming out the door, and the windows, and… fie, pretty much everywhere. It was—” Puck stopped mid-story as Frotwoot and Maeve came into the big hub room where breakfast was being “served” (there was literally a pile of food on a big table in the middle of the floor, and Pixies were just grabbing/fighting for what they wanted) and beckoned for Frotwoot, at least, to join him. “Here he is! Come here, Elf, I was just about to tell them the best part—” 
 
    “Did you say a bouncer at the club died?” 
 
    “What? Oh, yeah, or got stabbed, I don’t know. Anyway—” 
 
    “He got stabbed?!” Frotwoot’s stomach turned and his heart dropped with guilt. If he’d only chosen another, less populated way of escape, then maybe the bouncer wouldn’t have— 
 
    “Okay, okay, maybe he just got knocked out! I didn’t do a full crime scene investigation!” Puck said, sounding flustered but looking amused. The chuckling around the room indicated that the listeners had come to expect a certain amount of exaggeration from their leader, and the look on his face indicated that he knew they were expecting it and had only sought to please. “But anyway, it was crazy out there, so I started looking for another way in, and I saw that the door to the roof had been busted down. I followed the trail to some construction that was going on next door, and I got there just in time to see the Elf, here, taking down this huge goblin guy and standing over a bloody pile of dead—oh, sorry, ‘knocked-out’—gangsters! I asked him how he did it, and you know what he said?” Puck paused as if waiting for an actual response, which he didn’t get but continued as if he had. “ ‘Knight stuff’.” 
 
    The room erupted with a cacophony of incredulity noises as the Pixies variously doubted and/or asked Frotwoot questions about Puck’s account of what had happened to them last night, but Frotwoot couldn’t focus on any one voice well or long enough to confirm or deny any of what they’d just heard. 
 
    “It’s true!” Puck insisted over the din. “No, really, it’s all true! Kid didn’t even have a sword!” 
 
    “Did you really fight some of ‘em off with a guitar?” asked Shaylee, grabbing Frotwoot by the front of his shirt and pulling him in close to her in what she probably thought was a polite way to get someone’s attention. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I did,” Frotwoot admitted, smiling crookedly to himself as he realized how awesome that sounded. 
 
    “What about Puck?” someone else asked, practically in his ear. “Did he really get into a duel with the leader?” 
 
    “Uh… uh-huh. Yep.” 
 
    “And did she really proclaim him to be the greatest fighter she’d ever seen, and bow her neck for him to either kill or spare her as he pleased?” 
 
    “… What?” Frotwoot half-said/half-laughed. 
 
    Everyone crowed in mock derision as Puck shrugged at them as if to say, “What? It could’ve happened” leaving himself wide open for the barrage of stale cereal that came flying at him from all directions. From there, “breakfast” soon devolved into a full-fledged food fight that Frotwoot and Maeve deliberately stayed out of, grabbing some precooked dragon sausages from the table and finding themselves a safe spot in a corner full of ratty old furniture on which they could sit and eat. 
 
    Maeve still looked pretty upset, and Frotwoot couldn’t blame her, but he couldn’t wait for her to break the silence between them, either; he was too impatient, and what he was impatient about was important. “So are you gonna ask him?” 
 
    Maeve nodded, keeping her eyes on her sausage even as she rolled them. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    Maeve shrugged theatrically. 
 
    “Hey, I know I already asked this, but are you okay?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Maeve demanded, setting her sausage aside for now (probably because it would look silly if she didn’t) and whipping her entire upper body around to give him what felt like an only barely figurative death stare. 
 
    “I… think you’re not.” 
 
    “Bingo!” 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry, but it’s not like I wasn’t honest with you about it. Golly’s my girlfriend. I like her. She likes me. I don’t even know you well enough to like you.” 
 
    “Yet.” 
 
    “Ever!” Frotwoot exploded, the frustration that had set it off immediately dampened, somewhat, by the wounded look she gave him in response. “Seriously, Maeve, I get that this whole situation is awkward and unfair and just… totally uncool for you, but if you wanna get home then you just—You need to get over it, because talking in circles about it like this isn’t gonna help.” 
 
    “Maybe if you’d listen to me we wouldn’t be talking in circles.” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head at her in violent disbelief and threw his hands up in surrender before resting his elbows on his knees and covering his face with his hands, letting only his eyes peek out over the tops of his fingertips to stare at nothing on the floor. There was no point to this, he thought. No point at all. It was like trying to convince Wes that the Earth wasn’t flat (“If it isn’t, then why are maps flat?”), or Pixley that other people did, in fact, wash their hands. Maybe he could re-tool his plan to the point where Maeve didn’t need to get involved in it; that had been the plan in the first place, after all… although, admittedly back then it hadn’t so much been a “plan” as it was a “vaguely-defined goal”. But if this was going to keep up, and she wasn’t actually going to make getting home any easier for him, then why should he bother with trying to—? 
 
    “All right, fine,” Maeve abruptly interrupted his train of thought. “I guess we can put a pin in talking about how much we’re meant for each other, but you’ve gotta promise not to let your… girlfriend do anything to make me jealous in the meantime. Deal?” 
 
    “I, uh… I can’t really control what Golly does.” 
 
    “Just do your best, then! I want to get us back to Earth, but I’m going to have a hard time focusing on it if my heart keeps getting ripped out every five minutes.” 
 
    “… Fair enough,” said Frotwoot, belatedly glancing at his and her watches to make sure they were still turned off. “Uh… yeah, okay. Deal.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
     “So you, uh… you gonna go ask Puck for that tour now?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Maeve, furrowing her brow at him in a very odd, mock-serious way that suggested that she was talking to a pest. “Yes I am.” She handed Frotwoot her sausage and crossed the room to Puck’s side, running her fingers through his hair and making a big, flirty show of how the gelled-up spikes “poked” her. Puck said something —probably something witty—and Maeve did a full body giggle, resting her hand on his shoulder and running her fingers down his arm. Puck widened his eyes in surprise, smirked when that surprise gave way to understanding, and then what happened next Frotwoot didn’t know, because that was when he couldn’t bear to look anymore. 
 
    “What’s wrong with me?” he muttered, referring to the angry, twisted up feeling in his stomach that was making him want to run over and punch Puck in the face. He got up and tried to walk it off, wondering where it could have possibly come from, and as he did he realized that it must have come from The Dryad; he’d essentially been her boyfriend, after all (albeit with a very big asterisk), and if there were leftover memories of his still floating around in Frotwoot’s head, why not some leftover emotions. 
 
    “Tree guy,” he breathed in the manner of a swear word, forcing himself to look right at Maeve as she cozied up next to Puck, who, for his part, looked right back at Frotwoot with an expression and a gesture that combined with his apparent amusement to say, “She really is crazy, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Gah!!!” Frotwoot freaked out a little, tearing his eyes away once again as the feelings of aggression and possessiveness got to be too much for him. “Come on!!!” 
 
    “Hey Elf, you all right?” 
 
    Frotwoot’s head spun around like a madman’s to see Shaylee staring at him. “What? Oh, yeah, I was just—You’ve got oatmeal going down your shirt.” 
 
    Shaylee didn’t look down, but held her gaze steady until he made eye contact with her again, at which point she winked at him and said, “Thanks for noticing.” 
 
    “… No, thank you,” Frotwoot smirked, doing his best to play it off smoothly but still feeling his face go hot with mild embarrassment. 
 
    “Can I show you something?” 
 
    “Didn’t you already?” 
 
    Shaylee laughed, this time, and punched him in the arm. “Shut up. Come on, it’s right over here.” 
 
    Grateful for the distraction, Frotwoot followed her through the crossfire to what appeared to be a big mound of junk. She knocked the top layer or so off, though, and underneath it all was a very, very nice piano. 
 
    “You play guitar, right?” said Shaylee as he rushed forward to gaze down at it in awe and gently run his hands over its keys and its body. “Does that translate to playing the piano at all?” 
 
    “… Yeah. I mean no, not really, but I do play both.” 
 
    “So you think you can tell me if this thing’s out of tune?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Frotwoot cracked his knuckles for no real reason other than habit and theatricality and played middle C, raising an eyebrow and nodding slowly when the sound that came out was something else entirely. “This piano… is out of tune,” 
 
    “All right, then!” Shaylee grinned, opening it up to reveal a variety of piano-tuning tools she’d either tucked away in there before or had just been extremely lucky to find just now at the very moment that she’d needed them (probably the first one). “Let’s tune it!” 
 
    “Do you know how?” 
 
    “Yep. I stole a book on it after I saved this thing from a restaurant we were burning down (looong story; restaurant deserved it), but I don’t know how anything’s supposed to sound and no one else around here’s musical enough to tell me. This one guy tried to fake it once, but—” She stopped mid-sentence, narrowed her eyes at him, and held up a tuning lever as if it were a weapon. “You’re not faking it, right?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good,” said Shaylee, relaxing. “The doctors never did get that other lever out.” 
 
    Frotwoot wasn’t sure if he should treat that as a joke or not, so after a few seconds of indecisive blinking he simply ignored it and played middle C again. “You should start with this one, to set the base. I’ll tell you when it’s right.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    They worked silently on that first string for a while, Frotwoot repeatedly playing the attached key and indicating with his thumb and forefinger whether she should tune it down or up from her last adjustment, but when they finished with it and moved on to the unisons he figured he’d proven himself enough to start making conversation again, starting with a question that had been bugging him since he’d thought of it: “So, um… why’d you bring this thing here, anyway, if no one can play it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just like fixing things. And I could tell it was nice, so I figured if the Pixies ever got someone who could play it that they’d appreciate my saving it.” 
 
    “Saving it… from the fire.” 
 
    “Yeah. From the fire. I’m not telling you that story, though, Elf, so don’t even—” 
 
    “Fight!” one of the younger Pixies announced to the room at large, flying and running around excitedly to make sure everyone heard. “Fight! Fight! Fight!” 
 
    Frotwoot and Shaylee stopped what they were doing to look in the direction of the commotion, and Frotwoot went from barely curious (fights breaking out so often here that it had only taken a single night to desensitize him to it) to not-at-all-barely shocked when he saw Maeve and another female Pixie thrashing around in mid-air, pulling at each others’ hair and clawing at each others’ clothes. He immediately took a step forward to intervene, but Rumo beat him to it, separating them with nothing more than a strategic, horizontally-parallel stretch of his powerful arms and holding each of them in place with just one hand. The other Pixies groaned in disappointment, and more than a few of them tried to goad the girls to break free and get back to fighting, but they all fell silent when Rumo cocked his head and narrowed his eyes, no one in the audience wanting to end up as the person his eyes focused on. 
 
    “All right,” said Puck, fluttering up next to Rumo so that he was an inch or so higher than him, “If you girls are done being crazy, then maybe we can—” 
 
    “Why should she get to see the trophy room?” the girl who wasn’t Maeve cut him off, sounding genuinely indignant at the idea. “I’ve been one of your girlfriends for over a year, and I never got to see it!” 
 
    “That’s not—” 
 
    “Wait, you were gonna show Swifty the trophy room?” a male Pixie with a broken nose that Frotwoot had seen racing a bag of bowling balls down a pit the other night (he’d lost, hence the nose) chimed in, pushing through the crowd to where Puck could see him. “What the fie, Puck? I thought nobody but the senior Pixies got to go in there!” 
 
    “Um… well, yeah, you see, ha, the thing about that is, I don’t think that was ever really so much a ‘rule’ as a—” 
 
    “If she gets to see it, I should get to see it!” several other Pixies said in several different ways, and the variance in both wording and timing creating an awful clamor that was making Puck visibly uncomfortable. Rumo shot him a look that seemed to be asking permission to start beating people up, but (after considering it for a moment) Puck waved him off and flew a few feet higher, so that everyone could see him. 
 
    “Why don’t we race for it?” he said loudly, holding his hands out as if common sense had suddenly revealed to him the path. “We’ll start in the middle of the city, like always, and anyone who beats me back here can take a look at my trophies.” 
 
    “Your trophies?” said Shaylee, who got nothing but a faux-helpless shrug from him in reply. 
 
    “When’re we doing this?” asked the broken-nosed idiot once everyone had considered this proposition and the mood of the mob had reverted back to the point where it was merely a contentious gathering. 
 
    “Right now!” said Puck. 
 
    “What, in the rain?” said someone else, starting another, quieter chain of clamoring that this time lasted only a few seconds. 
 
    “Yes, in the rain,” Puck confirmed/repeated, grinning at them like a sleazy salesman who’d just lined an unwitting customer up for a hard close. “Think about it: There can’t be a lot of knights out there, and probably next to no traffic… the only thing keeping it from being perfect, really, is that we might get a little wet! Right?” 
 
    The Pixies nodded and mostly muttered their agreement (someone mentioned pneumonia, but everyone ignored them), and, judging by the look on his face, Puck took this as a unanimous endorsement of his idea. “Right! So let’s go steal us some horses and have ourselves a race!” 
 
    The Pixies cheered, and as they rushed to follow him out of the tunnels in what had to be the most disorganized fashion possible Frotwoot sighed and turned to Shaylee. “Are you going?” 
 
    “Nah, I’ve seen the trophies. Are you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay, well, thanks for your ‘help’,” Shaylee said sarcastically, but in a good-natured way. “Maybe when you get back we can tune a second note, and then maybe tomorrow we can do a third!” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” laughed Frotwoot, doing a gracious little half-bow before leaving her and the piano to go join Maeve on the other side of the room. “Hey.” 
 
    “Did you see that?!” said Maeve, checking her arms and her chest for scratch marks and shaking her head in disgust when she found some. “That witch was crazy!” 
 
    “Wait, she was a witch?” 
 
    “What? Oh, no, no, I just don’t like to swear.” She lifted her legs to check the back of them, and, much to Frotwoot’s surprise, found even more scratches on her left calf and her right heel. “Anyway, I’m sorry I didn’t get Puck to do what you wanted. It’s just that that girl overheard us and—” 
 
    “It’s cool,” said Frotwoot, though he definitely didn’t feel like it was cool. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not your fault. We’ll just, uh… we’ll go race, and… hopefully we’ll win.” 
 
    “What if we don’t?” 
 
    “Then we’ll think of something else, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Frotwoot chuckled, shaking his head at her and starting for the exit. “We haven’t thought of it yet.” 
 
    “Can we think of it now?” 
 
    “What? No, let’s just—” 
 
    “But we need to have a Plan B, just in case we—” 
 
    “Gah!!! Look, we probably won’t think of anything else, so let’s just win this race, okay?” 
 
    Maeve swallowed back her obvious panic (she could probably tell it was stressing him out, what with the “Gah!!!” and everything) and nodded, nervously rubbing her left arm as she fell in step beside him. “Okay, okay. It’s just—Our old plan lined up with what your knight friends were doing so well, y’know? It was like fate. I—I thought we’d be going home for sure.” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “But what if they come up with another plan to get to the Pixie Dust that lets them get to The Dryad’s Holy Grimoire before we do? What then?” 
 
    “Like I said, we’ll think of something.” 
 
    “But you also said we probably won’t think of something!” 
 
    “… Oh yeah.” Frotwoot rolled his eyes and smirked at his own contradiction. “Okay, but… what did I say after that?” 
 
    “Uh… that we should win the race?” 
 
    “Exactly. And that’s what we’re gonna do.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” said Maeve, breaking back into panic mode a bit as she walked slightly ahead of him to make sure he could see her neurotically talking at him with her hands. “Are you just trying to keep a positive outlook on things, or do you actually—?” 
 
    “OH MY GOSH!” Frotwoot half-laughed/half-groaned in disbelief, stopping to lean one arm up against the wall, and his head against that arm. “I have a really fast horse, okay? And Golly can help us cheat.” 
 
    “… Oh. Why didn’t you just say so before?” 
 
    “Because you kept, like, asking me questions and interrupting me and stuff!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, giggling nervously at herself. “I’m sorry, it’s just—I’m just really nervous and—” 
 
    “Relax,” said Frotwoot, instinctively taking her by the shoulders and, somehow, instantly relaxing them both. Something sparked between them then, something buried deep down inside, and whether it was his spark or The Dryad’s Frotwoot didn’t care; he snuffed it out regardless. “Uh… you good?” he asked, letting one hand drop to his side while the other one awkwardly patted her on the shoulder where it was. 
 
    Dreamy-eyed and likely not feeling awkward at all, Maeve snapped out of it and nodded. 
 
    “Good. Good. Come on, let’s, uh… let’s go get my horse… thing.” 
 
    Maeve motioned for him to lead the way, and Frotwoot “casually” obliged, but as he did he was verrry careful not to touch her again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “It’s a catoblepas,” said Maeve, looking in through the gaps in the metal portcullis that kept the un-knighted riffraff out of the Order of the Geckos’ stable. 
 
    “Right, yeah. That’s what he is.” 
 
    “Why can’t you say it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I can’t say weird words.” 
 
    Maeve laughed and shook her head at him. “You told me you speak Swahili!” 
 
    I did? thought Frotwoot, but what he said was, “I do. Some. But that’s not ‘weird words’, that’s like… a real… human language.” 
 
    “Everyone on Seelie is human. We’re all Irish. Remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, well…” Frotwoot couldn’t think of anything good to say that, so he just reached in through the portcullis and rang the bell again. 
 
    “Are you sure this’ll work?” 
 
    “No,” Frotwoot chuckled. “But like I said, Clapton is really fast. And I don’t think I can ride another, uh… steed as well as I can ride him.” 
 
    “What, can you only ride ‘real… human’ ones?” 
 
    “Yeah, y’know, that’d be a really sick burn if it made any sense,” said Frotwoot, ringing the bell a third time only for his wrist to be grabbed and held in place partway through the act by a cold, skeletal hand. Sir Ariel, the spindly old sprite knight who guarded the stable, emerged from the shadows near the bell and glared at Frotwoot, his aforementioned, horrible-feeling blue hand still gripping him. 
 
    “Can I help you?” he asked, in possibly the least sincere way that that question had ever been asked. 
 
    “Uh… yeah,” said Frotwoot. “I’m just here to get Clapton.” 
 
    Sir Ariel raised an eyebrow. “Clapton?” 
 
    “My cato—catoble—catooob—My steed.” 
 
    “Your steed?” 
 
    “Yeah, and if you’ve got, like, an extra horse or whatever we could borrow my friend, here, could really use one.” 
 
    “Could she?” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at him. “Yeah,” 
 
    There was a wild, incredulous look in Sir Ariel’s eyes, and Frotwoot suddenly realized that he might not be aware of his Glamour Squad status, which, given what he’d just asked for, would certainly explain that look. “Ohhh… hey, look, they must not’ve told you, man, I’m still a knight. It’s a Gla… it’s an undercover thing.” 
 
    “ ‘Undercover’?” Sir Ariel repeated. 
 
    “He means he’s in the Glamour Squad,” Maeve supplied, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, look,” said Frotwoot, using his free hand to pull the badge out of his pocket and show it to him. 
 
    Sir Ariel narrowed his eyes at the little gecko-emblazoned shield, then, with frightening force and speed, used the grip he had on Frotwoot’s wrist to slam him forward into the crosshatched metal bars that separated them. “Do I look stupid to you?” 
 
    “What?! Dude, no, what’re you—?!” 
 
    “The Glamour Squad don’t carry their shields around! That would kind of defeat the purpose of being glamoured, now, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “Wh—?! No one told me!” 
 
    “Why should they have to tell you? Huh? It’s common sense. They don’t put knights in the Glamour Squad who lack common sense.” 
 
    “Man, what’re you talking about? They are always making me do stuff around here that I don’t have the skills or the brains or the ‘common sense’ to do!” 
 
    A flash of surprise, and then a glimmer of a smirk crossed Sir Ariel’s perpetually-scowling face. “True enough, ‘Sir’ Frotwoot. But the Glamour Squad’s better than that. It’s better than you. And if you don’t hand over that shield, you cocky little fie stain, and get out of here right now, I’ll show you how much better.” 
 
    “… What? What does that even mean?” 
 
    Sir Ariel slammed him into the portcullis again, apparently having decided that in this case actions could speak much louder than words, and Frotwoot (based mostly on the expert advice he was getting from the pain receptors in his ribs) didn’t feel that he was in any position to argue. “All right, all right, here!” said Frotwoot, throwing the badge into the stable. Sir Ariel pushed him away, and bent down to collect it, shaking his head in disgust. “Geez, man, why don’t you—why don’t you just go upstairs and ask Rocky? He’ll tell you I’m—” 
 
    “I don’t have to ask ‘Rocky’,” Sir Ariel cut him off, looking up sharply and piercing his soul with a stare. “A real knight would never give up his shield.” 
 
    Frotwoot’s jaw dropped and just sort of… hung there for a moment while he blinked and double-taked and blinked some more. “Are you serious? Is this some kind of riddle? What do you—?” Without a word, Sir Ariel melted back into the shadows. “Hey!” said Frotwoot, pressing himself up against the portcullis and peering after him into the darkness. “Get back here! I need that badge!” 
 
    There was no answer, no sign of movement. Frotwoot growled in indignation and kicked the gate, inadvertently punishing his big toe for something it hadn’t even been involved in. While he hopped around in pain and swore at the sheer injustice of it all, a familiar giggle sounded in his glamoured earpiece, prompting him to stop hopping, stop (verbally) swearing, and turn on his watch to say, “Golly?” 
 
    “Hey,” she said through an unsuccessfully-stifled laugh. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah! I mean, no, I just—!” 
 
    “You shouldn’t’ve asked Sir Ariel for help, babe. That guy’s crazy.” 
 
    “Wha—? Where are you? Can you see us right now?” 
 
    “Look up.” 
 
    Frotwoot did as he was told, and saw Golly hanging out the window of what used to be his room, waving and smiling. 
 
    “What’re you doing up there?” asked Frotwoot, unsure if he should shout up to her or just keep speaking into his watch (he ended up speaking more loudly into his watch, which didn’t make any sense and made him feel kind of stupid immediately after doing it). 
 
    “I had to come back here to get another glamoured watch!” said Golly (doing the same thing, but to make fun of him). “The whole box of spares we had in the Glamour Squad’s coach got taken by some knights working on another quest, and since they didn’t ask I didn’t know I needed another one until after I gave mine to Swifty.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us that was what you were doing?” 
 
    Golly shrugged and held her hands out. “No watch!” 
 
    “But—” At this point one raindrop too many hit him in the eyes, prompting him and Maeve to seek shelter under the overhang of what was either a nearby armory or pie shop (maybe both?) before continuing. “But the coach has a… has a thingie built into it!” 
 
    “A ‘thingie’?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, a like… radio… microphone… thingie.” 
 
    “… Oh yeah,” said Golly, smiling crookedly and cocking her head at the “realization”, but Frotwoot (as you could probably tell by those sarcastic-looking quote marks around “realization”) didn’t believe for a second that she’d actually forgotten that fact. 
 
    “Is your watch on?” he asked Maeve softly. She quickly checked and then nodded, so, paranoia justified, Frotwoot turned back to Golly and asked into his watch, “How long have you been listening in?” 
 
    “Oh, um… not long. Just for as long as I’ve been here. My earring wasn’t tuned in to listen to Swifty’s watch, because that watch was mine, and yours wasn’t on, so—” 
 
    “How long have you been here?” 
 
    Golly narrowed her eyes at him quizzically. “Why?” 
 
    Frotwoot opened his mouth to answer… but he didn’t know what to say. What he really wanted to know, of course, was whether or not she’d heard anything that was secret between him and Maeve, but he couldn’t just ask that, because then she’d want to know what those secrets were, and— 
 
    “It just seems weird that you knew we were here,” Maeve spoke up when it became (painfully) clear that Frotwoot wasn’t going to, keeping her tone light and casual even though Frotwoot could tell (mostly via her bad acting) that she knew full well how “light and casual” the situation actually wasn’t. 
 
    “Oh,” said Golly, eyes instantly widening back into a less suspicious shape. “Oh, yeah. As soon as I put the earring in I heard you guys talking about the ‘rain race’ and what you were gonna be doing here, so I just stuck around to see it happen.” 
 
    “Even though you knew it wouldn’t work?” said Maeve. 
 
    “Especially because I knew it wouldn’t work,” Golly said with a laugh, which seemed to annoy Maeve as much as it amused Frotwoot. “I’m sorry, but I thought it’d be funny, and, well… it was.” 
 
    “Great, thanks,” Frotwoot nodded sarcastically, an irresistible smirk breaking at least half of his intended deadpan. It was easy to find her playfulness charming again now that he wasn’t so worried about her spying on him. He was sure that it had been her intent to spy, of course, what with her going radio silent like that when she clearly hadn’t needed to, but the fact that she hadn’t gotten anything from it when he’d thought she had was downright relaxing. “So… what do we do now? Should we just go tell your dad to let Sir Ariel in on the secret, or—?” 
 
    “Won’t work. All that’ll do is make Sir Ariel think my dad’s part of some evil conspiracy.” 
 
    “Wha—? Why would that happen?” Maeve laugh-asked, shaking her head in disbelief. 
 
    “It’s happened before,” Golly shrugged, laughing right back but stopping short as she glanced over her shoulder and froze in place for a second as if she were afraid someone had caught her talking to them. Unfreezing, she slightly more cautiously continued, “Sir Ariel takes the Glamour Squad waaay seriously. I think he was one of the first knights to be in it, is why, and one of the rules they came up with when they started was that you don’t reveal that a knight’s been glamoured until a quest’s complete. My dad broke that rule once, to help someone out, and Sir Ariel took over the tower and wouldn’t give it up until we’d convinced him that my dad had been temporarily replaced by his ‘evil twin’.” 
 
    “… What.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Golly agreed with a sad grin and a tilt of her head. ”He was a great knight once (which is how he took over the tower), but it’s pretty obvious why they’ve got him working in the stable.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t be working anywhere.” 
 
    “That’s what the last king thought, but when he tried to make him retire—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yep. He took over the whole castle.” 
 
    “… I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “It’s the truth! I’d tell you to look it up, but the king was pretty good at keeping embarrassing stuff like that out of the news… that’s partly why we didn’t vote him back in again.” 
 
    Frotwoot still didn’t believe her, and he said as much with his eyebrows, but he felt that Sir Ariel had wasted enough of their time already and decided to move on with both the conversation and the quest. “Hey, wait: Why don’t you just go get Clapton for me? You’re already inside, so—” 
 
    Golly shook her head. “Nope. Can’t. I’m ‘suspended’. My dad told Meg about my glamour, so I could get in, but if I tried to go down to the stable I’d have the same problem with Sir Ariel that you just had.” 
 
    “What’re we gonna do, then?” said Maeve, and though she clearly hadn’t intended it to be a rhetorical question it might as well have been. Rubbing his neck and gazing off thoughtfully at nothing, Frotwoot’s eyes fell on a pair of knights and/or squires walking into the tower with their chainmail hoods up. He couldn’t tell who they were, despite knowing everyone in the order… and that gave him an idea. 
 
    “Golly,” he said excitedly into his watch. “Do you think you can throw down a couple of uniforms?”. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Did you hear about Murphy?” 
 
    “Murphy?” 
 
    “Yeah, the new guy. I heard he got torn apart by Clarence Boddicker and his gang.” 
 
    “Oh, riiight, ‘Murphy’. The one who lost his arms and his legs?” 
 
    “And some of his brain, yeah.” 
 
    “Yikes. I’m guessing he didn’t live through that.” 
 
    “No, he did; he’s just acting a little more… robotic than usual.” 
 
    “Robots aren’t a thing here.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, he’s more like a cyborg, anyway.” Frotwoot stopped mid-cover-banter to nod under his stolen metal-linked hood and wave at Dame Megainn as they passed the front desk. “Hey, Meg.” 
 
    “Hello, dear,” the old brownie woman said absently, like she always did (she was working on a ship in a bottle this time). 
 
    “… Anyway,” Frotwoot went on, getting a rush of success-adrenaline as they made their way down the stairs to the stable. “Now that Murphy’s all messed up, I hear Murtaugh’s having some problems with his new partner. I keep telling him he’s too old for this stuff, but—” 
 
    “Hello!” said Maeve, taking her turn to help them avoid looking suspicious by greeting Sir Ariel behind his desk. He glanced up from his newspaper, but just shook his head and went back to reading without saying anything in reply (which was actually pretty friendly for him). 
 
    “—He just always says he’s lucky he didn’t end up like Plissken.” Frotwoot went to go get Clapton, while Maeve got to work raising the gate, both of them being careful not to move too fast or too slow. “Remember that guy? He used to be a hero. Now if you want him to do anything you’ve pretty much gotta threaten his life.” The gate was about halfway up now, and Golly told him in his ear that they were all clear outside, so Frotwoot—having assumed at this point that their knightly disguises had worked well enough on Sir Ariel that he could just lead his trusty steed out on foot without any drama, or even so much as a chase—took Clapton lovingly by the reins and started to lead him across the straw-covered, roughly-hewn stone floor… which, as it turns out, was pretty much all he had to do to prove his assumption wrong and completely give the game away. 
 
    “Wait,” said Sir Ariel, slamming his paper down and bolting to his feet in one smooth, sudden motion. “Stop right there. Who are you? What’re you doing with that catoblepas?. 
 
    “Um…” Frotwoot began, but he knew he’d blown it, every knight and squire had their own steed, they didn’t ever, ever share, and only Frotwoot was willing to ride one as ugly and undesirable as Clapton. “Nothing.” 
 
    Sir Ariel crinkled his nose at that odd, not-even-an-attempt-at-an excuse, and Frotwoot took advantage of the sprite’s momentary confusion to jump into the saddle and start riding. Maeve—who’d stopped cranking up the portcullis as soon as the confrontation had started—rushed across the room to join him, reaching for his outstretched hand as he rode past, but Sir Ariel let out a sonic scream that knocked them both for a loop, and by the time Frotwoot recovered from its effects—or mostly recovered from them, that is, as his ears were still ringing with pain and the one closest to the scream was bleeding—he realized that Clapton had gotten him clear of the tower and left Maeve behind. Rising as upright in his seat as he could (he’d basically been laying down), he took the reins again and started to lead Clapton back the way they’d come, at which point he became aware of another sensation in his ears; a sort of… buzzing… 
 
    “FROTWOOT!!!” a yell that didn’t sound anywhere near as loud as a yell should broke through the buzzes, which then disappeared entirely as he became able to hear through his earpiece again. “Are you okay?!” 
 
    “Uh, nope,” Frotwoot chuckled, wondering how it was possible that his own voice could sound so far away. “This, uh… this isn’t permanent, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No, probably not… I’m sure he pulled his scream a little, and you’re not completely deaf, so—” Golly paused, no doubt having just noticed what he was doing, since when she spoke again she asked, “Where’re you going? Are you going back?” 
 
    “Yeah, I—We left Maeve back there. We have to go get her.” 
 
    “ ‘Maeve’?” 
 
    OH FIE. “No, not—I meant to say ‘Swifty’.” 
 
    “Why would you say ‘Maeve’ instead of ‘Swifty’? Her first name’s ‘Taylor’, isn’t it?” 
 
    “… It’s a pet name.” 
 
    “A pet name?” 
 
    “An old pet name.” 
 
    “Better be. But why ‘Maeve’?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Frotwoot said honestly, but only because he was still thinking of a lie. “I guess it’s because she was like, you know… that lost fairy princess. The famous one. And then I… found her.” 
 
    “So… she was your princess, and she was lost, and then you found her.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And that’s why you call her that.” 
 
    “… Yeah. But I was stupid then, Golly, so stupid, and you know what? You’re my queen now, so, as my most romantic majesty, I hope you can somehow find it in your heart to forgive me of my most treasonous crime, to grant me your royal pardon of love and—” 
 
    “All right, all right, stop!” Golly laughed appreciatively, which was good, because if she hadn’t laughed appreciatively it might have meant she was mad, or—worse—actually believed he was capable of being so unironically cheesy. “I get it! I’m not insane, you know.” 
 
    “Right. Just insanely jealous.” 
 
    “Of that kind of thing? Not really, man. That’s gross.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah… and this isn’t really gonna help me dispute that, at all, but you can’t go back for her.” 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    “You’ll just get arrested! Duh! And even if you don’t, that ‘rain race’ or whatever it is we’re supposed to be doing could be starting any minute! I’ll have my dad get Swifty out later, okay? Just focus on winning, for now, and on completing our quest—Quests.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Do you really have a good argument for that? Or do you just feel icky about it?” 
 
    “… I just feel icky about it.” 
 
    “I know, babe. Me too. But we already accomplished our objective at the tower. Going back there would just undo that.” 
 
    “… Okay,” sighed Frotwoot, turning Clapton around and steering him toward “the middle of the city”. He figured that probably just meant “Castle Square”, but knowing Puck it might’ve actually meant something else, like maybe it wasn’t a location so much as a clue to a location, or— 
 
    “And I swear I’m not just doing this because it’s her,” Golly blurted by way of self-conscious addendum. 
 
    Frotwoot snorted and shook his head in bemusement. “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “I mean, I don’t like her, that much is true, but I wouldn’t let that get in the way of rescuing her or anything. I just don’t think she needs rescuing… y’know?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “How serious were you, anyway?” 
 
    “Golly, really?” 
 
    “… I guess not,” Golly laughed, sounding embarrassed. “I’m sorry, I—I don’t know why I’m acting like this. I never act like this. You must really be something special, babe, to make me this crazy over you.” 
 
    Frotwoot cocked his head and furrowed his brow, for some reason looking to Clapton for his reaction to all this. “Is that just a joke, or is that an actual, like… show of affection?” 
 
    “Um… whichever one doesn’t make me look super weird and insecure?” 
 
    “So neither one.” 
 
    Golly laughed and teased him back, setting off a chain of lovey-dovey, in joke-filled dialogue that would make anyone outside their relationship sick (you know the kind: Pet names, stupid voices, gushing compliments half-phrased as jokes even though they were entirely sincere, etc., etc.) and that sickening chain continued as Frotwoot rode on to his destination, happy that he and Golly were in a good place again, but feeling guilty that it had taken another lie to get it there. When could he tell her the truth, he wondered? Could he ever? He didn’t know, and so he didn’t like to think about it… but just because he didn’t like to think about it didn’t mean he didn’t need to think about it. Especially now that Maeve was back; like, did she know more about him than Golly did? She must, right? Golly had never even heard of Eric Clapton, or seen Die Hard, and Indiana might as well have been fairyland to her! How could he be in a relationship with someone when he couldn’t even be as honest with them as he could with someone he didn’t even particularly like (The Dryad’s emotional residue notwithstanding), but, due to his constant (albeit necessary) dishonesty, knew him better than his girlfriend ever could? Or ever would? How was that fair? He loved her, sure, but did she really love him? How could you love someone you didn’t know? How could you—? 
 
    “Elf!!!” someone shouted through his thoughts as he rode into the Pixie and horses-stolen-by-Pixies-filled center of the city, AKA Castle Square. He smiled and waved, thinking they’d been calling out to him, but when they started drawing their swords and daggers he realized that it had been a warning, not a greeting, and that while it had obviously been about him it hadn’t been directed to him at all. And it only took him waaay too long to figure out why.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa, wait, it’s okay!” he said, turning his wave into a surrender by having his other hand join in. “I’m not a knight! It’s just a disguise!” 
 
    The Pixies looked skeptical, but when Puck and Rumo (who were sharing a sturdy-looking black unicorn whose stirrups Puck’s legs couldn’t possibly have reached on their own, but whose reins he could reach just fine) rode forward the former quelled the skepticism a bit and eased the tension a lot by squinting under the hood for a second and saying with a loud, disbelieving chuckle, “Frotwoot?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Frotwoot, grinning with relief and flipping off his hood so everyone else could see it was him, too. “Sorry. I forgot what I was wearing.” 
 
    “Where’d you get that?” asked Rumo. 
 
    “Where do you think he got it?” said Puck, shaking his head and rolling his eyes at him. “Probably his closet. He still has his old sword, too.” 
 
    Rumo furrowed his brow. “What, they don’t take that stuff away?” 
 
    “Apparently not.” 
 
    “They do, actually,” Golly said softly into Frotwoot’s ear, but luckily none of the Pixies seemed to know that, so after Puck made Frotwoot tell everyone how he’d gotten Clapton (“Wait wait wait, you stole your own steed from your old tower? What, did Pix, like… when you were his squire teach you to be as crazy as he is?”) everyone relaxed and went back to “normal”, which in this case meant waiting around/talking/joking/making out/beating each other up in the rain for another fifteen minutes or so, at which point “normal” ceased as Puck finally motioned for everyone to listen up so they could (presumably) start the race. 
 
    “Okay!” he said with a voice that had just as much presence as the greatest actors of stage and screen. “It doesn’t look like anyone else is coming (especially not Swifty, may she rot in her cell in peace), so here’s the rules: The rider in front chooses the course. We ride until there’s only one rider left. Weapons are allowed, but not lethal ones. If you’ve got a lethal one, use it on yourself right now, Pixies don’t play like that. Any questions?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked around to see if anyone else was going to ask his (what he thought to be very obvious) question, then raised his hand when he realized no one else was. “Uh, yeah. What kind of race is this?” 
 
    Puck smirked as if he’d been hoping someone would ask that, then flicked the reins in his hands as Rumo double-kicked the sides of their unicorn, setting the beast in motion and allowing Rumo to punch the first Pixie they got close to off their horse before Puck finally, theatrically answered, “The kind that’s gonna hurt!!!” 
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    There was a gradually-building frenzy of motion after the moment of shock that followed Puck and Rumo’s announcement and departure, as one Pixie after another realized what it was they were supposed to be doing and then promptly did their best to do it. A few of the sharper and/or more ruthless ones simultaneously did their best to stop others from doing it, lashing out at anyone they could as they themselves chased after Puck, but Frotwoot was in a class all his own—i.e., the class that steered clear of everyone and stared in confusion at the mounting chaos before him. 
 
    “What’re you doing, man?!” asked Golly, even though she could plainly see what he was doing from her perch somewhere on the rooftops. “Get in the game!” 
 
    “… Right, okay, yeah,” said Frotwoot, snapping himself out of it and urging Clapton forward. The other Pixies were all in front of him now, and—despite this being a race—he was really in no particular rush to catch up. As long as he kept a few feet back, riding slowly but always keeping pace, he might just be able to avoid any violence until he got to Puck, and by then (he hoped), he and Rumo would be worn out enough by not avoiding said violence that he’d able to— 
 
    “Aha!!!” laughed the Pixie in front of him after doing a double-take over his shoulder. “Nice try, Elf!” 
 
    Frotwoot ducked just in time to avoid the spiked ball of a chain-style mace that the Pixie in question had aimed at his head and shouted, “GOLLY!!! WHAT DO I DO?!?!” 
 
    “Uh, make it less obvious that you’re in contact with another knight, maybe? Just to start?” 
 
    Frotwoot leaned back, this time, to dodge the follow up swing, and lost most the gecko on his surcoat in the process. “GOLLY!!!” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Golly laughed, because apparently his terror was amusing to her. “Uh… get on his right!” 
 
    “Why?!” 
 
    “You’ll see! Just do it!” 
 
    Frotwoot “just” did it, and as the Pixie wound up his mace-wielding arm for another strike a nearby rain gutter broke in two and hit him in the back of the head with a concentrated deluge of built-up sludge and rainwater.  
 
    “Okay!” said Golly. “Now take his weapon and knock him off!” 
 
    His trust in her now at maximum capacity, Frotwoot grabbed the mace by its chain and pulled, bringing his now completely disoriented, gagging and coughing, temporarily-blinded Pixie opponent within punching distance. The first punch made him lose his grip on his weapon, the second punch didn’t seem to do much more than hurt, and the third punch sent him flying sideways off his saddle and to a rather painful-looking landing on the rain-slicked, cobblestoned street. 
 
    “Did you do that?” Frotwoot asked into his watch. 
 
    “My claws did, yeah.” 
 
    “How’re you keeping up?” 
 
    “Uh… just barely?” Golly laughed weakly, probably because she was too out of breath from all the rooftop jumping she was doing right now to laugh strongly. “Don’t worry about it, just keep going!” 
 
    Frotwoot glanced up toward where he thought she might be, worryingly trying to catch a glimpse of her amidst all the rain and the lightning, but she was doing her job too well, it seemed, and staying unseen. That, or she’d fallen off and died. For his current sanity, though, he decided he was going to immediately stop picturing that latter option, assume the former, and get back into the race. 
 
    The next two Pixies in line (that is, the next two Pixies who were going slow enough that it would be unwise to ignore them) were already fighting each other—sword fighting, to be exact. Really, really awesomely sword fighting. Frotwoot was just going to wait it out and fight the winner, but then Golly urged him to hit them both while they were distracted and he realized that that was probably a better (if somewhat less sporting) idea and proceeded to do just that, instead. 
 
    “Sorry!” he called back, cringing sympathetically as they both hit the ground. When he looked forward again it was to see a wild-haired, tatters-clothed Pixie girl with buck teeth jumping from the back of her steed to the front of Frotwoot’s, clawing at his face like a feral animal and making him go “Gah!!!” as she (presumably) tried to hijack Clapton out from under him. Luckily, Clapton didn’t need Frotwoot to steer him (it actually went more smoothly when he didn’t), so he was able to dedicate both hands to holding the crazy girl by her wrists and the strength of his arms to keeping her dirty, dirty fingernails away from his eyes. 
 
    “Oh no, you dropped your mace!” Golly told him, as if he hadn’t noticed it bouncing up out of his lap. 
 
    “Oops!” he all-but-shouted back sarcastically, because he had, in fact, noticed it bouncing up out of his lap. 
 
    “Wait, though, it’s okay! She’s got a dagger down the back of her pants! Quick, let go of one of her arms for a second and grab it!” 
 
    “Uh… if you could smell this person right now, Golly, I don’t think you’d be telling me to do that!” 
 
    “… What, are you serious? Just take it!” 
 
    “No! Her pants smell!” 
 
    “Frotwoot—!” 
 
    “I’d rather die!” 
 
    “Who you talkin’ to?” the girl he was grappling with asked, emphasizing each syllable in a weird, sing-songy way and wiggling her head around like she was possessed. 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” breathed Frotwoot, turning his head away in revulsion and, somehow, finding another inch and a half of reach in his arms he could use despite having already extended to them what he’d thought was their fullest extent. 
 
    “Oh, wait! Duh! You have gloves on, Frotwoot! Just use your gloves!” 
 
    “I don’t know if they’ll be enough!” 
 
    “You know, babe, there’s such a thing as taking a joke too far…” 
 
    “I’m not joking!” said Frotwoot, but while that was entirely true it occurred to him that maybe it shouldn’t have been. Hanging around Pixley seemed to be rubbing off on him in all the wrong ways. “All right, fine,” he sighed. “Just let me—” 
 
    “You hear the voices too?!” the Pixie girl asked him in what was either an incredibly excited or terribly frightened way. 
 
    “Yeah! Voices! That’s it!” said Frotwoot, throwing the wrist in his right hand as hard as he could to the left and reaching behind her with his now entirely free right hand to take the dagger. 
 
    “Ow!” the girl cried out, clutching the small of her back as he drew it from her improvised/unsanitary sheath, apparently having cut her with it on the way out. “Ow ow ow! What’re you—?! Oh, fie!” She shielded her face with both arms. “Don’t kill me, Elf! Don’t kill me!” 
 
    “… What?” Frotwoot laughed, furrowing his brow at her fearful reaction and looking at the dagger in his hand. “Oh, geez, there’s no amber on this thing!!!” 
 
    “I know!” she sneered, getting right in his face to do so. “If there were I would’ve used it!” 
 
    “All right… um… I’ll just push you off, then,” said Frotwoot, dropping the dagger to make his words a reality. The Pixie girl shrieked in protest, but she’d already given up her hold on him and didn’t have time to reassert it before he’d sent her tumbling shoulder first to the now-significantly-dirtier-for her-presence street. 
 
    “Good job, Frotwoot!” said Golly, creating a slight echo as she simultaneously got close enough for him to hear her without his earpiece by jumping off the roof she was on, landing on a street lamp, and running along it to fall effortlessly into the Pixie girl’s abandoned saddle just as the horse it was on was starting to slow down to match Clapton’s stride. “You think she broke anything?” she asked, breathing heavily but happily as she pulled up alongside him. 
 
    “Did you?!” 
 
    Golly grinned, but otherwise ignored his question as she suddenly rode off into the nearest alley. 
 
    “Wait, where’re you going?” Frotwoot asked in two directions at once, not sure if he should talk to her back or to his watch. 
 
    “Back behind the scenes! It’ll be a lot easier to keep up with you now that I’ve got a noggle.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A noggle; the thing I’m riding? The blue mist coming from its hooves lets it run up walls and stuff.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s cool.” 
 
    “Dude, how do you not know what a noggle is?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Terrijo’s a noggle!” 
 
    “Terrijo?” 
 
    “My steed! She’s been my steed since we were squires!” 
 
    “I’ve… never really worked with you and her on a quest before, have I?” 
 
    “I guess not, but remember that time she got sick and I was so worried and—?” 
 
    “Oh, fie!!!” Frotwoot interrupted her as he nearly got shot in the head with an arrow, not so much because he needed to cry out so much as because he just wanted to change the subject. “Where’d that come from?!” 
 
    “… Sharpshooter a few blocks down. Take the troll road that’s coming up and follow it till I tell you it’s safe to come back up.” 
 
    “ ‘Troll road’?” 
 
    “What, are you kidding me?” 
 
    “Am I ever kidding you about not knowing stuff?” Frotwoot asked testily, having just had to dodge a second arrow by veering Clapton to the left. “I’m just a dumb hick from Fae, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’ve lived in Tirnanogue for almost a season now… how could you not—?” 
 
    “Because I’m a dumb hick, Golly! It’s right there in the description! Can you just tell me what you mean, now, and make fun of me later?” 
 
    “Okay, yeah, sure: The troll road’s that, um… road, I guess, that runs under all the bridges without water.” 
 
    “… You mean that big gutter down there? I thought all that just used to be part of the river until it dried up or something.” 
 
    “It was, yeah, but it didn’t just ‘dry up’; trolls like to live underground, I guess, because there’s no sunlight down there, so when we elected a troll king the first thing he did was reroute most of the water into just the one river we have now and let them build apartments and schools and stuff down there so it’d be more like home.” 
 
    “Oh, okay… so it’s like a troll ghetto, then.” 
 
    “ ‘Ghetto’?” 
 
    “Ha! Who’s the hick now?” Frotwoot laughed out loud for the first sentence then murmured to himself for the second, steering Clapton down one of the many, heretofore-unnoticed steep concrete ramps that sat next to the just-as-many, and just-as-unnoticed sets of stone stairs that periodically offered both riders and pedestrians entry from the street above to the “troll road” below. “… Uh-oh.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’re another couple of Pixies down here.” 
 
    “Do they see you?” 
 
    “No… well, yeah, now they do.” 
 
    “Any weapons?” 
 
    “Uh-uh. But they look like they’re working together.” 
 
    “No-good cheaters.” 
 
    “I know, right?” said Frotwoot, smirking at her joke—which was unfortunate, because the Pixies he was referring to caught his eye as he did and clearly assumed the smirk was for them. 
 
    “What, you think we’re scared of you, Elf?” said the one on the right, slowing his steed down to draw level with Frotwoot. “You and your ‘knight stuff’? That why you’re lookin’ so cocky?” 
 
    “Yeah… or maybe it’s because Puck thinks he can use you to replace Pix, and you don’t mind him thinking that,” the other Pixie theorized, doing the same thing as the first but on the opposite side. “You think he’ll protect you or something? Is that it?” 
 
    “… Wow. You guys have thought about this a lot more than I have,” said Frotwoot, taking a gamble that a little levity (coupled with his boyish smile) would be enough to defuse the situation. 
 
    “What, you surprised we can think?” asked the one on the right, giving him a shove. 
 
    “Yeah, you think you’re better than us, just ‘cause Puck thinks so?” asked the other, giving him a nice, balancing shove that actually saved him from falling out of his saddle. “Is that what you think?” 
 
    “Look, guys—” 
 
    “A lot of Pixies’re gonna be real happy to hear about you hittin’ the dirt,” said the one on the right, shoving him again. 
 
    “Yeah!” the one on the left added, continuing her end of the shoving volley, at least, if not the quipping one. It went back and forth like that for another minute or so, each of them saying something threatening and shoving him away from them when they were done, until finally Frotwoot snapped and pulled up on the reins, bringing Clapton to a sudden, hind-legged stop that knocked the Pixie on the right off his horse and left the one on the left shoving at thin air. She looked back at him in confusion, and as she did Frotwoot quickly flipped the siren switch on the knight-band radio strapped to the back of his saddle. 
 
    “They’re coming!” he shouted, kicking Clapton back into action and feigning panic as he overtook his erstwhile pursuer. “The knights! They’re coming! Run!!!” 
 
    The Pixie fell for it once she’d processed it, abandoning her stolen horse and the race she’d stolen it for to fly away. Frotwoot immediately let Clapton slow down, and turned him around so he could watch her go, but he waited till he was sure she was out of earshot before turning off the siren. 
 
    “Good trick,” said Golly, as Clapton cantered back around. “It worked on the sharpshooter, too.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re gone. And since I just took down the rider in front of them, I think all that’s left, now, is you, Puck, and Rumo.” 
 
    “No way!” laughed Frotwoot. 
 
    “Yeah, look at that; your cowardice strategy worked.” 
 
    “I’m a great coward.” 
 
    “The best, babe. The best. Now, um… if you don’t want Puck to think the race is over then you’d probably better get back into it, because he’s looking around right now and I think he’s—” 
 
    “Yeah, right, okay; where is he?” 
 
    “Uh… what do you mean?” 
 
    “This ‘troll road’s’, like, all twisty and stuff. I don’t even know where I came from anymore.” 
 
    “Well… you have to be close enough for the sharpshooter to have heard you, so… I guess just ride back out onto the main road and head south?” 
 
    “… Which way’s south?” 
 
    “Wha—? You’re just messing with me now, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” laughed/lied Frotwoot, taking the first ramp up out of the troll road and hoping he could figure it out on his own. The castle was north, he knew that much, but he couldn’t really see the castle from here so he was probably going to have to ride along for a while looking for other landmarks he could relate to it… like that little record store he always went to, which was right in front of him and indicating that he was going the wrong way. “Oh, fie,” he muttered, turning around on the spot and taking off at full speed down the street. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “You really didn’t know which way was south, did you?” 
 
    “Could you just let me keep my dignity, Golly? Just this once?” 
 
    Golly laughed, so apparently the answer was “no”, and before he could make a self-deprecating joke to that effect a length of chain shot up in front of him, tripping Clapton up and sending them both tumbling to the ground. Whoever’d raised the chain had dropped it and disappeared before Frotwoot had regained his feet, and as he spun around wildly, looking for them in the dark alleys and shadows that surrounded him, someone whistled, drawing his attention to the whistler. 
 
    “Remember me?” said the whistler, grinning in a not-very-friendly way and stepping off the sidewalk to give him a better look. Frotwoot did, in fact, remember him, as he was the baseball-capped phooka who’d taken all his busking money just a couple of days before, but he didn’t have a chance to say so before said phooka lowered his head and rammed him straight in the chest with his devil-like horns, knocking him back through a flimsy wooden fence and into a deep, muddy quarry that the city had no doubt put that very fence up to conceal. When he’d stopped bouncing and rolling around at the bottom of that manmade pit, Frotwoot started to prop himself up and was immediately kicked onto his back by someone who’d been standing nearby. It was then that he saw that most of the quarry was encircled by an army of solemn-faced gangsters wearing bloodstained hats, and that the person who’d just kicked him (quite hard, in fact) was the brownie girl from last night. 
 
    “What—?!” Frotwoot began, but was stopped short both physically and verbally by the cool, sharp touch of a non-magical sword to the side of his neck. 
 
    “Tell me something,” said the brownie girl, keeping the tip of her blade in gentle, almost casual contact with his skin as she paced around him where he lay. “Why… do the magic men… want you dead?” 
 
    Frotwoot’s eyes went wide with surprise and followed her until she stopped again in front of him. “The—The magic men?” 
 
    “Don’t pretend you don’t know who I’m talking about.” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Oh, right… sorry.” She stabbed him in the wrist, shattering his glamoured watch and making him roll over to swear and clutch at it in pain. “There. You can speak freely now.” 
 
    “Frotwoot?” said Golly into his ear. “Frotwoot, what’s going on? Where are you? I see Clapton, I think, but…” 
 
    Frotwoot couldn’t answer her, of course, so once he’d caught his breath he opted instead to answer the person he could answer, albeit with a question of his own. “How the—? How do you know about the magic men?!” 
 
    “How do you?” 
 
    Frotwoot started to sit up, but the brownie girl smiled and made it clear with a firm press of her sword that he shouldn’t. “I don’t know, it’s… it’s a long story! I guess they kidnapped me when I was a kid and I escaped from their dungeon, or something. I don’t really remember it, though” 
 
    “Same. Except for the ‘not remembering’ and the ‘escaping’.” She cocked her head at him. “Any idea why they want me to kill you?” 
 
    “No! I—!” Frotwoot shook his head in disbelief, shaving off a bit of his morning peach fuzz in the process. “Why would they want you to kill me?!?!” 
 
    “… Does that mean you don’t know?” 
 
    “Yes! I don’t know!!!” 
 
    The brownie girl sighed, bit her lip, and looked away thoughtfully for a moment… then shrugged and raised her sword over her head. “Oh, well. I think I’ll do it anyway.” 
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    Lightning flashed and thunder crashed as the brownie girl plunged her sword downward, missing Frotwoot’s chest by mere inches as he rolled out of the way, but, as dramatically-framed as all this life or death action was, Frotwoot still somehow managed to have his attention pulled away from it by the sudden appearance of a faerie man falling out of the sky. The brownie girl no doubt noticed Frotwoot’s situationally-inappropriate state of distraction and quickly spun around to catch the edge of the faerie man’s much more legal-looking sword with hers in mid-air, her knees buckling out from under her at the sheer force of his blow. The faerie man landed deftly in the mud a few feet away, pushing his and the brownie girl’s locked blades apart as he did, and now that he was close enough to look like more than a gossamer-winged silhouette to him Frotwoot recognized him at once. 
 
    It was Pixley. 
 
    “Oh-ho, yes,” the brownie girl laughed in psychopathic delight, jumping back to her feet and twirling her weapon around in the air in anticipation. “It’s you. I was hoping you’d come.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, so was I,” muttered Frotwoot, clambering upright to stand at his knight’s side. Pixley threw a crooked, slightly apologetic smile at him, then took an extra sword off his belt without looking to—also without looking—give it to his squire. 
 
    “Here, you left this at your apartment.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks,” said Frotwoot, clumsily buckling the sheath to his sword belt and—when he was finally done doing that—drawing his sword from it. The whole process probably only took about twenty seconds or so, but he felt so awkward with everyone watching and waiting for him that it felt more like an hour. 
 
    “…Ready?” said Pixley, in a tone that certainly did not help with the awkwardness. 
 
    “Yeah, ready.” 
 
    “Okay!” the brownie girl said brightly. “The Pixie knight’s mine, but if anyone wants to kill the Pixie squire… go right ahead. I don’t care.” 
 
    “No one’s killing anyone,” said Pixley. 
 
    The brownie girl snorted and rolled her eyes, then lunged forward to begin the fight. Pixley parried her attack to one side and took a spinning step forward, trading places with her as he did, and aimed his sword at the back of her neck. She parried that, and went for a low-blow counter that he had to use his wings to jump away from, and from there they both started moving so fast that Frotwoot would have lost track of what was happening even if he didn’t have his own opponents to deal with; the rest of the gang had just started to come running/flying at him from all sides, and he surprised himself by not immediately dying when the first wave reached him. He even took a few of them down. The second wave wasn’t as incompetent and/or easy to dodge, though, and the third wave actually seemed to know what they were doing. So, weaving, ducking, and slashing his way back to the much easier to handle—and partially-unconscious—first wave [he had to go “back” to them because weaving, ducking, and slashing his way forward had been his action movie-derived combat strategy, figuring (correctly) that being a quickly moving target among their own ranks would make his attackers more likely to hit each other than him], Frotwoot found a spot of ground where he could temporarily hold his own and shouted over his shoulder, “Hey, Pix?!” 
 
    “… Yeah?!” 
 
    “Can we go now?!” 
 
    Pixley didn’t answer right away, as he was pretty busy at the moment fighting the brownie girl for his life, but he seemed to take Frotwoot’s question as a signal to stop being so honorable and bring that fight to an end, because it was only a few seconds later that he used his sword to scoop up and fling a chunk of mud at her face and non-fatally run her through while she was blinded by it. He pivoted around just in time to save Frotwoot’s life (or least a good chunk of his brain), and waded into the battle while simultaneously looking around and over the gang members’ heads as if he were searching for something. “Uhhh… yeah,” he finally answered, nodding in the direction of a large drainage pipe that was sticking out of the quarry wall, because, apparently, what he’d been searching for was an escape route. “We can go.” 
 
    With Pixley leading the way, the two of them cleared a quick and rather violent path to the pipe, sprinting to and jumping into it as soon as they were clear to do so. The brownie girl’s gang started to follow them, of course, but Pixley expertly cut some rusted old chains that were hanging up above and a heavy metal grate fell over the entrance just in time. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Pixley, panting just as much as Frotwoot was while they took a moment to lean up against the inside of the pipe and catch their breath. 
 
    “Yeah, kind of,” Frotwoot chuckled weakly. “I think I’m gonna need a new watch, though.” 
 
    Pixley smirked and looked like he was going to say something funny back, but before he could the brownie girl appeared at the grate, slamming up against it and giving them both an incredible jump-scare. She and her gang laughed hysterically at the shock and horror written on the knights’ faces, none of them seeming the least bit perturbed that their leader was up and walking around when, by all rights, she should have still been lying magically-unconscious in the mud, and they were still laughing about it when Frotwoot and Pixley wordlessly yet unanimously decided to stop trying to figure out how this was possible and very quickly (but not too quickly, for pride’s sake) got themselves the heck out of there. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “I’ve been tailing the Redcaps around the city since last night,” said Pixley, sitting back and watching while Golly cleaned and bandaged Frotwoot’s wrist in the back of the Glamour Squad’s coach. She hadn’t been hard to find from the air, what with the noggle’s glowing hoof-mist and all, and now that she’d been updated on what had happened in the quarry (minus the stuff about the magic men, of course) it was Pixley’s turn to explain to them why he’d gone AWOL. “One of them at the club didn’t have his weapon on him when the knights got there, so they had to let him go. I followed him home, thinking he might say or hear something about what’d happened to Puck, but I got impatient after a while and just went and asked him.” 
 
    “Was this, like, a big fat goblin guy?” asked Frotwoot, getting a bemused look from Golly. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Pixley nodded. “Very fat. Anyway, he told me that he didn’t know, but that he’d tell me anything else I wanted to know if I didn’t kill him. I thought that was weird, but then I realized that I wasn’t in uniform, and so he probably didn’t know who I was; he just thought I was some Pixie. Letting him keep thinking that made scaring information out of him a lot easier, but he didn’t really know a whole lot, so… I guess it didn’t matter. All I really found out from him was the name of the gang—” 
 
    “The Redcaps,” said Golly. 
 
    “—Right, and that he’d ‘faked’ his way through his initiation. I asked him what the initiation was, but before he could tell me someone knocked on the door. He started screaming for help, so I got out of there, and he and his Redcap friends who’d just showed up looked for me for a while before giving up and going to tell their leader, Blinn, about what’d happened.” 
 
    “Is ‘Blinn’ that super hot brownie girl we fought?” asked Frotwoot, holding an inquisitive deadpan just long enough to make Golly react, at which point he grinned and then flinched as she playfully pretended to hit him on his wound. 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Very hot,” said Pixley, furrowing his brow and laughing his silent laugh. “Anyway, I followed them to a payphone, and after they called her she showed up about fifteen minutes later to talk. Apparently she didn’t know yet that Frotwoot had gotten away, and when the goblin told her she… um…” 
 
    Frotwoot and Golly waited, the former leaning forward expectantly. 
 
    “She killed him,” Pixley finished, swallowing hard and nodding to himself. “Cut his throat and soaked her hat in his blood.” 
 
    Golly covered her mouth with her hand and Frotwoot leaned back in his chair, their jaws dropped and their eyes wide. 
 
    “It just—it happened too fast for me to stop it, or I… I would’ve. She didn’t give him any kind of warning, no—She didn’t even look like she was mad, she just… did it. The other Redcaps didn’t look surprised; they just asked her how her fight with Puck went, and she told them about it like nothing had even happened. I tried to follow her when she left, but she took her hat off and stuck to the shadows, so I lost her pretty fast. She’d told her gang members to get rid of the body, though, so I was able to follow the blood trail back to them and pick another target to tail when they separated. I stuck with them until they sprung their trap at the quarry, of course, and then… well, you know the rest.” 
 
    “Did you see that that phooka who mugged me was there?” 
 
    “… He was?” said Pixley, furrowing his brow and letting out an incredulous. “What, as part of the gang?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. I mean, I think so.” 
 
    “Did he have blood on his hat? Because I remember he had a hat, so—” 
 
    “He did, yeah!” 
 
    “What, a hat, or blood on his hat?” 
 
    “Both, dude!” 
 
    “He was definitely part of the gang, then; I wonder if he was a member before or after he—?” 
 
    “Wait, why didn’t you check in with us?!” Golly demanded abruptly, looking rather shocked that that detail hadn’t been included in his story. 
 
    “I didn’t have my watch. You did.” 
 
    “Ever heard of a phone?!” 
 
    “Ever heard of a Pix?” Frotwoot chimed in with a smirk that quickly crumbled under the force of her glare. 
 
    “Yeah, I have, and I don’t care!!! Crazy or not, man, you still should’ve—!” 
 
    Pixley stopped her by placing a hand on her shoulder and looking her in the eye, which, for Pixley, was about as intimate a gesture as anyone he called “friend” could get. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I won’t run out on you guys like that again. It’s just that Puck, he…” 
 
    “We know,” Frotwoot assured him, smiling understandingly, and Golly—apparently having accepted his apology—smiled and nodded at him in the same way. Pixley marred her smile a bit by taking his hand back and wiping it off on his pants, but as this wasn’t entirely unexpected she rolled with it as cheerfully as she could and proceeded to fill him in on everything they’d been doing since he’d been gone. He seemed surprised that Maeve had joined in on the quest, of course, and utterly confused that Frotwoot had declared himself to be religious (they’d talked about Dryadicism once or twice before, and Frotwoot’s ignorance of the subject had astounded him), but he agreed that while they should continue to focus on the Pixie Dust that if they could get Dryad’s The Holy Grimoire back then they most certainly should. 
 
    “Wait, so Puck said it was in the trophy room?” asked Pixley as he and Frotwoot stepped out of the coach, Golly leaning up against the door frame to see them off. 
 
    “No, Swifty did,” Frotwoot answered him. “I didn’t ask Puck.” 
 
    “Good. That would’ve been stupid.” Pixley folded his arms and rubbed his chin, no doubt thinking about everything he’d just heard and running it through that bizarre-but-brilliant mind of his that Frotwoot often envied but never actually wanted (because of, you know… the “bizarre” part). “Well… if that’s true, then I really wish you would’ve won that race, because that trophy room is hard to get into.” 
 
    “Yeah, we know,” said Golly, nodding and raising her eyebrows. 
 
    “Do you have a backup plan?” 
 
    Frotwoot and Golly exchanged glances, just in case either of them had thought of one, then answered in almost perfect unison, “Nope.” 
 
    “All right,” Pixley sighed. “I guess I’ll just think of something, then. In the meantime, Frotwoot: You go back to Pixie Land and keep your eyes open. Golly: You stay in the coach and run support. ” 
 
    His squires both nodded and moved to follow their orders, but as soon as Golly had closed the door behind her Pixley stopped Frotwoot and took him aside to add, “Oh, and Frotwoot: Don’t make Golly any more jealous than she already is. The last thing we need right now is an angry Rustigark.” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed, because he assumed this was a joke, but the way Pixley looked at him seemed to imply that it wasn’t. “Okay, yeah. Got it.” 
 
    “And I’m not just talking about Golly, either.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Or Rustigarks.” 
 
    “What’re you—? Oh." 
 
    Pixley held his gaze and his arm for a few seconds longer than he had to before letting him go and flying away. If they hadn’t been friends, Frotwoot thought as he crossed the street to take advantage of all the rain-sheltering overhangs attached to the buildings that lined the sidewalk, that “order” he’d just gotten probably would’ve sounded a lot more like a threat. It had certainly felt like one… 
 
    “Whatever,” Frotwoot murmured, reaching into his pocket (the knightly uniform he’d been wearing had been replaced with the Pixie one) to pull out his phone and listen to some music. There was no one else around to see it, after all, and the walk back to Pixie Land was going to be a long(ish) one, so he figured while he had the chance he might as well just— 
 
    “What the fie?” Dozens of texts from a number he’d never seen before filled his inbox, along with one from Wes saying he should ignore all those other texts because they were just Edgar being stupid. Each one had been sent about a half hour apart, except for the last five or so, which seemed to be… from the next day? That couldn’t be right. There hadn’t been dozens of texts in his phone this morning, had there? 
 
    Resolving to get to the bottom of this, Frotwoot started checking the individual texts… and found no helpful information in them at all. They all just said the same, basically useless thing: “EMERGENCY!!! PLZ CALL!!! THIS IS EDGAR BTW!!!” 
 
    “Huh. I guess he really was just being stupid,” said Frotwoot, shaking his head and calling Edgar’s number. It only rang once before he answered. 
 
    “Hello?! Fruitwood?!” 
 
    “… It’s Frotwoot. Hi. What’s up?” 
 
    “Wes has gone crazy, man! He tied that old lady to a chair and—!” 
 
    “Did you call Frotwoot?” Wes’ voice demanded from the background. “What’d I tell you about calling Frotwoot, Edgar? Here, gimme that!” 
 
    “No! Get away from me!” said Edgar. There were sounds of a scuffle, followed by the slam of a door and some pretty furious pounding as Edgar continued. “You’ve gotta do something, man! He’s out of control!” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do? Where’s Astrid?” 
 
    “She bailed on us as soon as Wes punched the old lady.” 
 
    “… As soon as Wes did what?!” 
 
    A terrible crashing sound and a high-pitched scream made Frotwoot move the phone away from his ear, and when he brought it back it was Wes’ voice he heard next. “Hey, Crossley. What’s up?” 
 
    “Wes, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothin’. What’s going on with you?” 
 
    “Did you punch Ruth and tie her to a chair?” 
 
    There was a long pause, and then, “It wasn’t a punch, okay? It was more like a… closed-fist slap.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “You know how strong I am, man; If I’d ‘punched’ her head would’ve exploded.” 
 
    “Why’d you ‘closed-fist slap’ her, then?” 
 
    “Because she was about to call the cops! Seriously though, man, it’s Edgar’s fault. If he would’ve just drank the milk she gave him—” 
 
    “I’m lactose intolerant!” Edgar objected from what sounded like a distance, but was probably just the floor where he was being pinned or something under Wes’ knee. 
 
    “Who cares? Fairies love milk, you idiot! You totally gave us away!” 
 
    “Oh, what, so you knew that fairies loved milk before the old lady told us?” 
 
    “I might’ve known it once… hey, you love chocolate milk, right Frotwoot?” 
 
    Frotwoot took a second to rub the bridge of his nose and think for a bit before answering. “Yeah. Yeah, I like it. But I don’t think that’s because I’m a fairy, dude, that’s just—Is she still tied up right now?” 
 
    “Yeah, duh! She’s seen our faces! We can’t just let her go!” 
 
    “She’s seen your—? What’re you, in the Mafia, Wes? Go untie her right now.” 
 
    “But she’ll call the cops!” 
 
    “So? I don’t care, man! She should call the cops! What are you even thinking, right now? How else did you think this was gonna end?” 
 
    “… Can you at least try to talk to her first? Tell her you bewitched us with like, a fairy spell or something?” 
 
    “Why would she believe that?” 
 
    “Why—? Because you can video chat with her, man! You can show her your wings!” 
 
    “What, and show her my face?” scoffed Frotwoot, who was mostly kidding. 
 
    “Come on, man! We were doing this for you!” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed at the truth of that, then shook his head and said, “All right, fine. Let me talk to her.” 
 
    Once they’d switched the call over to video (it was always a process with Wes, who didn’t fully understand it) Frotwoot could see that Ruth was indeed tied to a chair in her kitchen, looking confused and terrified. “What’re you doing? Who is that?” she asked, looking past the phone, presumably at Wes. 
 
    “That’s Crossley,” Wes replied. “He’s a fairy. A real one. He wants to talk to you.” 
 
    “ ‘Crossley’?” said Ruth, looking at Frotwoot with narrowed eyes. “That’s not a faerie name…” 
 
    “I was adopted,” Frotwoot told her, trying to look as friendly and reassuring as possible. “My first name’s Frotwoot.” 
 
    “Oh. Yes, yes, that sounds more fae-like. So you were a changeling?” 
 
    “A… what?” 
 
    “A changeling. It means you were swapped with a human child.” 
 
    “No,” said Frotwoot, suddenly comprehending the Changeling franchise’s title and how it tied in with the main character’s swapped-at-birth origin story, neither of which he’d ever actually given much thought to before. “I don’t think so. My parents just found me.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re a foundling, then! I see! And yet… your friends claimed to be faeries, too…” 
 
    Frotwoot showed her his wings. 
 
    “Oh! Oh my, how lovely! Forgive me for testing you like that, Frotwoot, but—Did you know that your friends here aren’t really faeries?” 
 
    “Yeah, I, uh… I did know that. Sorry.” 
 
    “Why should you be sorry?” 
 
    “Because I… sent them there?” 
 
    “You did? Have I… have I displeased the Seelie Court in some way, or—?” 
 
    “What? Oh, no, no, my friends are just idiots,” Frotwoot assured her, getting an offended gasp from Wes in the process. “The Seelie Court’s verrry happy with you, Ruth. You’re the best.” 
 
    The look of delight on Ruth’s face after she’d heard that couldn’t be described with mere words, nor could the feeling it gave Frotwoot to have caused it. No wonder The Dryad liked to pretend he was a god… 
 
    “Maeve and I need your help,” he said, shaking off that last thought like the disease-ridden tick that it was. “We wanna get back to Earth, and there’s some magic rocks in your basement that—” 
 
    “ ‘Magic rocks’? Do you mean the faerie ring?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah, sure. I guess you could call it that. It doesn’t just work for fairies, though.” 
 
    “Of course, of course; but it does work?” 
 
    Frotwoot held out his phone so she could see Tirnanogue in all its glory. “It’s how I got here.” 
 
    “If I help you, would you let me use it?” 
 
    Frotwoot had to think about that one. He didn’t see why not, but he didn’t see “why”, either, so after a few seconds’ deliberation he finally just asked: “Why? Do you, like… wanna live here or something?” 
 
    “Oh, more than anything anyone’s ever wanted before!” 
 
    “What about your family? Your friends?” 
 
    “The fairfolk are my only family, and the fairfolk are my only friends.” 
 
    “That’s… sad. But yeah, okay. Sure.” 
 
    There was that look of delight again, except she closed her eyes this time, as if the delight was started to get to be too much “What do I have to do?” 
 
    “Not much; just let my friends into the house when they ask you to and don’t call the cops.” 
 
    “Will it take very long?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I hope not.” 
 
    “Good. I don’t have much time left! I will do everything in my power to help you, Frotwoot. Thank you.” 
 
    “What? No, thank you. Can you like, untie her now, Wes? Like, let her go to the bathroom, and… feed her and stuff?” 
 
    “Dude, we’ve been feeding her and letting her go the bathroom!” said Wes from off-camera, with yet another offended gasp. “We even ordered her her favorite pizza last night! Edgar’s treat!” 
 
    “Okay, but—Wait wait wait, what do you mean ‘last night’?” 
 
    “What do you mean what do I mean ‘last night’?” Wes countered, getting his face into frame like he was taking a selfie as he knelt down next to Ruth to start untying her. 
 
    “You weren’t even there last night!” 
 
    “Uh… yeah we were. We’ve been here since yesterday morning.” 
 
    “No, you’ve been there since this morning.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh.” 
 
    “Yuh-huh! That’s when you called me!” 
 
    “No it isn’t.” 
 
    “Yes it is.” 
 
    “No it isn’t.” 
 
    “Yes it—” Frotwoot stopped arguing and checked his call logs, keeping Wes on the line as he compared the dates of the last two calls… 
 
    And saw that Wes was absolutely right. 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” he breathed, first falling into and then sliding down the nearest brick wall to sit on the sidewalk, furrowing his brow in disbelief as he checked and re-checked the dates in front of him. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Is it still the same day there?” 
 
    “Yeah, but—? How is that—? I don’t—?” 
 
    “Time flows differently here than it does in the realm of the faerie,” Ruth chimed in very matter-0f -factly, having been freed by Wes to stand up, stretch a bit, and immediately sit back down in the very same chair. “One night there has been known to last a century here. There are all kinds of stories about it.” 
 
    “It hasn’t been a century, though,” said Wes. “And Frotwoot’s been gone lots of nights.” 
 
    “How many?” asked Frotwoot. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How many nights?” 
 
    “Dude, it’s been like… eight months?” 
 
    Frotwoot closed his eyes and not-too-lightly hit the back of his head up against the wall. 
 
    “What? Is that like—? How long’s it been there?” 
 
    “… Fifteen weeks.” 
 
    “Fifteen—?! That’s like—!” Wes visibly tried to do the math in his head, then called out to the other room when he realized he couldn’t, “Edgar! How many less months is fifteen weeks than eight?” 
 
    “Uh… almost half?” Edgar called weakly back, from somewhere nearby that was almost certainly the floor. “There’s about four weeks in a month, so—” 
 
    “Does that ever happen?” Wes asked Ruth, ignoring the rest of Edgar’s mathematical reasoning even though Frotwoot could hear him continuing it. “Does stuff in fairyland ever just move at half speed?” 
 
    “It depends,” Ruth shrugged. “The Fae and their magicks aren’t as strictly governed by the natural laws as we are, so any attempt to understand them will, due to their wonderfully chaotic nature, only ever result in—”  
 
    “Is that a ‘yes’?” Wes cut her off. 
 
    Ruth looked taken aback at his lack of manners for a moment (which was kind of odd, Frotwoot thought, considering what else he’d done to showcase his manners so far), then nodded unhappily. 
 
    “Can we stop it?” 
 
    “Stop what?” 
 
    “The time moving too fast thing!” 
 
    “Oh no, no, no, I very much doubt it! Your friend just needs to come back from his journey to the Otherworld before too much time has passed in our world! Otherwise… who knows? Time, here, might start to move faster. It might start to move slower. And if you don’t heed these words, then, the world you left behind, dear Frotwoot,” she looked directly at him through the phone, clearly relishing this opportunity to talk about her interests, “May no longer be the world that you will one day return to.” 
 
    “Yeah, great. Thanks,” said Frotwoot, getting back to his feet. “I guess I’d better hurry, then.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    When he got back to Pixie Land Frotwoot was surprised to find that the Hall of Monarchs was wide open, and that Pixies were flowing in and out of it like commuters at a train station. No one stopped him as he leaned through the double-doorway to peek inside, but when he actually stepped in Puck whirled to greet him as if he’d tripped some sort of sensor. “Elf! Buddy! Where’ve you been? We were waiting for you at the front of the pack for what felt like forever!” 
 
    “Yeah, you get lost or somethin’?” asked Rumo, flashing him the terrifying rictus he called a grin and beckoning him over to where they were. The group that had formed (and always seemed to form) around them parted to let Frotwoot in, at which point Puck threw his arm out toward the nearest display and continued the tour he seemed to have been giving before the preceding interruption. 
 
    “And here we have a mannequin of the late, great, Diyana Titania, vandalized to look more like our current queen and shameless Pix-stealer Mab (note the pillow under the dress, used to illustrate how fat and dumpy she is, and the stupid-looking face I drew on, used to illustrate how petty I am). The reason this is a trophy is because what’s underneath the dress was stolen directly from her laundry basket by one of our inductees, whose name I don’t remember because he wasn’t that interesting. Was it you? You right there in the front? Yeah? Well, sorry, kid, you should try to be more interesting. Now: If you’d all like to see what was stolen, and whether it’s granny style, bikini style, or something in-between, just lean forward and I’ll—” 
 
    “Hey, Puck?” Frotwoot interrupted, trying to keep the irritation out of his voice. 
 
    “Yes, sir, do you have a question?” 
 
    “Yeah, what’s, um… what’s going on, here? Why’s everyone in the trophy room?” 
 
    “Why? Because I won the race! I figured it’d be no fun to give myself a tour of all my accomplishments—” 
 
    “Your accomplishments?” said Rumo, presumably because Shaylee wasn’t there. 
 
    “—So, as the winner, I decided to share the prize with everyone who participated, making the entire thing a complete waste of everyone’s time. Is that okay with you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” sighed Frotwoot, now utterly failing to keep the irritation out of his voice. “So can I just go look around, then?” 
 
    “Sure, if you want. I’ve got enough of an audience here right now to feed my ego, so yeah, go ahead; have fun.” Puck turned back to the mannequin of “Mab”, readopting his scholarly air as he used a stick to lift up its skirt, and Frotwoot left before his urge to defend the queen’s honor turned into action. 
 
    The other displays in the hall had been similarly vandalized and/or replaced, so the faded old directories lying all over the floor weren’t much help in finding The Dryad’s Holy Grimoire. The best Frotwoot was able to do with it was determine where a book could be displayed based on what he imagined the exhibit that was supposed to be there might look like, and that led him upstairs to the balcony that bordered the ground floor, where he saw Maeve standing with her arms crossed in front of an empty lectern. 
 
    “Maeve?” he said, smiling and furrowing his brow at her incredulously as he came up behind her. 
 
    “Oh, hey,” she said, smiling back at him over her shoulder but without the same level of enthusiasm. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m all right! What about you? How’d you get away?” 
 
    “Oh, I just made that crazy old sprite guy think I was in the Glamour Squad.” 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    “I told him I wasn’t in the Glamour Squad. He said that’s exactly what someone in the Glamour Squad would say and let me go.” 
 
    “… No way.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Maeve shrugged, turning back to the lectern. “So, anyway… it’s gone.” 
 
    “What is?” asked Frotwoot, but following her gaze quickly answered his question: A handwritten sign made from a scrap of parchment had been taped over the lectern’s placard, reading, “The Dryad’s Super Secret Diary Or Whatever”, and a book-shaped outline in the dust indicated exactly where the Holy Grimoire had once been. Frotwoot’s heart sank at the sight, and he was so emotionally affected by said sinking that he barely even noticed when Maeve (whose heart seemed pretty sunk itself) sighed and rested her head against his chest. It didn’t even feel weird… which was weird, so once he realized what was going on he tried to normalize things as unawkwardly as possible by taking her by the shoulders and holding her out at arm’s length to say something he was going to say anyway, but more urgently than he might have otherwise said so as to justify his movements: “The magic men!” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “It was them! They took it!” 
 
    “Why would you—?” 
 
    Maeve’s question was never finished, because at that exact moment an angry female scream came in from the park, and by pure, knightly instinct Frotwoot vaulted over the railing with the decelerating help of his wings to sprint across the Hall of Monarchs and investigate what had caused it. Several other Pixies followed, most notably Puck and Rumo, and before anybody could figure anything out a Pixie right next to Frotwoot fell to the ground with an arrow in his arm. Another fell right behind him, and that was enough evidence, it seemed, for someone to yell, “SNIPERRRRR!!!” 
 
    “Oh, fie!” said Frotwoot, scrambling at first like everyone else to get clear but stopping when he saw the source of the scream writhing in pain and bleeding like crazy several yards away. “Shaylee!” he said to no one, then, to Rumo, with an arm grab and a point, “Rumo, look! Shaylee!” 
 
    “Shay—? Puck!” Rumo called over his shoulder, indicating her to him with a pointed nod, and the three of them immediately split up and ran to the rescue while everyone else ran to safety. There wasn’t much cover between them and her, but there was enough to avoid getting shot until about the halfway point, when suddenly the cover dried up and all three of them effectively were stuck in place, any sign of movement from them being punished by a nearly-deadly arrow. 
 
    “You idiots!!!” Shaylee called out, her voice breaking into almost-sobs. “Now you’re trapped!!!” 
 
    Frotwoot, Rumo, and Puck looked at each other with exasperated smirks as if to say, “You’re welcome”, but as they did their faces fell, one by one, as their sardonicism faded and they each realized, in turn and by level of intelligence, that she was right: They were trapped. 
 
    And yes, Frotwoot thought to himself with a groan, they were idiots. 
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    “Frotwoot!” Pixley’s voice sounded in his ear, making him bump his head against the outer rim of the painted metal trashcan he was hiding behind. “What’s going on? That ‘Swifty’ girl just got on her watch and said you were in trouble. Is that… true, or…?” 
 
    Frotwoot opened his mouth and raised his wrist to explain, but then he realized his magic watch was gone. 
 
    “Never mind, I see you. I forgot you couldn’t—Wait, what’re you—? Is that Shaylee?” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded gravely. 
 
    “Who shot her?” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged, exaggerating it so it could be seen from a distance but also not over-exaggerating it so that Puck and Rumo would notice. 
 
    “Was it a sniper? Are they still out there?” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded, holding up a finger for the first nod and then two for the second to show which questions in particular he was nodding at. 
 
    “Any idea where they are?” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head “no”. 
 
    “… Okay. Here’s the plan: I need you to get them to shoot at you.” 
 
    You can probably guess what kind of gesture Frotwoot made in response to that. 
 
    “Shoot at, kid, not shoot,” Pixley assured him, as if he actually thought that that small point of clarification made his idea sound any less insane. “It’s the only way I can think of to zero in on their position in the limited amount of time that we have. Just move fast, stay in cover, and don’t get hit.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all?” Frotwoot said with his face and hands, but he knew Pixley was right; if they didn’t hurry and end this thing, Shaylee could bleed out. She was clearly already too weak to crawl away, especially with that… big… whatever it was he’d just noticed she had strapped to her back. What was that thing, anyway? It kind of looked like a— “Oh no,” he breathed. 
 
    Puck and Rumo jerked and started as if he’d screamed, which, really—considering how much noise his words had made in the tense, deathly quiet that surrounded them—he might as well have. “What the—?! What, Elf?!?! What?!” snapped Puck, his current heart rate evident through his voice alone. “What is it?!” 
 
    “Shaylee got me a guitar!” 
 
    Puck and Rumo exchanged puzzled glances, peeked out from their respective places of cover at what he was talking about, exchanged puzzled glances again, and then Rumo scoffed and said, “Yeah, so? You afraid it’s gettin’ ruined or somethin’?” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head and answered without looking at him, keeping his guilt-filled eyes fixed on Shaylee. “No, I, uh… I think they thought she was me.” 
 
    Another round of exchanged glances, and then Puck, this time, asked, “… Who did?” 
 
    Frotwoot ignored the question and took off running out into the open, narrowly avoiding an arrow aimed at his head by virtue of having slipped a bit in a rain puddle just before it hit and then avoiding another one by virtue of having gotten to cover behind a tipped-over character statue whose big, goofy eye ended up taking the arrow for him. He was vaguely aware of Puck and Rumo freaking out and calling him crazy, but he was more concerned with getting Pixley’s feedback at the moment. He held his hands up in askance, hoping Pixley could still see him from wherever he was, and, apparently he could, because a second later his magically-transmitted voice said into Frotwoot’s ear, “Yeah, that’s good. Just do that a couple more times, and—What? What’s wrong?“ 
 
    Frotwoot let his hand slip to uncover half of his face and gave Pixley a weak thumbs up. A quick look around at his available cover options told him his best bet was probably going to be the sandwich board sign for a long gone “Guess Your Weight!” attraction up the path to his right, and—after flipping his wings up over the statue to make the sniper waste their already nocked shot on the wings’ non-physical, purely magical form—that was exactly where he went next. 
 
    “Elf!” Puck called out as Frotwoot flinched away from the arrowhead that punched partway through the rotten old wooden sign next to his face. “What’re you doing? Do you know where the sniper is?” 
 
    “Tell him you’re working on it,” said Pixley. 
 
    “Uh… kind of?” Frotwoot called back. 
 
    “Okay, Elf, so what’s the play?” asked Rumo. 
 
    “ ‘The play’?” Frotwoot repeated rather more frantically, another arrow having just punched through the sign near his abdomen. 
 
    “Yeah, y’know, the play; the plan!” 
 
    “Oh. Uh… I don’t know! I’m just kinda’, like… moving forward and trying to spot them?” 
 
    “Anything we can do?” asked Puck. 
 
    Frotwoot started to answer, but then a carefully-aimed arrow hit the top right corner of the sandwich board and sent it spinning away from him, prompting him to revise his answer into something quite a bit more rude as he panicked and scrambled for new cover: “Yeah, shut up!!!” 
 
    “The light pole,” said Pixley, and—sure enough—that was the nearest thing to him that Frotwoot could hide behind. “Okay, now get to the guitar and use it as a shield while you transition to the old gift shop. The big window’s already broken, so you’ll just have to jump through it and—” 
 
    “Are you crazy?!” Golly cut him off, giving an incredulous voice to Frotwoot’s thoughts. 
 
    “… What? Isn’t that what you would do?” 
 
    “Use the guitar as a shield? No!” 
 
    “It’s what I would do…” 
 
    “Yeah, because for you it would work! But for Frotwoot—!” 
 
    “It’d work for Frotwoot, too,” Pixley insisted, though he sounded a bit less certain about it when he added a thoughtful second or two later, “I… think.” 
 
    Golly scoffed and Frotwoot very emphatically shook his head. 
 
    “Okay, fine, then let’s—Do either of you have any better ideas?” 
 
    Neither of them did, apparently, because neither of them offered any. 
 
    “Then why don’t we try mine? You know, since you’re the squires and I’m the knight?” 
 
    “Because Frotwoot can’t do it!” 
 
    “How do you know? He hasn’t even tried.” 
 
    “Because Frotwoot’s not—! He’s just a—!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    It was pretty clear that Golly was trying to choose her words carefully, here, and that Pixley—who’d never really bothered with that sort of thing—didn’t understand why. Frotwoot sure did, though, and it was starting to make him feel a little defensive. Offended, even. 
 
    “Look, he’s a sweet guy, and I love him, but he’s not really an Elf, Uncle Pix, he’s just a—” 
 
    “He’s doing it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He’s going for the guitar.” 
 
    “What—?!?! Frotwoot, don’t!!!” 
 
    Frotwoot probably would have listened to her if it wasn’t already too late, but his wounded pride had carried him well past the point of no return before he remembered that a wounded body was likely to feel much worse. Arrow after deadly arrow whistled by him as he took what he hoped was a suitably unpredictable path toward Shaylee, and when he reached her he dived to take cover behind the guitar only to find that it was strapped to her body far more securely than he would have liked. Shaylee was fading in and out of consciousness at this point, so her pained protest as an arrow intended for Frotwoot hit her instead came out as little more than an angry whine, but, as horribly unlucky as that shot had been for her (and her butt), it gave Frotwoot the time he needed (and probably the distraction he needed, as there was no way the sniper wasn’t laughing at them right now) to lie down, draw his sword, and quickly sit back up to cut the guitar strap in half and take off running with the not-quite-big-enough instrument guarding (most of, if not all) his vital organs. By constantly shifting the body of the guitar between his head and his torso to compensate for its not-quite-big-enoughness, Frotwoot somehow managed to make Pixley’s crazy plan work just as he said it would, the only harm he suffered in the process being a minor cut on his leg from a piece of glass still clinging to the gift shop window’s frame in the bottom right corner. “… Ow,” he said softly, sitting up against the wall under the window and watching himself bleed with a crooked, incredulous sort of smile. He did it. 
 
    “Okay, I know where the sniper is now,” said Pixley. “I’m going to need a distraction while I take him down. Frotwoot, you up for it?” 
 
    Frotwoot raised his arm up over the windowsill to give him the thumbs up. 
 
    “Okay, good. Say to Puck and Rumo what I just said to you.” 
 
    Frotwoot cocked his head and furrowed his brow, trying to remember exactly what it was that Pixley had just said, but then Pixley started to prompt him when it became clear that that was what was happening and that was enough for Frotwoot to pretty much be able to finish it on his own: “Okay! I know where the sniper is!” he called out to Puck and Rumo over his shoulder, risking a peek out the window and nearly getting his scalp shot off.  “Geez—!!! Fie!!! I’m, uh… (oh man) I’m gonna need a distraction while I take them down! You up for it?” 
 
    “… Are you up for it?” Puck called back. 
 
    “No, but… we gotta. Right?” 
 
    “Right!” Puck and Rumo agreed in near-unison, both sounding mildly impressed. Frotwoot hoped he could keep impressing them as he shifted back into a low crouch and got ready to move, knowing as he did that the most impressive thing he could do right now was not get himself killed. 
 
    “Ready?” said Pixley. 
 
    Frotwoot gave him another thumbs up. 
 
    “Okay… nod at Puck… flick your eyes toward the big wheel, so he’ll know where you’re headed… and… go!” 
 
    Vaulting over the windowsill, Frotwoot sprinted and dove at Pixley’s direction to the nearest wilted flower-filled planter, while Puck and Rumo (having heard the terrified, completely unintelligible battle cry Frotwoot had let out as soon as he’d started running) provided the distraction he needed by finally moving out of cover and rushing/howling like maniacs toward the big wheel. As each new arrow was loosed at the approaching Pixies—barely missing them each time as they deftly alternated between dodging and ducking behind cover—Frotwoot (the approaching pseudo-Pixie) naturally took advantage of the momentary post-shot window wherein the sniper had to nock and draw the next arrow before firing it to scramble ever closer to his goal, inching dangerously forward until he could actually see the sniper’s perch up in the dangling big wheel car for himself. She (or, to be more specific, she the too-skinny sprite girl from the night before—see also: the one with the blood-soaked beret) obviously saw him, too, having no doubt been tracking his movements even though Puck and Rumo had been the only ones giving her a clear shot, and the fact that she’d decided to lock eyes with him just then was rather unfortunate, because “just then” was when Frotwoot saw Pixley creeping along a nearby rooftop, and all she had to do was follow his gaze to find herself a much easier, much more exposed target… 
 
    “No!” cried Frotwoot, half-jumping/half-flying out from behind the tipped over port-a-potty that was his current place of cover and drawing his sword. The Redcap let the arrow fly, her evident surprise at Frotwoot’s outburst screwing up her aim just enough for Pixley to roll and avoid it, but she soon regained her composure enough to aim a second arrow at Frotwoot, and this time her aim was screwed up by Pixley crashing into her with his shoulder. 
 
    “All right, come here,” said Pixley, catching Frotwoot by his ankle and pulling him into the car as—due to his usual aerial incompetence—he very nearly flew past. “She’s starting to recover; run her through with your sword.” 
 
    Frotwoot hesitated for a second, mostly because he wasn’t a crazy person and had grown up in a world where running people through was something only crazy people did, but he quickly shook it off and did as he was told. By the time he’d pulled the sword back out Pixley had disappeared, and Puck had Rumo had flown up to join him. 
 
    “Elf!” said Puck, hovering unsteadily in the air next to the big wheel and panting to catch his breath. “How did you—?! Are you okay?” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded and furrowed his brow to very briefly (and—hopefully—very inconspicuously) look around for Pixley, twisting his body this way and that and wondering with no small degree of awe how his knight had gotten away without either of these guys seeing him—or, for that matter, how he’d taken the sniper down without either of these guys seeing him. Had they seen him? He’d better play it like they hadn’t, just in case. “Uh… yeah; yeah, dude, I’m okay. But what about Shaylee?” 
 
    “Shay—?” Puck began, but his evident forgetfulness only lasted for the length of that one syllable before being replaced by a sudden burst of horrified, head-clutching remembrance. “Oh yeah! Shaylee! Right! Let’s—!” He stopped mid-sentence to shake his head dismissively at his own words and flew off towards Shaylee, closely followed by Rumo and, of course (once he’d gotten his stupid sword back into his stupid sheath) Frotwoot. It turned out, though, that Maeve (of all people) was already on top of it, kneeling in a puddle at Shaylee’s side and applying pressure to her wound (the first one, not the butt one), and as they came to a landing next to her (or, in Frotwoot’s case, came to a rolling crash several yards away) she looked up at them as if they’d all just been goofing around for the last ten minutes or so and said, “We need to get her to a hospital!” 
 
    “Yeah… she’s lookin’ pretty bad there, Puck,” said Rumo, kicking experimentally at Shaylee’s near-lifeless arm. 
 
    “Why, thank you, doctors, I had no idea,” snapped Puck, giving Rumo a swift kick of his own before shaking his head and turning to Frotwoot. “Hey, Elf! Why don’t you go steal us a coach? Nothing fancy, just grab the first one you see.” 
 
    “A coach?” Frotwoot repeated as he came into speaking range of the conversation. “Why?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Puck indicated Maeve with an open hand, and despite the fact that this clearly confused her and everyone else he stubbornly held that post until she finally took a guess at what it was he wanted and said, “We… need to get her to a hospital?” 
 
    Puck snapped his fingers and pointed at her with an agreeing nod. 
 
    “Why don’t we just call an ambulance?” asked Frotwoot. 
 
    “Ambulances don’t come here,” scoffed Puck. “And even if they did, it’d take too long.” 
 
    “Yeah, because we’re really saving sooo much time right now…” 
 
    “I’m not the one not stealing a coach ‘right now’, Elf.” 
 
    “Uh… yes you are,” said Rumo. “All of us are; that’s why we’re not—” 
 
    “What is this, a bit? Have you two been working on some sort of secret comedy act that can only be performed at the most inappropriate times? Just shut up and go, Elf!” 
 
    “Dude, okay! I’m going!” said Frotwoot, slightly annoyed because he already had, in fact, shut up and gotten going. He was also kind of stressed out, because up till now he’d avoided committing any actual crimes as a Pixie and he wasn’t really sure how he was going to steal a coach without breaking that streak. Maybe if he— 
 
    “Frotwoot, Golly’s bringing the glamoured coach up near the gate,” Pixley suddenly interrupted/answered his thoughts. “Take it from her and use that.” 
 
    Relieved not to have to think for himself on this one, Frotwoot promptly did as he was told and, upon arriving outside the gate, climbed up into the driver’s seat of the coach as Golly jumped off. He watched in mild confusion as she ran around to the back and went inside, wondering why she was coming along instead of just walking away, but since Shaylee was dying at the moment and Pixley was telling him to hurry he didn’t give it much more thought until he’d (very badly) driven the thing halfway into the park, at which point it occurred to him that she—and, somewhat more alarmingly, all of the Glamour Squad’s surveillance equipment—were still in the back of this vehicle that he was bringing to the Pixies specifically so they could use the back of it. Frotwoot briefly thought about turning the whole thing around, but by then they’d already seen him and Rumo was even picking Shaylee up to put her inside, so in a flash of inspired desperation he quickly thought of something else. 
 
    “Here, man, let me!” he said, scrambling and stumbling back down to the street before the horses had even stopped moving. “I’ll put her in!” 
 
    “… What?” said Rumo, furrowing his brow. “Nah, man, I got her.” 
 
    “But—!” 
 
    “Outta the way, Elf!” Rumo grunted, elbowing him aside. Maeve rushed ahead to open the door for him, giving Frotwoot hope that she’d figured out what was going on and was going to take Shaylee from him before he saw inside (or something), but that hope was dashed when Maeve allowed him to lay her down in the cabin himself, prompting Frotwoot to sprint forward with one hand on the hilt of his sword to either come up with a magnificent lie or, failing that, start fighting. 
 
    As it turned out, though, he didn’t have to do either one, because the only things in the coach were fast food wrappers and passenger seating. 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    Rumo looked at him. “What?” 
 
    “Uh… nothing. Nothing. I was just, uh—Ha! Okay! Let’s go!” 
 
    “You get hit on the head or somethin’, Elf?” 
 
    “He’s probably in shock,” Puck guessed completely incorrectly, flying up to hold open Frotwoot’s eyelids and look at his pupils as if he actually knew what to look for. “He did just get shot at, like…a hundred times. Listen, Elf, why you don’t ride back here with Shaylee? Let Swifty drive.” 
 
    “I can drive…” 
 
    “No you can’t, I just saw you.” 
 
    “Okay, but…what about you guys? You’re coming too, right?” 
 
    “Nope. We’re gonna stay here and have a talk with our new sniper friend. See if she can tell us what this is all about.” 
 
    “Did you see her hat? She’s in that gang that jumped us the other night, that’s what this is all about! You said it wasn’t gonna be a gang war, that we wouldn’t have to worry about it, but—” 
 
    “We’ll see,” said Puck, motioning for Rumo to do something—which turned out to be shoving Frotwoot into the coach and shutting him inside. A few seconds later the coach started moving, and the cushion of the middle seat in front of him flipped up to reveal Golly’s impishly grinning face. 
 
    “Don’t sit here!” she mouthed, pointing at the cushion over her head before ducking back down into her hiding place with an even bigger grin than the one she’d had before. Frotwoot (whose obvious confusion had likely been the cause of Golly’s grin’s growth, which would probably be very difficult to say three times fast) pulled himself up onto one of the side seats, realizing as he did that the listening equipment and chair must be hidden under it somehow (flipped over, maybe?), but before he could spend much time investigating how this particular “glamour” was done the coach hit a bump and Shaylee wriggled and twisted in pain, shaking loose the makeshift compression bandage Maeve, Puck, and/or Rumo had made for her out of a scrap of someone’s clothes while Frotwoot hadn’t been around. 
 
    Falling to his knees, Frotwoot quickly pressed the bandage back over the wound and held it in place as best he could while she continued to freak out, and after a few seconds that felt like a few hours of this Shaylee finally calmed down enough to notice him and say, “… Elf?” 
 
    “Hey, Shaylee. Are, um… are you okay?” 
 
    “Did you really just ask that?” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed, and, much to her instant and obvious regret, so did she. “Sorry.” 
 
    “You like that guitar I stole you?” 
 
    “Guita—? Oh yeah, yeah, it was great, thanks! I—Wait, ‘stole’?” 
 
    “Yeah. So now we’re even.” 
 
    “Even for what?” 
 
    “For you helping with me the piano.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. Except…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I mean, I did kind of just save your life.” 
 
    Shaylee laughed again, and doing so seemed to hurt her even worse than it did last time, what with how quickly the laugh turned into a particularly foul obscenity. “… Are you sure about that, Elf?” 
 
    Frotwoot forced a smile, because what she’d said was clearly meant to be a joke and he figured smiling at her jokes was the least he could do for her right now, but he just couldn’t seem to find it within himself to do any more than that. How could he, when what she was joking about might be true? How could he laugh, or smile for real, when this horrible, potentially fatal thing that was happening to her was supposed to be happening to him? And how could he live with the guilt if she died? How could he ever go on, knowing as he knew that if he hadn’t taken this quest, if he’d just said “no” when he’d the chance, that maybe she—? 
 
    “Is there an arrow in my butt?” asked Shaylee, and suddenly, just like that, everything was funny again and Frotwoot, despite his very best efforts to hold it in, couldn’t stop laughing. 
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    “Doctor Airmid to the pharmacy; Doctor Airmid, please report to the pharmacy. Thank you.” 
 
    The intercom clicked off with an audible “thunk”, and the side hallway of Our Lady of Brighid’s Memorial Hospital that Frotwoot was sitting in went back to being just as awkwardly silent as it had been before the intercom had clicked on. Maeve was sitting right next to him, clinging to his arm and resting her head on his shoulder, and for the life of him he couldn’t seem to come up with a way to get her off of him without looking like a jerk. He’d tried kind of just… leaning away, but all that had done was made her cling to him even tighter. Clearing his throat and shifting uncomfortably in his seat had only elicited a worried sigh and an over-dramatic “Oh, Frotwoot!”, and what he’d thought to be the nuclear option of getting up to “stretch his legs” had only made Maeve catch him by the hand before he could stand all the way up and say to him between (possibly fake) sniffles, “Hey, do you—Do you think she’s gonna be okay?” Not being a monster, Frotwoot had had no choice but to sit back down and reassure her, and once he was back down it was pretty clear that there were would be no more getting back up. Short of pretending to pass out, he was all out of ideas. 
 
    “… Hey, what was it you said back there about the magic men?” Maeve eventually thought to ask when she was all sniffled out, sitting up straight to look at him but not, alas, to release him. 
 
    “What?” Frotwoot had kind of been in his own world for a minute, there, so he hadn’t actually heard the question. 
 
    “Just before that whole… thing that just happened… happened you said something about the magic men and The Dryad’s Holy Grimoire. Something about how, like… you think they took it, or—?” 
 
    “Oh yeahhh,” said Frotwoot, his eyes going wide with a mix of recollection, comprehension, and morbid excitement. “The magic men! Right! I—” He stopped to look at her watch, then made sure it was turned off before continuing, “I’m pretty sure they’re after me.” 
 
    “The magic men?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Maeve (finally) let go of his arm and leaned back a bit to shake her head. “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but the leader of the Redcaps said they wanted me dead.” 
 
    “… The Redcaps?” 
 
    “Yeah, that other gang; y’know, the one that keeps jumping me?” 
 
    “Wait, he knows about them?” 
 
    “She. And yeah, she seemed to. I mean, no one else has ever—” Something suddenly occurred to Frotwoot that hadn’t occurred to him before—“suddenly” or otherwise—and the conclusion he drew from it actually made him jump out of his chair. “The phooka!!!” 
 
    “The what?” Maeve whispered, lowering her head and covering half of her face as a nearby family of phookas looked at them funny. 
 
    “The phooka! When he mugged me he wasn’t just trying to mug me, he was trying to kill me! That’s probably why he brought his hat!” 
 
    Maeve threw her up her hands. “Okay, I’m lost.” 
 
    “But why would they take the book?” Frotwoot went on as if she hadn’t said anything, holding his chin in one hand and his elbow in the other as he paced from wall to wall. “I mean, I’m sure it was them… like, you couldn’t sell something like that, right? So who else’d wanna steal it? And what’d they steal it for? Is it just to keep me here so they can kill me? Is it because they know I can do magic and they’re afraid that I’ll find something in the book to fight them with? And what do they wanna kill me for, anyway? Is it because of the tree guy? Is it because I—?” 
 
    “Detox is two floors down, young man,” a stern-looking old doctor lady said drily as she came into his field of vision to stop and flip some papers over on her clipboard. “But, before you go, would you like to hear about how your friend’s doing?” 
 
    Maeve stood up next to Frotwoot, who stopped pacing and worrying about himself for a second to ask, “Yeah, um… is she okay?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, yes, she is okay,” nodded the doctor without looking up at him. “She’ll need to stay overnight, of course, and maybe another night after that, but—barring any unforeseen complications that may arise, of which I am fairly confident there will be none—she will more than likely live.” Now the doctor looked up at him, letting her clipboard fall to her side and meeting his gaze as if he’d challenged her to. “That being said, I think you should know I’ve already called for the knights and they’ve instructed me not to let you leave the premises until they get here. Security is standing by, so if you’re thinking of trying anything funny, then—” 
 
    “Whoa, wait wait wait,” said Frotwoot, holding out his hands in a show of confused surrender. “You called the knights on us?! Why?” 
 
    “Why do you think?” the doctor scoffed, moving her clipboard over her chest like a shield. “You’re criminals, who’ve obviously just been involved in some sort of criminal activity.” 
 
    “Getting shot is a criminal activity?” 
 
    “When you’re a Pixie it is.” 
 
    “What, really?” said Frotwoot, looking to Maeve for confirmation. 
 
    Maeve snorted derisively and shook her head. 
 
    “Well, I mean… it’s at least implied,” the doctor insisted. “And anyway, it’s standard procedure, so—” 
 
    “But we didn’t do anything! We’re the victims!” 
 
    The doctor shrugged impassively. “Tell it to the knights.” 
 
    “Yeah! Tell it to the knights!” Golly chimed in, having just come around the corner with Pixley to flash her shield-shaped badge at the suddenly not so impassive doctor. “We’ll take it from here, doc.” 
 
    The doctor looked from her, to Pixley, to Frotwoot, and back to her—disregarding Maeve entirely—and said, “Wait… but… aren’t you—?” 
 
    “No,” said Pixley, and while that was almost certainly untrue (especially when you factored in the comedically well-timed variable of the sensationalistic all-day news channel that was currently rehashing the entire story of Frotwoot’s “rise and fall” on the wall-mounted TV behind him) the steely-eyed stare he gave her was apparently intimidating enough to make her back down without an argument. “How’s Shaylee?” he asked Frotwoot once she was gone, taking out his little notebook and pretending to use it as if he were questioning a suspect. 
 
    “Oh, uh… she’s good… I guess,” Frotwoot shrugged, realizing that he didn’t actually know any specifics about her condition and feeling kind of stupid that he didn’t. “We still haven’t seen her, so… y’know. The doctor said she’d be okay, but—” 
 
    “Why do you think the Redcaps are after you?” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “The Redcaps. They’re obviously after you. But why?” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Every time they’ve attacked in the past few days, they’ve attacked you—or, in Shaylee’s case, thought they’d attacked you. Why do you think that is?” 
 
    “It could just be bad luck,” Maeve offered. 
 
    “No it couldn’t,” countered Pixley. “Not now that we know the phooka who mugged him before he was even on this quest is part of the gang. That can’t be a coincidence.” 
 
    “… What do you want me to say?” said Frotwoot, feeling blindsided and, as a result, more than a little defensive. “I know as much as you do, dude.” 
 
    “Or I only know as much as you’re willing to tell me.” 
 
    “What—? What’s that supposed to mean?!” 
 
    “You hide things, Frotwoot. You always have. Ever since that whole thing with the Unseelie Court. I didn’t push it back then, because you barely knew me and it didn’t really seem to matter, but now that we’re friends—” 
 
    “Are we friends? Because right now I kinda’ feel like you’re a knight and I’m just some scumbag Pixie you’re grilling for information.” 
 
    “I just want the truth, kid.” 
 
    “I told you the truth!” Frotwoot lied as indignantly as he could, considering he had no right to be indignant. “You know everything I know. Okay?” 
 
    “… Okay, Frotwoot,” said Pixley, giving him a friendly, semi-apologetic punch to the shoulder that hurt more than an actual punch ever could. “I trust you.” 
 
    Frotwoot felt sick as Pixley put his notebook away and (after looking around for a bit to orient himself) made a beeline for the nearest help desk. He wanted to chase after him, then, and as he left said help desk to go across the hall to Shaylee’s room; to stop him and tell him the truth, but… how could he? He’d just think he was crazy. “Earth” was as mythical a place here as “Fairyland” was there. And the more he told him about the magic men and everything else, the more likely he was to let slip that he had been the leader of the Unseelie Court—and unless “God made me do it” was a more valid legal defense in Seelie than it was back home, slipping up like that could ruin his life even more than being pulled to this world already had. 
 
    “Sooo…” Golly said mock-awkwardly, falling back onto the wall behind her to lean up against it. “Anyway… how about the Pixie Dust and The Dryad’s Holy Grimoire? Did you guys, like, find those, or… ?” 
 
    “Nope,” sighed Frotwoot. “The… book thing’s not there anymore, and we didn’t really get a chance to look for the Pixie Dust before we got attacked, so—” 
 
    “I did,” said Maeve. 
 
    Frotwoot blinked and did a double-take at her. “You did what?” 
 
    “I looked for the Pixie Dust. Wasn’t that the plan?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, it’s just—When'd you do that? Before I got back from the race?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Yeah. I just, um… I just asked Puck if I could get a candy bar or something from the hoard, and he said I could, so—” 
 
    “Did you find anything?” asked Golly, apparently too excited to realize that the answer to that question was probably coming up next, anyway. 
 
    “No,” said Maeve, almost looking sorry for how deflated Golly clearly was to hear it. “Just junk food and soda pop.” 
 
    “But—! But that was our only lead!” 
 
    “… Maybe not,” said Frotwoot, whose mind wheels had been furiously turning this whole time to work out the best way to redirect the focus of their quest to tracking down the Redcaps now that he was (99%) sure that they—or at least the people they were working for—had the book he needed to get home. “Remember how one of the Redcaps was the phooka who mugged me? The one who got us started on this whole 'Pixie Dust' thing in the first place?” 
 
    Golly nodded slowly. “Yeah…?” 
 
    “Well, that’s a lead, right? Kind of?” 
 
    “What, because he had Pixie Dust? No, babe, that’s—that’s not a lead. Criminals carrying drugs is kind of just a given, y’know? They’re criminals.” 
 
    “But it’s a drug from another gang!” Frotwoot pointed out the very second it occurred to him, hoping either he or she could make that angle go somewhere. 
 
    “So? They weren’t even at war when he must’ve bought it. And when these guys take their hats off they don’t even look like they’re in a gang. He could go buy some more from a Pixie right now and (unless it was you) they’d never even know.” 
 
    “Okay, but—” Frotwoot paused to think, but not for long, because it didn’t take long to realize that all he had to do was—once again—mix some lies into his truth. “You know Blinn?” 
 
    “No…? Oh, wait, yeah! That brownie chick! The one who’s leader of the Redcaps!” 
 
    “Right. Well, when she jumped me in the quarry this last time she said something about…” He pretended to be remembering for a moment, when really he was just inventing. “… The Unseelie Court.” 
 
    “… Nuh-uh.” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged and shook his head helplessly, as if he could hardly believe it himself. “Yeah.” 
 
    “What’d she say?” 
 
    “She said they wanted me dead. Or—Actually, no, she asked me why they wanted me dead.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they want you dead? You screwed up their plans, like… three times.” 
 
    “I guess she hadn’t heard,” Frotwoot laughed weakly on the outside while quietly cursing himself on the inside for being just a bit too truthful, there. What made sense for the magic men didn’t necessarily make sense for their cover story stand-ins. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us about this before?” 
 
    “I don't know, I, uh… I guess I just didn't think it actually meant anything until I saw that the book was gone. It's like…” He floundered a bit for some deceitful inspiration, and had to suppress an excited grin when—against his own expectations—he actually found it. “Yeah, you know, it's like you said: Everybody knows about me and the Unseelie Court. So I guess… I guess I thought maybe she was just trying to rattle me, or…? I don't know. You’re right, I should’ve told you.” 
 
    “Okay, but… what’s The Dryad’s Holy Grimoire have to do with the Unseelie Court?” 
 
    Crap, thought Frotwoot. Good question. “Because they’re like these super-religious nuts, right?” Maeve gave him a sharp look at that, but he was on a roll just then so he ignored it. “The last bomb they set went off at the Dryadic Temple, remember? And Pix thinks it was an accident, that the explosion took the real leader with it; that they lived there; that they were… acolytes, or whatever it is they're called. Which makes sense, because why else would a non-royal person give a fie about bringing back the ‘Dryadic Order’ of government unless they were really into all that, like… Dryadic, religious-y stuff?” 
 
    “Okaaay… and so you think they stole The Dryad's Holy Grimoire back from the Pixies (or had the Redcaps steal it back from the Pixies, I guess) because… why?” 
 
    “Because it’s so darn holy!” 
 
    Golly nodded slowly, a thoughtful, faraway sort of look on her face, and in that moment Frotwoot knew he’d convinced her. “Yeah, you know… I guess it’s not unprecedented; terrorists using street level crime to help fund and aid in their efforts… but what’s this have to do with the Pixie Dust?” 
 
    “Uh… nothing, I guess, but the book—” 
 
    “Is a sub-quest. Our main quest is to find out where the Pixies are making the Pixie Dust.” 
 
    “Sure, but—” 
 
    “Hey, Elf!” Puck's voice interrupted him/called out to him/scared him half to death from down the hallway. Frotwoot snapped his head around to see Puck (of course) and Rumo (naturally) waving the relieved wave of those who’d finally found the friend they'd been looking all over for before stirring themselves into motion and pushing past the nearest nurses and doctors that surrounded them to meet up with him. 
 
    Oh, and Maeve, probably. 
 
    … Aaand his very knightly, supposed-to-be-ex girlfriend. 
 
    Thinking fast—and along lines Frotwoot certainly never would have—Maeve shoved Golly off the wall and then shoved her again as she staggered sideways in surprise, knocking her off her feet and keeping her off her feet as she continued to advance on her. 
 
    “I told you, Orc, fie off!!!” she shouted, taking full advantage of Golly’s gangster disguise even as Golly (who was bewilderedly scooting away from her on the heels of her shoes and the bottom of her shorts) only seemed to just now remember she was wearing it, and had to contain a sudden smile of appreciative comprehension for what Maeve was doing as she did.  “If my man wanted to slum it with some trashy, green-skinned hob like you he wouldn’t’ve dumped his last chick!” 
 
    “Whatever, tink,” Golly answered her slur with a slur as she jumped up to push Maeve out of her face with one hand, blow Frotwoot a kiss with the other, and slink away with… well, neither. “See you around, ‘hero’.” 
 
    “Yeah, right, hob, maybe he'll be the only one at your funeral if I ever catch you around him again!!!” Maeve shot back, but by then Golly had disappeared from sight and Puck and Rumo had come fully into it, stopping next to Frotwoot and looking thoroughly amused and impressed (respectively, not simultaneously). 
 
    “Fiiie, Swifty,” chuckled Puck. “What’d we miss?” 
 
    “Nothing worth talking about,” Maeve all but meowed, bobbing her head cockily back and forth and wrapping both her arms around Frotwoot's one arm. “Right, baby?” 
 
    Frotwoot just laughed nervously in reply because, in all honestly, the speed and ease with which Maeve had slipped into crazy girlfriend mode had made him kind of nervous, and laughing about it was the only thing keeping him from running. 
 
    “So how's Shaylee doin’?” asked Rumo, his face indicating that he thought he was speaking at a completely normal level when in fact he was yelling every word. 
 
    Puck blinked a couple of times before turning to him with an inquisitive look and a barely-restrained smirk. “I'm sorry, what was that?” 
 
    “I SAID—” 
 
    “Ha! Seriously, though, how’s Shaylee?” Puck asked Frotwoot and/or Maeve, covering Rumo's mouth with his hand. 
 
    “Oh, uh… they said she’s good," said Frotwoot, nodding and furrowing his brow for reasons that should be obvious to anyone who’s read the last four paragraphs. “Is, uh…  is Rumo okay?” 
 
    “What?” shouted Rumo, knocking Puck’s hand away along with the rest of his gently-bobbing little body. “What'd you say about me, Elf?” 
 
    “Rumo got sonic-screamed at by the sniper,” Puck explained, holding Rumo back by flying into him with both palms pressed against his chest. “He taped her mouth shut before she woke up, but when he tried to ask her some questions he realized that might be a problem, so—” 
 
    “So he took the tape off?”  Maeve finished for him, incredulous. 
 
    “No. I mean… he’s not a total idiot—” 
 
    “What? Fie you, man, yes I am!” Rumo interjected, almost certainly having misheard. 
 
    “—Okay, he is a total idiot," Puck ceded the point to him nearly straight-facedly. “But he didn’t take the tape off, no. He untied one of her hands and gave her a pen and a piece of paper so she could write the answers to his questions—which I have to admit I actually thought was a pretty good idea until he told me she used the pen to stab a hole in the tape and let out the aforementioned sonic scream. By the time it didn’t hurt to open his eyes again she was gone, and Rumo came running out of the lighthouse screaming that he was ‘sorry’ at me while I was busy getting the other Pixies who got shot ready to go the hospital.” 
 
    “Wait, other people got shot?” said Maeve, sounding legitimately concerned even though Frotwoot had a feeling she wasn’t. “Are they okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, Swifty, they’re okay; that’s why we could take the time to get them ready,” said Puck, pointing with a backwards tilt of his head at a couple of faeries with arrows in them who were calmly filling out paperwork at the desk as if they did not, in fact, have arrows in them. “We just dyed their hair black with some ink and made one of them change their shirt so they weren’t both wearing green. It keeps the Elves off us if they don't know we’re Pixies. Speaking of which, have the knights come to question you about Shaylee yet?” 
 
    “Nope,” lied Frotwoot, but only kind of. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Good. Let me and Rumo deal with that, you kids can just go on ahead back to Pixie Land and…” 
 
    “What?” said Frotwoot, because Puck had trailed off mid-sentence. Then he followed his gaze, because as Puck had trailed off he’d cocked his head to one side and looked past him with a stunned expression on his face. “Oh,” Frotwoot said softly to himself when his own gaze had gotten to where Puck’s had led it: i.e., to Pixley stepping out of Shaylee’s hospital room. 
 
    “Hey, is that Pix?!” Rumo shouted, getting Pixley’s (and probably half the city’s) startled attention. “What's he doing here?” 
 
    “Probably here to see Shaylee,” said Puck, extending his arm out to one side to stop Rumo as the bigger Pixie started forward with clenched fists, but keeping his eyes firmly locked on Pixley’s eyes as he did. “That’s Shaylee’s room, right? I guess… I guess he still cares…” 
 
    “What—? He steals pears? Why?” 
 
    Puck snorted and shook his head ever so slightly in amusement, but otherwise ignored Rumo and everything else around him as Pixley stood frozen to the spot, clearly debating with himself whether or not he should go talk to them. Eventually. and rather abruptly, said debate came to an end, and Pixley broke eye contact with Puck and stalked away as if no such debate had ever actually taken place. Frotwoot let out an audible breath of relief that he hadn’t even realized he'd been holding in until then, and it came out so slowly and so long that he was able to turn the tail end of it into a weak, somehow not-entirely-disbelieving laugh when Pixley ran back to Shaylee’s door for a couple of seconds to cover his hands in waaay too much hand sanitizer before quickly leaving again. 
 
    “Did he just put that stuff on his gloves?” Rumo shouted. 
 
    “That's our Pix,” smirked Puck, snapping out of whatever spell seeing his old friend had put him under to turn his attention back to Frotwoot with an odd, dangerously thoughtful sort of look in his eye. “Or, at least, that was our Pix. Is he still your Pix, Elf? As in, present tense your Pix, not past?” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Because, y'know, I think he is,” Puck went on calmly, motioning to Rumo to grab Frotwoot by the shirt and slam him against the wall, apparently, because that’s what Rumo almost immediately did. “You wanna know why I think that?” 
 
    “Uhhh…” Frotwoot laughed even more nervously than he had before, which was understandable, really, considering how much more nerve-wracking Puck and Rumo were at this moment than Maeve had been. “That’s kinda’ like a weird, um—Look, I don’t know what you’re—” 
 
    “Because Pix got here before us. How would he do that, how would he even know Shaylee had been shot, unless you told him?” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t know how to answer that, at least not right away, and while he was thinking about it Puck scoped out the little chapel down the hall before nodding at Rumo to literally throw Frotwoot inside of it and shut the door behind them. “Okay, dude, look, I—I didn’ t tell him,” Frotwoot started with the truth as he scrambled to his feet, backing panickedly away from Rumo as the ridiculously strong older faerie cracked his knuckles and started to move in on him. “I didn’t even know he was here.” 
 
    “How’d he know about it, then?” asked Puck, locking and leaning against the door to keep Maeve—who was screaming and pounding futilely against it—out in the hall, and making no move whatsoever to call Rumo off. 
 
    “I don’t know, I—!” Frotwoot, the lying part of his brain still warmed up and ready to go from all that lying before, snapped his fingers with fake realization as another seed of truth-tinted deception suddenly popped into his mind and started to grow. “Wait… he must’ve followed me!” 
 
    “Followed you?” Puck repeated. 
 
    “Yeah!” said Frotwoot, climbing backwards over a couple of pews to stay out of Rumo’s rapidly-approaching punching radius. “From the quarry!” 
 
    Now Puck moved to call Rumo off—at least temporarily. “Quarry?” 
 
    “Yeah, dude, I forgot to tell you! The Redcaps jumped me during the race and knocked me into this old quarry!” 
 
    “… ‘Redcaps’?” 
 
    “The other gang! When they jumped me they said that’s what they call themselves! Because, y’know… the hats, I guess!” 
 
    Puck and Rumo exchanged skeptical glances. 
 
    “I don’t care how ‘sore-y’ he is, Puck, you can’t pump a dead tap,” shouted Rumo, in what he seemed to think was a whisper. 
 
    “… Man, I wish we could keep you this way,” sighed Puck, before turning back to Frotwoot to ask somewhat more seriously, “How could you forget to tell me something like that, Elf?” 
 
    “Because of Pix!” shrugged Frotwoot, albeit a little more excitedly than most shrugs go, very nearly rendering it not a shrug. “I thought—I thought you’d think it was suspicious that he saved me from them! I mean, it was the whole gang, man; obviously I couldn’t get away from them myself, so—!” 
 
    “So Pix saved you?” 
 
    “Yeah! I think he was following me then, too, and after I got away he must’ve followed me back to Pixie Land and—” 
 
    “And saw that whole sprite/sniper thing go down, right,” Puck finished for him. “How long do you think he’s been following you for?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Frotwoot, finally feeling safe enough to step out from among the pews. Puck was convinced, he was sure of it. “Maybe since the race… maybe this whole time.” 
 
    “Did he say anything to you?” 
 
    “Not really, no.” 
 
    “Did you say anything to him?” 
 
    “Nuh-uh.” 
 
    “Okay,” Puck sighed, flying over to one of the pews in back to drop out of the air and sit in it. “Sooo… this changes things.” 
 
    “What does? Pix?” 
 
    “No. I mean, yes, kind of, but what I really meant was you getting jumped again. The first attack: I could let that slide. New gangs love to punch up, and I can hardly blame them for trying. The sniper attack: That could’ve just been a lone operator who didn’t like how things went down last night. But three attacks… yeah, that means war.” 
 
    “Who is?” shouted Rumo. 
 
    “ ‘War’?” Frotwoot repeated, flat-out ignoring Rumo because there was really no point in doing otherwise at the moment. “What, you mean like a gang war?” 
 
    Puck nodded somberly, a faraway look in his eye. “Only kind of war we can wage, Elf.” 
 
    “… Okay, but—What’s that mean, though? Like… I’ve never killed anyone, man, so if that’s what we’re gonna have to do, then I don’t think I can—” 
 
    “I’ve never killed anyone either, Elf,” Puck assured him, taking out his amber-edged dagger to turn it around in the light and give a sort of visual aid to his point. “Pixies don’t kill. It’s one of the only things you can do to get kicked out of the Pixies, is to kill.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, that’s good.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Puck said sweetly, sticking his dagger into the back of the pew in front of him as if to remind himself and anyone else listening that—while apparently not a killer—he was still a very naughty boy. “Anyway, now that it’s war, I really wish we hadn’t lost that sprite.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and, having reached the next level of feeling safe, folded his arms and half-sat/half-leaned up against the armrest of the pew across from Puck. “Why?” 
 
    “Because she was our only lead! Now all we can do is just sit around like chumps and wait for them to attack us again!” 
 
    “Yeah, that sucks,” Frotwoot agreed, and he really did agree, too, because “waiting” for anything was not something he wanted to do now that he knew how fast time was flying for his family and friends back home. How could he speed it up, though? Puck was right; the sniper had been their only lead. So unless he could find something else soon, without Pixley and Golly’s help, there was nothing he could really do but== “Wait,” he said out loud, eyes going wide and legs shooting him upright as something possibly very significant occurred to him. “The phooka.” 
 
    Puck looked around puzzledly. “What phooka?” 
 
    “One of the Redcaps that jumped me; I’ve seen them before.” 
 
    “… What, you mean like when they jumped us last night?” 
 
    “No, like, before I even met you,” Frotwoot clarified without thinking, then started thinking before elaborating. “Me and Pix were, uh… we were running this sting, back when I was still a knight. Some guy was mugging street performers in the city, right, and since I could play the guitar Pix set me up on a street corner as bait.” 
 
    “Pix had you do what for him on a street corner?” Rumo interrupted, looking horrified. 
 
    “… Anyway, we caught the guy, and it was one of the Redcaps. He even had the hat back then, but I don’t remember it if had blood on it yet or not… I wasn’t really paying attention, because of the knife.” 
 
    “Wow,” Puck said with a blank, semi-bored tone and expression that didn’t sound very wowed at all. “Small world. So, uh… what’s this have to do with… anything, Elf?” 
 
    “The only thing he had on him was Pixie Dust.” 
 
    Suddenly, Puck didn’t look quite so bored anymore. “… And?” he said suspiciously, resting his hand on the hilt of his dagger. 
 
    “Well, I mean… one of us must’ve sold it to him, right? Maybe they could help us track him down.” 
 
    “Pixies don’t sell drugs.” 
 
    “Nah, I don’t smell any,” Rumo put in. 
 
    “You don’t sell drugs?” said Frotwoot, raising a skeptical eyebrow because he wasn’t sure if this was true or if Puck was just demonstrating his (understandable, and, of course, completely justified) distrust of him by keeping him out of the loop. 
 
    “No, we don’t.” 
 
    “Then… why’s it called Pixie Dust?” 
 
    “Because we’re really bad at enforcing our trademark, okay? Look, I don’t wanna talk about this.” 
 
    “But—! Wait, hold on,” Frotwoot darted to the door to unlock it, pick Maeve up off the floor (where she’d apparently given up on trying to pound her way into the chapel and had sat down at some point to not so much “pound” as “gently knock” on it every now and then with steadily decreasing gusto), switch the radio on on her magic watch, and lead her back inside the room to say (as casually as he could), “So you’re seriously saying that Pixie Dust doesn’t come from the Pixies?” 
 
    “I am seriously saying that, yes.” 
 
    Maeve furrowed her brow and, once she’d more or less oriented herself to the new location and conversation, said, “Why would they use our name, though?” 
 
    “I don’t know. If I knew that I’d probably know who it was, and if I knew who it was I’d probably kill them.” 
 
    “Figuratively,” Frotwoot added. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t really kill them because Pixies don’t kill. Right?” 
 
    “Oh. Right. Well… yeah, but…  also no. There are exceptions to every rule, and I think dealing drugs to kids in our name has gotta be one of those exceptions.” 
 
    Rumo started laughing as if Puck had just told one of the funniest jokes he’d ever misheard. 
 
    “We could still use him to find the other Redcaps, though,” said Frotwoot, and, since Golly was listening in and was even now sighing in exasperation over his earpiece, he added, “And maybe we could even ask him who he got the Pixie Dust from, and figure that out, too.” 
 
    “How? You even know who this guy is? You remember his name?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “The arrest records,” said Pixley, from wherever he was. 
 
    “The arrest records!” echoed Frotwoot. “Yeah! We can just look at his arrest records at the tower and get his name, his address, everything!” 
 
    “Gee, you think they’ll let us?” 
 
    Frotwoot waited for Pixley to fill in the blank for him, but what he got instead was a bemused sigh/groan hybrid in his ear followed by, “I meant I could look at the arrest records…” 
 
    “Oh, fie,” Frotwoot murmured. 
 
    “Yeah. I appreciate your ability to think like a knight, Elf, that could really be useful to us sometime—but you’ve gotta remember to start thinking a little more like a criminal, too. Because that’s what you are now.” 
 
    “Right. Guess I forgot.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm. Try not to, okay? The knights won’t.” 
 
    “I got it!” shouted Rumo, snapping his fingers. 
 
    “… Got what?” asked Puck. 
 
    “I got a plan!” 
 
    “A plan for what?” Frotwoot laughed. “You don’t even know what we—” 
 
    “Wait, wait, this might be funny,” said Puck, flying up out of his pew to lead Rumo out of the room. “I’m just gonna follow him for a while and see what he does. You two stay here, guard Shaylee, and try to think of an actual plan. We’ll be back in a bit.” 
 
    “… Dude, seriously?” 
 
    Puck just grinned and kept flying while Rumo enthusiastically punched his fist into the palm of his hand and kept walking, leaving Frotwoot, Maeve, and their unseen eavesdroppers alone in the chapel. 
 
    “Wow. You’re really good at lying, aren’t you?” said Maeve, looking more disturbed by that fact than impressed. 
 
    “… Yeah,” said Frotwoot, who, of course, feeling pretty much the same way about it himself. “But, y’know, it’s not I like I want to; I never want to, it’s just—” 
 
    “Could you two please leave?” an irate old faerie woman said from the front pew, unbowing her head and sitting up straight for the first time since they’d entered the room to make herself visible to them. “Or at least be a little more reverent? My husband is dying and I am trying to pray!!!” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry,” said Frotwoot, while Maeve did an apologetic, cringy kind of thing with her face. The old woman continued to glare at them until they left, at which point Maeve turned off her watch, flashed Frotwoot a crooked, knowing sort of smile and said, “Don’t worry. You don’t have to lie to me,”  before turning the watch back on and leaving Frotwoot feeling less “better” and more “like dirt”, because what she’d just said, of course, wasn’t even true. He did have to lie to her. He had to lie to everyone. And, whether it was the smart thing to do or not, it was really, really starting to get to him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Mom, I can’t do this anymore,” said Frotwoot, propping his face up against his cell phone-holding hand and (“thanks” in no small part to his knowing Pixley) trying not to think about what germs might even now be transferring themselves to his jeans from the lid of the hospital toilet seat he was sitting on. “I just—I can’t keep lying.” 
 
    “Oh, but… sweetheart, my dear, it sounds like you have to,” Bunmi’s voice said gently, from (knowing her) probably-not-a-toilet back in Indiana. “Aside from the truth being so dangerous for you, it wouldn’t be believed by anyone where you are anyway; isn’t that what you said?” 
 
    “Yeah, but… but I care about these people, mom! I think I even might, like… love one of them, and she doesn’t even know who I really am!” 
 
    “Ah, but neither did you, till just a few months ago. Or did you always know you were a fairy, and just didn’t tell us?” 
 
    “That’s different.” 
 
    “Is it? No, I don’t think it is. Who you are has nothing to do with where you’ve been. It may have shaped you, yes, but it doesn’t define you. That’s like saying that one cannot appreciate a cake without knowing its recipe. It’s the taste of the cake that matters, not the egg, or the flour, or the frosting.” 
 
    “Did you just say frosting doesn’t matter?!” Jack yelled from… well… knowing him, probably-a-toilet. 
 
    “I know this is hard for you, Frotwoot,” Bunmi went on without acknowledging her husband’s faux-outrage, because he likely wasn’t expecting her to anyway. “I know this because it’s hard for me to even see you this way. You’ve always valued honesty, and you’ve been honest (as far as I know) all your life. But when there comes a time—and there always will—that our values come into conflict with what’s right, or what’s best, we must remember that ‘right’ and ‘best’ have the highest value of all.” 
 
    “So… you’re saying I should keep lying? That that’s the right thing to do?” 
 
    “If that’s what you think is best, yes.” 
 
    “Gah!!!” Frotwoot groaned. “Why do you always make me figure stuff out like this? Why can’t you just be like other parents and tell me what to do?” 
 
    “Because I know you don’t need me to.” 
 
    “Okay, but what if I want you to?” 
 
    Bunmi laughed, and that sound alone—despite not actually being useful in any way—instantly made him feel a whole lot better. “Then I hope one day you’ll realize why I don’t always give you what you want, and that you’ll be able to forgive me for it when you do.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks, Master Yoda,” said Frotwoot, rolling his eyes. “Look, I’ve gotta get back. I’m on a quest, and—” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did you just say you’re on a quest?” 
 
    Frotwoot’s heart sank into his stomach. He’d forgotten all about his promise to her not to do knight stuff, and after having made such a fuss about honesty and all it made him feel kind of ridiculous to have to admit he’d broken that promise, but it would have felt even worse to lie about it, so: “Yeah. Yeah, I did. Because, um… because I’m a knight again.” 
 
    “You’re a what?!?!” 
 
    “A knight. Yeah. Sorry. Also, Wes is holding an old lady hostage in her house, so if you could look into that before it gets any worse that’d be great. Bye!” 
 
    “Wha—?!?!” Bunmi began, but Frotwoot hung up on her before she could finish and stepped out of the bathroom to find Maeve waiting for him in her chair in the middle of the hall. 
 
    “You all right?” she asked, looking up from her three year old Aeval magazine, which—based on what Frotwoot saw of the cover before averting his eyes—seemed to be Seelie’s very own, somehow more scandalous version of Cosmo. 
 
    “… What? Oh, yeah, yeah, I, um… I just had to call my mom,” he answered her after the third or so eye aversion, biting back the pointless lie about indigestion he’d almost told as he remembered that both Golly and Pixley were busy with paperwork and looking into his utterly false Unseelie Court quest lead just then, so he didn’t have to worry about them overhearing. 
 
    “Wait, you can make actual calls with your phone still, too?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Frotwoot, moving to sit down on the other side of her and finding his chair filled with things that weren’t him. “There’s a better signal than back home. What’s all this?” 
 
    “Oh, I went and got some us food!” Maeve answered, referring, he was sure, to the grease-soaked, brown paper bag that smelled like dragon burgers and fries. “I also had one of the other Pixies bring me your guitar, because I thought you might want it still even though it’s full of arrows, and I took off the glamoured watch because I figured if there’s only one that you should probably wear it instead.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded slowly, transfixed more than anything else by the sight of the guitar in front of him. He hadn’t really gotten a good look at it before, and now that he was looking it the fact that it had gotten shot made him want to cry. “… Thanks, Maeve.” 
 
    “Thanks, Swifty,” Maeve corrected him with a stern look and an oxymoronical smile. 
 
    “Right, ‘Swifty’,” Frotwoot laughed, picking everything up so he could sit down and start breaking off arrows. “So… I guess you must really like Taylor Swift, huh?” 
 
    “Of course! Doesn’t everyone?” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged, because he didn’t, particularly, but didn’t dislike her enough to say so. “You like Gwen Stefani more, though, right? That’s why you were her first?” 
 
    Maeve shrugged. “I like her name…” 
 
    “Wait wait wait, seriously? You like Taylor Swift more than you like Gwen Stefani?” 
 
    “I don’t really know any of her songs!” Maeve said with another shrug and a giggle. “Why don’t you play me one?” 
 
    “Why don’t I—?!” Frotwoot scoffed and shook his head in mostly playful disgust. “Because she has the voice of an angel, that’s why.  Just playing the guitar part of her songs isn’t gonna convince you of how wrong you are, you have to hear her sing to understand.” 
 
    “Well… play me something else, then!” said Maeve, looking at the ceiling and throwing up her hands in exasperated surrender. “Gosh, I didn’t even know you liked pop. I thought you were all about rock and punk and grunge and all that dumb stuff.” 
 
    “Okay, first off: Gwen wasn’t always a pop star. She was alternative, which is literally the opposite of that. It wasn’t until she left No Doubt that she got all poppy, and ‘No Doubt Gwen’ is the Gwen I’m talking about. Second off, I like any music that sounds good. ‘Rock’ and ‘punk’ and ‘grunge’ just almost always sound good to me, so that might be why you think that’s all I like.” He’d broken off enough arrows now that he could comfortably hold the guitar in his arms, and so of course he immediately strummed it to see if it was in tune. He couldn’t have blocked that reflex if his very life had depended on it. “Which you are wrong about, by the way.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “No, seriously, go ahead; name any genre, any style of music, and I’ll play you a little bit of a song from it that I like.” 
 
    “Any kind of music?” 
 
    “Any one.” 
 
    “Okay, um… country?” 
 
    “No no no, I said ‘music’.” 
 
    Maeve laughed at that easy joke, and as she did Frotwoot’s phone vibrated in his pocket, indicating both that he’d forgotten to turn it off and that he’d just received a text. Glancing at it—because virtually no one in the history of text messaging has ever not glanced at their phone when an errant text had just reminded them to turn it off, no matter the circumstances—he saw that Wes had sent him the same, highly-adaptable and frequently applicable text he’d been sending him since they’d first gotten their own phones, i.e., “YOU TOLD YOUR MOM?????????” 
 
    “Just kidding,” Frotwoot said to Maeve without missing a beat, turning off his phone and sticking it back in his pocket as her laughter subsided. “There’s definitely some good country out there, you just have to be open to it. I like this one,” he briefly played and sang up to the first chorus of B.W. Stevenson’s “My Maria”, which for some reason (okay, he knew the reason) made Maeve start giggling all over again. “—And pretty much anything by Willie Nelson or Johnny Cash, or, y’know… people like them, but all in all I think bluegrass sounds better. My friend Wes thinks they’re the same thing and that they both suck, but he’s like… a total genre snob, so I don’t ever really listen to his opinion unless it’s about punk or rap.” 
 
    “Can you do rap?” 
 
    “What, with a guitar?!” Frotwoot said as if this was the most outrageous thing he’d ever heard of, but then he said, with much less outrage, “Yep,” and started playing an acoustic cover of a Wu-Tang Clan song he’d stolen from some guy on Youtube, nearly making her double over with even more disbelieving (and certainly exaggerated) laughter when he started to rap along with it (replacing a certain oft-recurring word in rap music as he went with “fie”, and the other most recurring word in rap music with one that he felt more racially-qualified to say, creating in the process a rather unique adaptation of the song that would no doubt have to be called, “Shame On A Pixie For Trying To Run Game On A Pixie” if he were ever to release it. Which he wouldn’t, of course, because that would be dumb). 
 
    “… Christian rock?” Maeve said when he was finished rap-singing, and this time they both laughed at the easy joke before, sure enough, Frotwoot launched into “There Is No One Like You” by David Crowder Band, which he hoped would help him untarnish his soul a bit after… you know, all the tarnishing it probably had just gone through during that last song. 
 
    This admittedly self-indulgent (but incredibly stress-relieving) mini-concert of his went on for quite some time, Maeve testing the diversity of his musical repertoire more and more by narrowing “genre” down to “sub-genre”, then from “sub-genre” down to “particular artist/band”, until finally she was more or less just making song requests. Occasionally people passing by would stop to listen for a bit, maybe even smile and/or applaud, but for the most part it was just Frotwoot playing music and joking around with Maeve, which didn’t start to feel particularly weird to him, or anything, until he got to end of playing what felt like his millionth (or so) song and he noticed that she suddenly didn’t seem to be in any hurry to prompt him to play something else, but was just sitting there, sideways, with her elbow on her knee and her chin in her hand, gazing into his eyes and smiling at him with unabashed adoration. That was when it started to feel weird. 
 
    “I missed this,” she sighed happily. 
 
    Frotwoot pretended to urgently need to start tuning his completely-in-tune guitar so he could look away uncomfortably without making it too obvious that that was what he was doing. “Uhhh… missed what?” 
 
    “You. Me. You… playing me songs, showing off, making me laugh…” 
 
    “That’s something we used to do?” 
 
    “Yeah, all the time!” 
 
    “… Not the Jukebox Game, though, right?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The Jukebox Game; that’s what I named that thing we were just doing in my head. It, uh, sounded cooler in there. Shut up. We didn’t do that, did we?” 
 
    Maeve didn’t answer. She didn’t have to. Not answering, and just smiling, was answer enough. 
 
    “Seriously? Oh, what the—?! What the fie?! For real?! I thought I just made that up!” 
 
    “Maybe you just remembered it,” Maeve said slyly, waggling her eyebrows in a manner somewhat less than sly. 
 
    “What? No, I—” Frotwoot stopped short, suddenly conflicted, because he didn’t just see the hope in her face just then, he could almost feel it, radiating out from every inch, every pore. She really did love him, didn’t she? And all she wanted was for him to love her back, but—“Man… this isn’t what’s right,” he thought aloud, so he’d have to see it through. “This isn’t what’s best, this is—this is just—” He set the guitar aside and looked straight at her, taking her by the hand as aromantically as he could and saying, “Maeve, there’s something I have to tell you… something about me and… and The Dryad—” 
 
    “Elf!” Puck interrupted him yet again, flying down from the end of the hallway to hover over him while Rumo covered the same distance more slowly but in just a few steps. “Come on, let’s go; there’s something I wanna show you.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and shook his head at him in mildly irritated confusion. He’d really wanted to get this whole love triangle thing he had going on over with. “Oh, yeah? What is it?” 
 
    “I said ‘show you’, not ‘tell you’. Give your sword to Rumo; he’ll take over guard duty with Swifty while you’re gone.” 
 
    “… All right,” said Frotwoot, standing up to unbuckle and hand over his sword belt. He and Maeve exchanged looks, but Puck was already flying off so they couldn’t do much more than that before Frotwoot had to follow. “So, uh… what’s going on?” Frotwoot asked the dwarf a few seconds later as he caught up with him in the elevator. 
 
    “What’d I just say? You’ll see when I show you, Elf. Be patient.” 
 
    Frotwoot did his best to follow that instruction, he really did, but when they got out onto the street his curiosity had bubbled over to the point where he couldn’t help but at least try to figure out what was going on, although he took care not to ask about it too directly. “So, uh… did Rumo’s plan work out, then, or—?” 
 
    “No, you were right. His ‘plan’ didn’t have anything to with what we were talking about. It was actually pretty ridiculous what he thought we were talking about, and the ‘plan’ he had for it was even worse. You should’ve been there; I don’t think it’ll be as funny just hearing about it.” 
 
    “Oh. So is that what you’re gonna show me?”  
 
    “Nope. Nice try, though.” 
 
    “Come on, man…” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Puck laughed, waving off Frotwoot’s frustration as they committed what may have been the most egregious act of jaywalking the universe had ever seen. “I’ll say this: While I was following Rumo around, I got an idea for a plan of my own. What I’m gonna show you has to do with that.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Frotwoot, nodding slowly as he mentally looked for a clue in that figurative bone he’d just been thrown. He soon decided that there wasn’t one, and by the time they got to Pixie Land (which, honestly, he wasn’t even sure was their final destination) he must’ve tried ten different ways of getting Puck to let something slip and gotten shot down ten different ways in return. There wasn’t really a chance for him to try again as they crossed through the park, since simply keeping up with Puck as he weaved through the rowdy, mid-day party the other Pixies were inexplicably throwing just then required most of his attention, but when he did get a chance it wasn’t a very good try at all, because the sight of the decrepit old lighthouse in front of him—the one outside of Pixie Land where he’d once been interrogated by the same, dangerous man who’d just rather cheerily led him back to it—was more than enough to throw him off his game to the point where he was suddenly too nervous to get much more creative with it than, “Uh, Puck? What’re we doing here?” 
 
    As promised, Puck didn’t tell him. He just smiled, opened the door, and showed him… Roebin and Oberon, sitting tied up, back to back, in a pair of old wooden chairs. 
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    “Frotwoot?” said Roebin, or so Frotwoot assumed—the gag wrapped around the phooka’s mouth made it sound more like he’d said “Fartroot?”, but (unless Roebin had recently been possessed by the spirit of a certain bully Frotwoot had known in the third and fourth grade who’d liked to call him the same thing) that seemed rather unlikely. 
 
    “What is this?” Frotwoot demanded, glaring in disbelief at Puck as he himself slipped inside the lighthouse, staying near the door in case this turned out to be a trap. It didn’t seem to be, what with the casual way Puck flew in after him and didn’t even fully close the door behind him, but. knowing Puck, and his penchant for not always doing the… expected thing, Frotwoot figured he’d best just stay on his guard right now no matter how things seemed. 
 
    “What do you think this is?” Puck turned the question around on him, coming to a hover next to Oberon, whose weird, perpetually-blank face almost made him look like he was bored, and whose even weirder personality made it somewhat likely that he actually was. 
 
    “I don’t know… some kind of test?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Puck, snapping his fingers into an affirmative double-point. “And no. Y’see, it’s kind of two things at once. While I was following Rumo around earlier I got an actual idea for how we could sneak a look at your phooka pal’s arrest record. It involved capturing the two nerdiest, weakest-looking knights I’d ever seen,” he motioned to Roebin and Oberon with a sweep of his hand, “Bringing them back here, and breaking them to our will so they’d help us. But then I got the idea to make it a ‘test’, too, because I know you know these guys; they’ve got the same lizard on their dresses that you used to have, and a little digging around told me that they started squiring at the same time you did. What I don’t know, though, is whether or not you’d be willing to help me soften up your old friends before I break them. And that is something that I, as your new friend. would very much like to know.” 
 
    “What, are you serious?” said Frotwoot, trying to look offended by all this when really, what he was, was incredibly nervous. “Like, why are we still doing this, man? Didn’t we just have this same conversation, like, an hour ago?” 
 
    “Why yes, we did. You have a pattern of suspicious behavior. Good idea bringing that up, kid, that should really help your case.” 
 
     Frotwoot shook his head in frustration, but really he was checking the lighthouse for alternate exits. “Dude, this is is stupid. Am I a Pixie or not?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Puck admitted cheerfully. “That’s why we’re doing this, so I can find out.” 
 
    “But that’s not—! Look, I did all three of your stupid little tests to get in—” 
 
    “Only one of which involved an actual crime, which you didn’t even fully commit by not actually stealing anything, but yeah, okay.” 
 
    “—I saved Shaylee—” 
 
    “Like any good knight would.” 
 
    “—And I raced a stolen horse in what was probably a very illegal, totally messed-up street race that nearly got me killed!” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Uh-huh. All good points, but that last one, especially, stands out, because something about that race was what made me suspicious.” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head and shrugged his hands out to his sides in inquisitively impatient agitation. 
 
    “You know Alroy?” asked Puck. 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head “no”. 
 
    “Yeah, well, Alroy kind of hates you, so when you took him down during the race he started moaning about it to anyone who’d listen, saying you must’ve ‘cheated’ because you weren’t even a ‘real Pixie’ and that ‘Puck couldn’t protect you this time’. You know the guy I’m talking about now? Yeah? You think so? I think you do, too. He’s hard to miss. Anyway, some of the other people you took down came out of the woodwork to say that, yeah, they thought you cheated, too; that someone was secretly helping you and that was the only reason you got as far as you did. One of them said they thought it looked like a girl; a pretty blonde goblin girl, in fact, and—What was your pretty blonde ex-girlfriend’s race again?” 
 
    Frotwoot just rolled his eyes, because he knew that Puck already knew. 
 
    “Right… so, when Rumo and I got back here with these guys and were tying them up, Alroy and the other sore losers came and complained to us for, like, ever about what they’d ‘figured’ out. I defended you at first, because, come on: They were obviously just mad that you beat them. But then I remembered how the catoblepas you stole for the race was actually your catoblepas, and that got me thinking and, well—” He folded his arms and rested his left elbow on Oberon’s head, furrowing his brow mock-quizzically at Frotwoot as he did. “—That’s not really stealing, is it? Taking what’s already yours.” 
 
    “Clapton’s not mine. He belongs to the Order of the Gecko.” 
 
    “Right, but that’s only true if you’ve really come over to the fun side of the law. If you haven’t, then ‘stealing’ your own steed seems like a pretty convenient way for you to avoid coming over to the fun side while still looking like you have, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Frotwoot thought, but out loud he said, “… Dude, what do you want me to say? You either believe me or you don’t.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to say anything,” Puck shrugged. “What I want you to do—as I alluded to before—is help me beat up these knights a little. There’s no room for ambiguity in that. That’s a legal, moral, and ethical crime, all of which a real Pixie would be more than willing to commit, but a knight—” 
 
    “No,” said Frotwoot, covertly switching on his watch just in case the gambit he was about to attempt went bad. “No way.” 
 
    “… Really? You’re not even gonna, like… try to think of a way out of this before you—?” 
 
    “If I were still a knight, yeah, I’d probably try to think of a way out of this; I’d, like… pull my punches, or—or whisper ‘roll with it’ into their ears before I hit them, or—I don’t know, ‘accidentally’ help them escape by throwing them so hard that their chairs break out from under them, or something cool like that, but… I’m not. Okay? I am who I say am. I’m a real person, not some, like… psycho…  action movie caricature, or whatever the fie it is you’re expecting me to be, here, and real people—I don’t know if you know this, but you should—just don’t go from ‘protecting the public’ and being called a hero and junk to ‘beating up their buddies’ in one freaking day!” 
 
    “Buddies?” Puck repeated, his face maddeningly unreadable. “So… you do know them?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I do. We hang out pretty much all the time. Like… we went to the new Changeling movie together, for fie’s sake, and that came out…  what? Last week?” 
 
    Roebin and Oberon either confirmed or corrected that for him; with their gags and socially awkward body language it was impossible to tell. 
 
    “Anyway, it was recent,” Frotwoot went on, compromising on the exact date for the sake of expediency, which, he knew, was probably driving Oberon so crazy that in his case it might’ve been more merciful if he had just smacked him around a little. “But the point is, if you can’t understand why I’m not gonna beat these guys up for you—or why I’m not gonna let you beat them up, because I’m not—then I guess I’m just confused about what the Pixies are all about, because conforming to what you want me to be, and being something I’m not just to fit in, seems like, I don’t know, um… pretty much the exact opposite of what I thought the Pixies were all about, and—” 
 
    “—And you’re willing to fight us over this?” Puck rather incorrectly finished for him, double-snapping his fingers to signal ten other Pixies (including Alroy and his female friend from the rain race, who Frotwoot still only vaguely remembered) to come out of hiding all along the upper levels of the lighthouse. Frotwoot looked up at them with a soft, involuntary groan, wondering if he could hold out against so many opponents in such a confined space until Pixley and Golly got there to save him, and even though he was sure he couldn’t, he looked back down at Puck and said, “Yeah. I guess I am.” 
 
    “Well… all right!” Puck laughed after the longest ten seconds Frotwoot had ever experienced in his life, standing (hovering? Hover-standing?) up straight and holding out his hands in all directions with several slight, disarming shakes of his head in those directions to keep the battle-ready Pixies where they were. “You know what, Elf? I think that means you passed the test!” 
 
    “… It does?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean… not in the way I thought you would, obviously, but you make a compelling argument. A knight would’ve reacted differently than you did, especially if he had any sense or knew what he was doing.” 
 
    “Oh.” Frotwoot tried not to look offended. “Yeah, well… y’now, no one ever accused me of that, so…” 
 
    “And they definitely wouldn’t try to talk me out of believing them once I did, even as a joke,” Puck chuckled, shaking his head at Frotwoot in disbelief, but apparently only at his aforementioned, ill-timed, and probably ill-considered “joke”, because he was waving the other Pixies out of the lighthouse as he did and exuding a much more friendly air again. “All right, Elf, now that we’ve got that settled, let me ask you something: Which one of these Elves do you think we should hold as a hostage, and which one do you think will care about what happens to the other one enough to do as he’s told?” 
 
    Frotwoot blinked and scratched his head. “What?” 
 
    “Oh right, I didn’t tell you my plan yet,” said Puck, slowly circling around Roebin and Oberon in a somewhat menacing way. “One of these nerds is gonna take you in for ‘questioning’, and they’re gonna let you get whatever information you need from their files, or whatever, before letting you go. And the reason they’re gonna let you do this is because we’re gonna be holding onto the other nerd back here, not letting them go until we get you back.” 
 
    “That's the plan?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Puck, stopping his menacing circuit around his captives to fold his arms and rest his right elbow on Roebin’s head this time. “So far.” 
 
    “… Oh. Well, I’d definitely wanna take Roebin, then.” 
 
    “Which one’s that?” Puck pointed down. “This one?” 
 
    “Yeah. If you let Oberon go he’ll just try to fight you.” 
 
    Oberon shot Frotwoot an angry look that said something along the lines of, “Why’d you do that?! You ruined my master plan of being let go and trying to fight him!” 
 
    “Oookay,” said Puck, pulling out his dagger to press it against Roebin’s ropes. “And would you agree with that assessment of Frotwoot’s, my Güdvello? Are you, more than your partner, here, willing to ‘play ball’ to make sure neither of you get hurt?” 
 
    Roebin nodded rapidly, looking genuinely upset at the very idea that Oberon might in some way be hurt because of him. 
 
    “Then I release you into the Pixie-formerly-known-as-Sir-Frotwoot’s custody,” said Puck, cutting the ropes in one slice and taking an aerial “step” or two back. 
 
    Roebin didn’t so much “stand” as “stumble to his feet”,  ripping off his gag and looking between Puck and Frotwoot like a caged, but increasingly hostile animal. “You’ll never get away with this, Puck.” 
 
    “I’ve never not gotten away with anything,” Puck said matter-of-factly, looking at his fingernails. “You knights always used to come here looking for me, back when you stopped coming to look for Pix, and every time you did I just disappeared into the park until you went away.” 
 
    “It won’t be like that this time.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess we will,” said Roebin, turning his attention and the hardened expression that went with it to Frotwoot, who did his best to take it seriously despite how well it didn’t go (like, at all) with his cowlick and his adorable little baby face. “And you, Frotwoot… what happened to you? How could you do something like this?” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged uncomfortably. 
 
    “We know the story they’re telling about you in the media isn’t true. You and Golly have been together since the week of Midsummer’s Eve, right? And you quit the knightly order just a little bit after that, so why now would they be—?” 
 
    During the beginning of that last sentence Frotwoot had started moving, and by the end of it he’d whacked Oberon in the side (mostly) of his chair with a handy 2X4 he’d picked up off the floor, the sheer, brutal surprise of the action stopping Roebin mid-cover-blow and eliciting a much bigger jolt and gag-mouthed cry from Oberon than the “hit” possibly could have warranted. 
 
    “There’re a lot of things you don’t know about me, Roebin,” said Frotwoot, dropping the plank of wood to one side and advancing calmly but purposefully until he was right up in the phooka’s face. “Like how even though I’m not gonna let the Pixies hurt you for no reason, I will let them hurt you, and I will hurt you, if you mess with me.” He cocked his head at him in what he hoped was a suitably intimidating way. “You didn’t know that, right?” 
 
    Roebin shook his head at him in wide-eyed horror. 
 
    “Well, now you do. So let’s go.” 
 
    Puck snorted and shot him a partly bemused, mostly skeptical look of uncertainty, clearly trying to decide between being suspicious of what he’d just seen or impressed by it, and in response Frotwoot rather coolly ignored him, leading Roebin out of the broken down lighthouse with a shove. He was going to leave it at that, hoping that his affected lack of care for Puck’s perception of his tough guy act would make it seem more authentic, but by the time he’d reached the door he got a better idea and smirked over his shoulder at him as if to say, “Can you believe he bought it?”, confirming that the act was, in fact, fake, but not for Puck’s benefit—even though it was. Or was it…? He couldn’t remember. In any case, this seemed to add just enough layers to the deception to obscure the real deception—as evidenced by how much Puck seemed to enjoy being “let in on” it—and now that that was taken care of Frotwoot immediately gave himself permission to stop thinking about it, right then and there, because if he didn’t he was pretty sure his head would explode. 
 
    “It’s not too late for you to get out of this, you know,” Roebin told him a minute or two later as they cut through the center of the puddle-filled park, Pixies lazily jeering at them all the way. “I can help you. Really.” 
 
    “Uh… no… that’s okay,” sighed Frotwoot, three times and in three distinct parts. “I mean, I kinda’ like it here. It’s pretty rad.” 
 
    “No it’s not! And no you don’t! We’re friends, Frotwoot, just like you said; I can tell something’s wrong.” 
 
    “We were friends,” Frotwoot clarified, and as soon as he did he regretted it, because Roebin stopped and spun around to face him, eyes wide and lip trembling, looking more hurt than Frotwoot had ever seen anyone look. “… What?” 
 
    “Nothing!!!” Roebin sniffed defiantly, but as he turned back around to continue their trip downtown that initial sniff turned into a series of sniffles, and Frotwoot couldn’t help but notice how frequently he had to keep drying his eyes, what with how violent and angry the motion was. 
 
    “Dude, look, I—I didn’t mean it,” Frotwoot eventually broke down and told him, grabbing him by the arm to stop him and turn him down an alley between booths that had once housed carnival games, but now seemed to function as little Pixie apartments. “I’m still your friend, okay?” 
 
    “What makes you think I wanna be friends with a criminal?” Roebin snapped back, looking him right in the eyes even though he was clearly embarrassed and wanted to look away. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe I was just hoping you didn’t have very high standards. I mean, you’re friends with Oberon, so—” 
 
    “He’s back to being Frotwoot 1 now,” Roebin cut him off, instantly killing the smirk on Frotwoot’s face that went with the wisecrack. “You’re not worthy of being the only Frotwoot anymore. And I’m friends with him because—unlike you—I do have high standards, and he meets them just fine.” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed nervously, suddenly unable to maintain eye contact himself; having Roebin mad at him gave him the same unnerving feeling as being barked at by a sweet little puppy. “I-I was just kidding.” 
 
    “You don’t get to kid about him anymore, Frotwoot 2! It was okay when you were his friend, and I knew that—deep down—you actually liked him and would never actually do or say anything to hurt him (he never got when you were making fun of him, anyway), but now that you’re on the other side, the side that’s literally holding him hostage right now, I just don’t think I can—” 
 
    “Allrightallrightallright!” said Frotwoot in a burst, holding out his hands to show he couldn’t take anymore. “All right! Look! I’m—” He didn’t know if anyone was listening in, but in case they were he turned off his watch, and—in case anyone was listening in non-magically—took Roebin deeper into the alley before telling him, “I’m not really a Pixie. I’m undercover.” 
 
    Roebin blinked and furrowed his brow. “… You’re what?” 
 
    “Oh, right. Um… under… glamour?” 
 
    Roebin gasped. “You mean you’ve gone glamorous?!” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed a deeply pained sigh and rolled his eyes. “Yeah…  yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “Frotwoot, wh—?!” Roebin could hardly seem to contain his excitement and relief. “Why didn’t you just say so?” 
 
    “I… didn’t think I was supposed to.” 
 
    “You’re not! But me and Oberon are your friends!” 
 
    “Yeah, you are. Which is why I just messed the whole thing up and told you. But you can’t tell anyone else, though, okay? Not even the ones who already know, like Golly and Pix; I feel like they wouldn’t like that I told you, and I know Golly’s dad wouldn’t.” 
 
    “What about Thania and Oberon?” 
 
    In response, Frotwoot just gave him a “look”. 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Yeah, you’re right,” Roebin conceded, nodding thoughtfully. “You’d be dead in an hour. I won’t blow your glamour, though. I promise.” 
 
    “I know you won’t, man,” said Frotwoot, clapping him on the shoulder. “Now come on, we’ve still gotta go to the tower and—” Frotwoot stopped short, both verbally and physically, because as he’d been turning to leave the alley he’d caught sight of someone peering around the corner, and as soon as he had that “someone”—clearly having heard something they shouldn’t have—took off running. “Oh fie!” 
 
    “What?” said Roebin. 
 
    “I think I just blew my glamour!” said Frotwoot, feeling utterly ridiculous as he did. He didn’t have much time to dwell on it before his and Roebin’s more proactive instincts kicked in, though, because as soon as they did their legs and their wings started moving, and, just like that, the chase for the eavesdropping Pixie was on! 
 
    … And about ten yards later it was off, because the Pixie slipped hilariously in the mud and knocked himself out. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Well, at least you caught him,” Golroc sighed as he came into his office shortly thereafter, slamming the door (he never just “closed” it) behind him and plopping down into his chair. Frotwoot and Roebin looked at their hands, Pixley and Golly looked at each other, and Alroy (who was still bound and gagged with moth-eaten scraps from the inventory of one of Pixie Land’s many abandoned t-shirt stands) looked at Golroc in confused, bug-eyed, muffle-screamed terror. “What’s he know?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Probably enough,” shrugged Frotwoot, who’d come into the tower in handcuffs just to keep up appearances and was still wearing them. “And I mean, if he didn’t know anything before he definitely does now, so—” 
 
    “Yep,” Golroc agreed, eyeing Alroy across the stack of paperwork in front of him and somehow, by that act alone, managing to inspire the Pixie to even greater terror than before. “So what should we do with him, you think?”  
 
    “Kill him?” Golly suggested brightly. 
 
    “Nah… I’m thinkin’ we oughtta kill these two instead,” said Golroc, looking from Roebin to Frotwoot in a way that did nothing at all to indicate whether or not he was joking as much as his daughter was. Really, though, he might not have been. “Get it out of the way, y’know? Before they make it happen themselves.” 
 
    “Look, dude, I’m sorry, but I had to tell him,” said Frotwoot, speaking up even though he didn’t want to make himself a more tantalizing target for the captain’s oncoming verbal abuse so that Roebin (who, by virtue of not having been Golly’s boyfriend all summer, probably wasn’t as well-equipped to deal with it as Frotwoot was) wouldn’t be targeted at all. 
 
    Golroc looked at Frotwoot as if seeing him for the first time, which was weird (and probably a psyche-out of some kind) because he’d just looked at him two paragraphs ago. “Why?” 
 
    “Because he’s my friend, man, and—” 
 
    “And what? Was he crying? Is that it?” 
 
    An awkward silence filled the room as Roebin’s gaze somehow seemed to go through his feet, where it already was, to focus on something even lower. 
 
    “Rocky, hey—” Pixley began, bouncing himself up off the wall in protest. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say anything to me either right now, Widgeon!” Golroc growled, jumping to his feet as if facing an attack while Frotwoot, sitting as he was right in front of him, fell backwards out of his chair as an instinctive, yet embarrassingly different reaction to the same thing. “You’re the one that wasn’t monitoring your squire in the field, and look! What! Happened!” 
 
    “His watch was off, Dad!” Golly cut in, as only a teenage daughter with familial immunity could. “He was supposed to signal us if he went anywhere!” 
 
    “And?” Golroc said to Frotwoot. “Did you signal them?” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow, looked at his watch, then widened his eyes in thoroughly abashed horror when he remembered that he could, in fact, have used it to signal them. “Uh…” 
 
    “Yes or no answer, ‘hero’.” 
 
    “… No, but—” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I—” 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “I just—I forgot that I could!” 
 
    Golroc furrowed his brow in genuine, thoroughly flabbergasted surprise and slowly sank back down into his chair. “Huh???” 
 
    “I only got this thing yesterday, man!” Frotwoot explained with a sheepish sort of smile, holding up his watch (and his whole other arm, of course, since he was still handcuffed) to show what he was talking about. “I still don’t really know how it works. I mean, I turn it ‘on’ when I think Golly and Pix might wanna hear something, but—” 
 
    “What’re you, an idiot?! Why don’t you just leave it turned on all the time?” 
 
    “He’s not supposed to,” Golly answered for him (which was good, because he didn’t know the answer and his initial bravery was waning). 
 
    “When he’s sleepin’ or somethin’ he can turn it off, sure, but—” 
 
    “We were doing paperwork,” Pixley interrupted, his voice much calmer than the goblins’. “He wasn’t supposed to be going anywhere, so we turned off the radios in the coach and sat there listening for a signal. Obviously, a signal didn’t come. If it had, we would’ve been listening, but it didn’t, and that’s nobody’s fault but mine. I should’ve trained him more on the watch before we even started this thing. So if you wanna yell at somebody, Rocky, yell at me.” 
 
    Golroc clearly didn’t find that proposition anywhere near as appealing as getting to yell at his daughter’s boyfriend, so he shook his head and turned to stare daggers at the map of the city on his wall, keeping quiet until enough of the boiling rage inside of had seeped out to where he could say in what was very nearly a completely civil, indoor-appropriate voice, “All right, whatever! We still gotta do something about this screw-up.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Frotwoot, when nobody else dared take up the challenge. “I mean, I know what the ‘screw-up’ is, but—” 
 
    “Well… seein’ as how you and Güdvello’ve basically kidnapped this guy, here, there’s not much we can do but let him go, now is there?” 
 
    “… What, seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah, idio—Sir Frotwoot,” said Golroc, shooting Golly a mocking sort of look accompanied by a sassy head-bob on every syllable of Frotwoot’s name and title, because she’d clearly been about to start another fight over that unfinished insult and this seemed to be—in his mind, at least—an acceptable compromise for him to express himself while still keeping the peace. “ ‘Seriously’. Unless, ‘o course, you arrested him for an actual crime…” 
 
    “Accomplice to kidnapping,” Roebin muttered. 
 
    “What was that, Güdvello? You want me to call your mommy” 
 
    “He was an accomplice,” Roebin repeated/paraphrased, sticking his chin up defiantly, despite the lines of fresh tears on his face. “To a kidnapping.” 
 
    “What, his kidnapping? That ain’t the way it works, kid.” 
 
    “No, mine and Oberon’s.” 
 
    “He was there?” 
 
    “He was after; and he didn’t stop it.” 
 
    “… Huh. Does that make him an accomplice, Sir Pixley, or an accessory?” 
 
    Pixley shrugged. 
 
    “Well, great! Problem solved! Except you never actually charged him with it, did you? You just thought of it now, so while we could arrest him for it, it would still be after you’d already kidnapped him, on the crime-committing timeline.” 
 
    “He kidnapped us first, though!” said Roebin. 
 
    “Two kidnappings don’t make a right, kid,” Golroc sighed, popping the claw on his left index finger to start scratching something into the surface of his already scratched-in doodle-covered desk. “If we keep him, we’ve gotta arrest you, too. If we let him go, the quest for the Pixie Dust is over. Any way you slice it, it looks like we’re—” 
 
    “Wait,” said Frotwoot. “What about immunity?” 
 
    Golroc abruptly stopped doodling to look at him. “What about it?” 
 
    “Why don’t we give him immunity, to like—I don’t know, like in exchange for him letting us keep him here till the quest is over?” 
 
    “He doesn’t need immunity, genius, he didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “No, I mean like… from whatever we turn up!” 
 
    Golroc frowned thoughtfully and turned his eye on Alroy. “You okay with that?” 
 
    Alroy nodded, both his eyes fixed on Golroc’s claw. 
 
    “Well… all right then! I guess that’s a deal! I’ll call down to the dungeon and tell ‘em to dust the corners and change the sheets in the protective custody suite. It’s real nice in there, kid, you’re gonna love it. And hey, good thinking, idiot!” 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “What? It’s a term of affection when there’s a compliment attached! You felt the affection, right ‘hero’?” 
 
    Frotwoot hadn’t, but he didn’t want to push his luck any more than he already had. so he smiled and gave Golroc an uncertain little side-nod that seemed to quell most of Golly’s anger on his behalf. 
 
    “See that? We’re just like family. Now, Pix, you and Golly go out my window, same way you came in, I’ll take our guest, here, down to check into his hotel room, and you two?” He indicated Frotwoot and Roebin with a rapidly-moving finger. “Go play out this scenario of yours in the bullpen, whatever it is, and make it look convincing. If you just hand Crossley the information someone’s gonna ask questions, and if that happens after all this the protective custody suite’s gonna have to get two more beds, or you three—” the moving finger shifted on its horizontal axis to include Alroy, “—Are gonna have to share. Y’get me?” 
 
    Frotwoot almost said something funny in response to that, but Golroc hated when he said things that were funny (especially when he was trying to be scary) and, again, he knew better than to push his luck. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Golroc scowled, apparently assuming that that “sir” had been meant sarcastically (and it hadn’t been, it was just insincere) but he didn’t say anything else before he shooed everyone away/up to their feet and got up himself to take Alroy by the arm and lead him down to the dungeon. “I’ll take this one, you take that one, and we’ll compare notes on ‘em, all right?” he said loudly back to Roebin as he flung open his door and crossed into the bullpen. 
 
    “Uh… yeah, all right,” Roebin said back once he realized that this was part of the show and that he’d better start acting. Then, to Frotwoot, he gave an almost apologetic shove toward the door and said in what seemed to be the most stilted, unconvincing way possible, “Let’s go have us a little chat, dirt!” 
 
    “Dirt?” Frotwoot chuckled under his breath, but then Roebin shoved him again and he decided to play his part well, at least, even if Roebin wasn’t going to. “Okay. Yeah, sure. I mean, I told you I don’t know anything, though, so—” 
 
    “Hey, no backtalk, you! I own your butt!” 
 
    Frotwoot closed his eyes tight for a second to keep himself from losing it, then walked obediently over to Roebin’s desk, where he was then “shoved” rather gently down into the interview chair. 
 
    “Wait there, bud, if you know what’s good for you.” 
 
    “All right,” Frotwoot nodded, furrowing his brow in disbelief as Roebin backed up towards the records room with what he no doubt thought to be a very intimidating stare, but came across as more of a bad parody of one. Thankfully, Roebin stopped when he saw Frotwoot’s reaction and abruptly turned to cover the rest of the distance to his destination in a much more straightforward manner. About five minutes later he came back with a stack of Order of the Gecko-branded manilla folders, and while violently slamming them on the desk in front of Frotwoot like he did was a nice touch in theory, in practice it was just kind of embarrassing, because half of them slid off the desk and onto the floor, forcing Roebin to break his tough guy facade as he frantically gathered them back up. 
 
    “Peep these, Pixie!” said Roebin, slamming the fallen half back down again as if that made up for it. “See anyone you recognize?” 
 
    Frotwoot opened the top folder and saw the mugshot of a recently-arrested phooka, but not the one he was looking for. He opened the next one, saw a different unfamiliar phooka, and realized that Roebin had just grabbed every male phooka’s arrest file from the past week. Which was as good an idea as any, sure, but it made Frotwoot wonder if the files were sorted by race, and if so, was that filing system racist, or even practical, or—? 
 
    “Well, punk?” 
 
    Frotwoot snorted out a laugh despite his very best efforts, and buried his head in the folders to hide the irresistible expression that was spreading over his face. “Uh, yeah, dude, chill, I’m just—” He separated one file from the rest, and tossed it to the top of Roebin’s desk. “Yeah, no, man, I don’t—I don’t know any of ‘em.” 
 
    Roebin suddenly broke character in dismay. “What? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Frotwoot, widening his eyes and flicking them toward the file he’d just thrown to show that he did, in fact, know that one. “None of ‘em.” 
 
    “Oh!” Roebin grinned in sudden comprehension, then looked around self-consciously before returning his face to… whatever it was it was supposed to be doing. “I mean… oh. Well, what if I don’t believe you, huh? What do you say to that?” 
 
    “… I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Yeah, you are sorry,” Roebin agreed, sliding the folder off the desk and into his chair so it fell open. “A sorry excuse for a man!” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “There’s more where that came from, buddy!” Roebin took out his knightly notebook and surreptitiously copied the pertinent information in the file to the first page it opened to, ripping it out and handing it to Frotwoot when he was done. “Anyway, here’s my number. If you decide you wanna sing, give me a call. Until then, get out of my sight, would you? You’re making me sick.” 
 
    “Will do,” said Frotwoot, standing up and holding out his hands. “Could you uncuff me first, though?” 
 
    “Nah, you’re a smart boy. You’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Frotwoot gave him a withering look. 
 
    “Right, sure, yeah,” Roebin withered. 
 
    Once he was uncuffed, Frotwoot pocketed the piece of paper and let Roebin lead him out to the front desk, ignoring the mostly (but not entirely) disinterested stares of the other knights, witnesses, and suspects as he went. Had any of them actually bought it? Roebin acting “tough” and not being very good at it was pretty consistent with his character, so maybe, but— 
 
    “Horse thief!” the voice of Sir Ariel cried out from the other side of Dame Megainn’s desk, prompting Frotwoot to jump just about as high as he could without using his wings and (once he’d landed) to trace the voice back to Sir Ariel himself, who was pointing an accusing, spindly finger at him and trembling with rage. Everyone in earshot fell silent, and then froze in place as soon as they’d all turned to look at Frotwoot and Ariel, neither of whom were moving very much themselves. After a few tense seconds Frotwoot exchanged looks with Roebin, during which Roebin shrugged as if to say, “I’ve got nothing”, and, since Frotwoot had “nothing” as well, that left him little choice but to (gently) push Roebin out of the way and run for it. 
 
    There was a sudden clamor both below and behind Frotwoot as he flew (non-literally, in this case) up the stairs of the tower and the knights below and behind him came unfrozen in response. Bypassing the cafeteria, the armory, the library, and the sword and archery practice rooms on his way, Frotwoot didn’t end his breathless ascent until he’d reached the floor with the squires’ dormitory, because that was the first floor (other than the first floor) that he remembered as having open windows. Of course, that memory had been based on the old Gecko’s tower, and as he darted into what would have been his old room (if it hadn’t been destroyed, that is) he found that that memory didn’t quite apply to the new, understandably more security-conscious tower, as there was now a heavy iron gate over the window, with an equally heavy iron padlock holding it in place. 
 
    “No!” Frotwoot protested, rattling the lock a bit in the vain hope that it would come loose before ducking into the room across the hall to see if that window was locked, too. “What the—?” he said a moment and another rattle later, because it was. “No!!!” 
 
    The sound of his pursuers coming angrily up the stairs (Roebin kept falling down and tripping everyone, apparently, and they were starting to think it wasn’t an accident) prompted him to leap across the floor and quickly but quietly close the bedroom door, pressing his ear up against it to listen as a group of knights broke off from the pack to search the dormitory for him. The room he was in wasn’t far from the stairs, so the sounds of their knocking, questioning, and opening doors on their own started way too close and only got closer. But then another set of sounds came from the bathroom just a few feet away, and since those sounds were the squeak of a shower handle, water stopping, a voice softly singing to no one, and wet, unassuming footsteps rapidly approaching his position, those sounds took priority, and sent Frotwoot diving into the wardrobe against the wall. 
 
    “Ow!” he said softly, fumbling around in the dark for the source of what had stabbed him on his way in and finding an absurd number of high-heeled shoes. Was this a girl’s room? That definitely made this worse. “Hello?” Frotwoot whispered into his watch, wishing uselessly as he did that during all that talk about “signaling” that had happened before that someone had actually bothered to remind him how to do it, and getting kind of annoyed that they hadn’t. “Golly? Pix? Are you there?” 
 
    There was no answer, but a second later there was a knock at the door (the bedroom door, not the wardrobe door; that would have been weird), and a voice that Frotwoot recognized as belonging to some knight he’d never really gotten know but for some reason recognized his voice, saying, “Hi, have you—? Oh. Never mind.” 
 
    “What?” a voice that Frotwoot recognized as belonging to someone he definitely did know snapped irritably, and just to be sure he opened the door (the wardrobe door, not the bedroom door; that would have been impractical) a crack to see that yes, indeed, it was Thania. 
 
    “Nothing, I just—We’re looking for someone, and—” 
 
    “Is it me?” 
 
    “Well… no…” 
 
    “Then why are you knocking on my door?” 
 
    “I—I don’t—I just thought—” 
 
    “Goodbye!” Thania said mock-cheerily, slamming the door in his face. She went back to singing under her breath (Frotwoot couldn’t be sure, but now that he could hear it better he thought it might be the jingle from a certain toothpaste commercial) and walked across the room to an ornate, stand-up mirror (that, well, of course she had) to unwrap the towel on her head and start whipping her still-wet hair around and posing like a fashion model. 
 
    “Frotwoot?” said Golly’s voice, shocking Frotwoot out of the bemused trance he was in and making him realize that he’d better stop watching before he either laughed or the other, much more critical towel that Thania was (barely) wearing around her torso came off. “Did you say something?” 
 
    “Oh, hey, yeah,” he said, closing the crack back up to talk into his watch, whose amber-coated numbers, he’d just noticed, glowed a bit in the dark. “Um, I’ve got kind of a problem, here.” 
 
    “Did you get the information?” Pixley’s voice broke in. 
 
    “Yeah, but—Gah!!!” 
 
    The last was in response to Thania suddenly having flung both the wardrobe doors open and blinking down in confusion at him. 
 
    “Frotwoot?” she said after a moment or two of mutually-stunned silence, a slight smile creeping up the left side of her dark gray lips. 
 
    “Uh… hey.” 
 
    “What’re you—?” She snorted and shook her head, the smile taking over her whole face, now. “Never mind. I know why you’re here. And, as flattered as I am, and as cute as you are, this is pretty creepy, so…” She held up her hands and cocked her head with a sympathetic grimace as if to say, “What else can I do?” before finishing her runaway train of thought with, “I’m going to have to beat you up a little. Sorry.” 
 
    “… Wait, what?!” said Frotwoot, but Thania didn’t wait, and she didn’t repeat herself. Instead, she made one of those karate kind of noises and lashed out with a spinning, sideways kick aimed at Frotwoot’s head, just narrowly missing contact with it—if not the back of the wardrobe, which cracked and splintered in half—as he desperately ducked and dove between her rock-hard legs, scrambling to his feet on the other side of her. 
 
    “Get a good look?” she asked playfully as she spun around (sans kick this time) to face him. 
 
    “What—? When, you mean just now? While I was trying not to die?” 
 
    “Some things are worth dying for.” 
 
     “Wow. Yeah, no, I didn’t look up.” 
 
    “Your loss,” Thania shrugged, turning the motion into a one-two punch that Frotwoot was able to dodge the one but not the two of. 
 
    “… What the fie is going on?” asked Pixley, while Frotwoot struggled to stay upright and conscious. 
 
    “Uh… Thania thinks I was trying to peek at her, like… getting dressed or whatever,” Frotwoot blearily told his watch, having just been thrown far enough across the room that if he spoke quietly enough she couldn’t hear him if he turned his back to her (which he did) as he dragged himself back up to a standing position against the nearest wall. “And I think I might have a concussion.” 
 
    “Why would Thania think you were trying to peek at her?” Golly laughed. 
 
    “Because I was hiding in her closet when she got out of the shower.” 
 
    “Why were you—?” 
 
    “Does that really matter right now?!” asked Frotwoot as he dodged another punch that dented the wall and kicked up a puff of just-powdered stone. “I’m just gonna tell her what’s up. You know, like… before she kills me.” 
 
    “No!” said Golly and Pixley in unison, and then just Pixley said, “You can’t just go breaking your glamour every time it gets you into trouble, Frotwoot. It negates the whole point of having a glamour. Telling that phooka kid was one thing, but if you do it again, and so soon again, I’m pretty sure Rocky’s gonna—” 
 
    “Allrightfine!!!” Frotwoot snapped, even more on edge now that his recent attempt to simply go back out the door he’d come in through had been blocked by Thania, who easily held it closed with one hand despite his pulling on the doorknob with not just one, but both of his. “Thania, come on! I’m sorry, okay?” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “… Huh?” 
 
    “What are you sorry for?” 
 
    “Y’know, for…” He waved his hands around a bit. “This!” 
 
    “What about my ballgown?” 
 
    “Your what?” 
 
    “My ballgown!” Thania repeated, with an indignant sort of headbutt. “From the ball! You know; that you ruined???” 
 
    “… Oh, right,” Frotwoot said from the floor, his voice kind of funny because he was clutching his bleeding (and hopefully not broken) nose. “Sorry about that, too.” 
 
    “I forgive you,” Thania said stiffly, reaching down to help him to his feet. “Now come with me. You’re under arrest.” 
 
    “What?! Why?!” 
 
    “Trespassing. I won’t press charges on the other things, because we’re such dear friends, but the tower isn’t technically my property so I can’t not press charges on any crimes committed against it. I hope you’ll understand.” 
 
    “No, not really,” said Frotwoot, his mind turning with sudden dread to the Elven lynch mob that was probably still after his blood while Pixley (via the glamoured earring, of course) made it clear to him in a soft, urgent voice that Golroc couldn’t let him out of the dungeon without drawing unwanted suspicion to their quest and Golly, for some reason, just laughed and laughed and laughed. “But I guess you’ve gotta do what you’ve gotta do.” 
 
    “Well, yes, but only because I choose to.” 
 
    “… Right. Before we go, though, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    “What’s with your hair?” 
 
    “What?!” said Thania, horrified, rushing to the mirror just as he knew she would and thus giving him the chance to slip out the door and escape. She made a loud, frustrated noise from within her room a few seconds later, but by then Frotwoot was already back climbing the stairs, hurtling up a few more floors to the open sky courtyard at the top of the tower. The windows were all barred shut up here, too, but whatever security measures were being put in place above the grass and flowers were still under construction, so Frotwoot’s idea was simply to fly up out of the unfinished tower before anyone even noticed he was there and land (i.e. crash) on an empty street somewhere a non-catch-up-able distance away.  
 
    It really wasn’t a bad idea; but, unfortunately, everyone in the courtyard almost immediately noticed he was there. 
 
    “There he is!!!” cried Sir Ariel, pointing at Frotwoot with his sword. The other knights—who all seemed to have just been waiting around for Frotwoot to show up, at least one of them apparently having correctly surmised that there was nowhere else for him to go—jumped into action from their various states of inaction (a bowl of popcorn was spilled and the TV had to be turned off, if that gives you any idea) and drew their own swords in what Frotwoot thought was, frankly, a rather unnecessary and aggressive response. He would have said as much if he thought any of them might listen, but none of them really seemed to be in the mood for talking, so instead he just spun on his heel and ran back down the stairs, successfully slipping by Thania (whose hair looked great, now, by the way) purely by dint of the fact that she was in the middle of putting on a shirt when their paths met, leaving herself both blind and partially bound by the sleeves around her upper arms during that oh-so-crucial moment. 
 
    “Hey!” Frotwoot said into his watch once he was sure no one but Pixley and Golly could hear him. “Could you one of you, like, call Meg real quick? I’ve got an idea!” 
 
    “Meg?” said Golly. “As in… ‘front desk’ Meg?” 
 
    “Yeah, that one!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because of the idea! And the ‘real quick’ part’s pretty important, by the way!” 
 
    “I don’t do phones,” said Pixley. 
 
    “No duh!!!” Frotwoot laughed/snapped in mad, incredulous panic. “Golly, seriously, could you just—? ” 
 
    “Calling her right now, babe.” 
 
    “Great! Thanks!” said Frotwoot, reaching the ground floor just as the phone on Meg’s desk started to ring. 
 
    “Knightly Order of the Gecko, Dame Megainn speaking,” Megainn answered the phone in a sing-song-y voice. “No, I’m afraid you have the wrong number, dear. Which number did you dial?” 
 
    “Meg, drop the gate!” Frotwoot shouted as he came up from behind and vaulted over her desk, the fact that his wings were intangible the only thing saving them from being sliced off when she reflexively pulled the lever that locked the turnstile to her left and released the hidden portcullis (which, of course, is what would have done the chopping) that separated the lobby from the rest of the tower. 
 
    “Good idea, kid,” said Pixley, the sound of his voice briefly muffling the various sounds of outrage from inside the tower as Frotwoot exploded through the front doors and into the street. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought you’d think so. You did the same thing to me the second day we worked together.” 
 
    “… Oh yeah,” Pixley chuckled. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “It’s cool. I mean, I think it just saved my life, so—” 
 
    “Can I get off the phone now?” asked Golly, and before Frotwoot could answer her with something suitably banter-ish a strong, disquietingly familiar arm grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him into an alleyway where Rumo—the owner of said arm—was standing with Puck, Maeve, and a hospital-gowned, IV cart-holding, slightly loopy-looking Shaylee. 
 
    “Who you talkin’ to, Elf?” asked Rumo, but not, Frotwoot noticed, in a particularly challenging way. In fact, aside from the fact that he was shouting, it was downright friendly. 
 
    “Uh… no one. Myself. You know, just… thinking out loud. What’s Shaylee doing out of the hospital?” 
 
    “I got bored,” said Shaylee, with a shrug that seemed to nearly make her lose her balance. “Broke out. Stole some pills. You know…” 
 
    “Is that really a good idea?” Frotwoot asked Puck, because she didn’t seem to be in the right state of mind to identify what was or wasn’t a “good” idea at the moment. 
 
    “Of course it isn’t,” said Puck. “But being a Pixie’s all about personal freedom, right? So if this is what she wants to do—” 
 
    “I thought being a Pixie was all about having nowhere else to go.” 
 
    Puck blinked at him for a second then closed his eyes and sighed deeply. “It’s all about a lot of things, okay, smart guy? For instance, being a Pixie’s all about not getting arrested. Should we be worried about that right now?” 
 
    “What? Oh, uh… yeah. Definitely. Like, we should probably go.” 
 
    “Any place specific?” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at him uncomprehendingly, un-furrowed it when he thought he might have comprehended it, then re-furrowed it when he realized he hadn’t. 
 
    “Am I that bad of a communicator or is he just a bad listener?” Puck asked everyone but Frotwoot before turning back to ask only Frotwoot, “Was your mission a success or wasn’t it?” 
 
    “My mission…? Oh, right! Yeah!” He pulled the piece of notebook paper out of his pocket and looked at for a second to make sure it had an address before handing it over to Puck. “This is it.” 
 
    “What is what?” asked/giggled Shaylee, swaying slightly in the breeze and prompting Maeve to steady her. 
 
    “The address of a Redcap,” said Puck, leading the way further down the alley just as the angry shouts of recently-freed knights came echoing down the street, Sir Ariel’s chief and most noticeable among them. 
 
    “A red what?” Shaylee asked/giggled again, but all she got in response this time was an incredibly inappropriate wrong answer from the still somewhat hard of hearing Rumo and the groaning laughs of everyone else as they disappeared down a manhole, into the sewer, and on their way to infiltrate the deadly lair of their enemy. 
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    “Welp… this is it.” 
 
    Frotwoot couldn’t help but be a bit disappointed by Puck’s foregoing proclamation, as it seemed to have been made in reference to nothing but a seedy motel room on the bad side of Tirnanogue. Shady-looking people were peeking out their window blinds at them, sure, and there seemed to be an awful lot of daggers and arrows sticking out of the walls, but when you’re going in expecting a “deadly lair” and all you got was a courtyard-style flophouse with a (not-even-that-dirty) swimming pool in the middle of it it was hard not to feel let down. 
 
    “Okay, so what’s the play?” Rumo shouted conspiratorially, looking over his shoulder as if he actually thought it was possible no one had heard him. “We break in? We knock? What?” 
 
    “Good question,” said Puck. “I don’t know. Maybe you should just yell some more, give him a chance to get away.” 
 
    “I’m not yelling!” Rumo yelled. 
 
    “… Right. Well, let’s try knocking, and if that doesn’t work we’ll break in. Sound good?” 
 
    Frotwoot and Maeve quickly exchanged looks that told the other that they both thought that actually sounded kind of stupid, but before either of them could voice their shared objection Puck was already rapping on the door and covering the peephole with his hand. A second or two later the blinds twitched open a crack, and when Puck waved at the set of eyes that that crack revealed they immediately went wide with panic and disappeared as the crack closed itself back up. Puck nodded at Rumo, and without even an instant’s hesitation the muscle of the Pixies flew up, over, and behind the motel, reappearing at the door less than a minute later as he opened it to his friends, a shattered bathroom window at his back and a stringy-haired, nearly toothless, way too skinny, and, above all, scared-looking faerie girl (faerie woman…? The age was hard to tell) in his grip. 
 
    “Hi. Can we come in?” said Puck, fake-smiling at her for a second before breezing his way inside as if he’d gotten an answer he didn’t actually get. The room—not at all to Frotwoot’s surprise—was a mess, and had clearly been inhabited by the same person (or persons) for quite some time. Dirty clothes, old food, and trash (and maybe even an animal or two) threatened to trip him and the girls up as they followed Puck in, and when Shaylee tried to close the door behind them they had to kick stuff out of the way just to make it happen. Hopefully nothing went wrong in here, Frotwoot thought, because if it did Pixley would probably just take one look at this mess and leave him to die. 
 
    “He’s not here,” said the faerie… er…uh, female of indeterminate age as Rumo set her on the edge of the bed, looking at each of them in a continuous, increasingly desperate circuit. “Okay? Okay? I swear he’s not. He got arrested a couple days ago, and I couldn’t pay to bail him out, so—” 
 
    “You his girlfriend?” asked Puck, flying over to one of the walls to “admire” how thoroughly dinged and scuffed up it was. 
 
    “What? Yeah, I guess… I mean, I feel like we been together long enough that we’re more than that, y’know what I mean? But—” 
 
    “Then you probably already knew he broke out. Which means you’re lying to me.” 
 
    “What? No! I—!” 
 
    “Show her what happens when she lies, Rumo.” 
 
    Rumo drew his hand back, and suddenly, without even realizing he was doing it, Frotwoot was rushing forward to stand between him and… uh… the woman. Let’s say “the woman”. 
 
    “No,” said Frotwoot, meeting Rumo’s surprised gaze and standing his ground even as his stomach did somersaults. “No fying way.” 
 
    “Come on, Elf,” groaned Puck, flying up next to Rumo’s shoulder to rest his elbow on it and shake his head in disbelief. “How’d you think this was gonna go? That we’d just ask her nicely, and trust whatever she told us?” 
 
    “No one’s touching her.” 
 
    “Gah!!!” Puck threw his hands up and flew away for a second only to almost immediately fly back. “You know why we keep testing you, Elf? Why we keep questioning your loyalty? Because of stuff like this!” 
 
    “What do you want me to do here, Puck?” Rumo asked in what he seemed to think was a quiet voice, but at this stage in his recovery was just a normal volume. Puck didn’t answer him right away, choosing instead to narrow his eyes at Frotwoot and weigh his options for something that felt like only a little less than an eternity, and when he was done he didn’t even actually answer him, but asked Shaylee a question of his own: “What do you think, Shay?” 
 
    “I think the Elf’s right,” said Shaylee, who was currently sitting on the floor. “I’m pretty doped up on painkillers right now, though, so take that into account.” 
 
    “Okay. So… if we can’t interrogate this chick, then what, exactly, are we doing here?” 
 
    “We can’t interrogate her?” asked Rumo, crestfallen. 
 
    “There’re other ways of ‘interrogating’ people, you know,” Frotwoot pointed out. “Like, non-violent ways.” 
 
    “AKA ‘not-as-good ways’,” quipped Puck. “Or, I guess, Elf ways.” 
 
    “Dude, doesn’t beating someone up to get information out of them seem kind of evil to you?” 
 
    “Why would you think that? I did it to you.” 
 
    “Yeah! And that was kind of evil!” 
 
    “You really think so?” said Rumo. “Man, Elf, I’m sorry; I thought you were cool with it.” 
 
    “Why would I be—?!” Frotwoot began, then stopped when he realized that he was trying to get people whose moral compasses pointed due south to follow his ethical lead to the north and abruptly changed tack to something more practical. “Look, just think about what happened, then. You whacked me around a lot, asked me some questions, and why? It’s not like I wasn’t gonna answer them anyway. All you had to do was ask.” 
 
    “You think that’ll work here?” Maeve chimed in helpfully, giving him a wink that, thankfully, no one else saw. 
 
    “I think it couldn’t hurt to try.” 
 
    “All right, then,” said Puck, sitting on the TV and folding his arms. “Try. And if it doesn’t work…” 
 
    “Right,” said Frotwoot, hoping that the implied threat of those ellipses wasn’t lost on the faerie woman and turning to face her only to find that hope fulfilled. Confused as she looked by all this, she looked even more scared. “Right. Okay. So… hey. I’m Frotwoot. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Uh… Wilda?” 
 
    “Wilda? Nice to meet you, Wilda. Now, is it true you didn’t know your boyfriend was out of jail?” 
 
    “Uh-huh! Yeah! I mean, no, seriously, I’m telling you guys the truth! I heard he mugged some kid at knifepoint, he shouldn’t be out so soon after that!” 
 
    “Did she talk to him after he got arrested?” Pixley supplied into Frotwoot’s ear. 
 
    “Did you talk to him after he got arrested?” 
 
    “No. I didn’t want to. He tried to call, but I hung up on him.” 
 
    “Why?” said Golly. 
 
    “Why?” said Frotwoot, sitting down next to Wilda on the bed and worrying more, somehow, about the germs his pants may or may not have been in contact with at that moment than he had been about the germs they may or may not have been in contact with on the hospital toilet. 
 
    “I was mad at him,” shrugged Wilda, and when it was clear by the silence that followed that that wasn’t answer enough, she added, “He was… supposed to bring something home.” 
 
    “What? Like food?” 
 
    “… Kind of.” She looked suddenly uncomfortable, which was really saying something when you realized how uncomfortable she must have already looked. Frotwoot cocked his head and furrowed his brow at her, wondering what she wasn’t saying and why she wasn’t saying it, then the room around them and the way she looked and everything else he knew came together in his head to give him the answer. 
 
    “Oh!” he exclaimed, probably sounding a little too delighted, considering the somewhat tragic circumstances. “The Pixie Dust!” 
 
    “… Yeah,” said Wilda, looking at the ground. “I’m guessin’ that’s why you’re here; them callin’ it that. I tried to tell ‘em not to, but that Blinn, she—” 
 
    “You know Blinn?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, I’ve seen her. I went with him when he joined up. I wasn’t supposed to, but I didn’t know that’s what he was doin’ until we got there. I thought he was just sleepwalkin’ or somethin’.” 
 
    “… Wait, what?” 
 
    “You ain’t heard?” 
 
    “Uh… I guess not. What have I not heard? Why’d you think he was sleepwalking?” 
 
    “Because that’s how she gets ya’!” 
 
    “Who? Blinn?” 
 
    “Yeah, Blinn. No one knows how, but when she wants you for the Redcaps you just wake up in the middle of the night and start walkin’ like a zombie down the road that leads outside the city till you get to the spot.” 
 
    “ ‘The spot’?” 
 
    “Yeah, the spot.” 
 
    “What spot?” 
 
    “The spot where it started.” 
 
    “The spot where what started?” 
 
    “All of it!” 
 
    Feeling like he was in some kind of obnoxious comedy routine, Frotwoot took a second to tamp down his annoyance before saying, “Why don’t you just tell me how ‘it’ started and work your way up from there?” 
 
    “How what started?” 
 
    Frotwoot rolled his eyes so hard it affected his whole body and looked at Puck in exasperation. Puck, smiling wanly, made a gesture that let him know it wasn’t too late to resort back to violence, but even if that had been a moral option for him Frotwoot wasn’t entirely sure it would work. “The thing we were just talking about: The Redcaps. Your experience with them. That stuff.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Sorry, I’m just kinda’ havin’ a hard time focusing… can I use the bathroom?” 
 
    “What, so you can escape?” Puck cut in with a snort. “Fie no.” 
 
    “I can go stand outside the window,” Rumo offered. 
 
    “Yeah, okay!” Wilda said so eagerly that it was actually kind of unnerving. Puck raised no objections, so, without another word, she and Rumo went to go get it done, leaving the rest of the Pixies and the knights listening in to review the nothing they’d learned in bemused silence, 
 
    “It started this past summer,” said Wilda as she reemerged, the complete shift in her tone and energy hitting the room like a thunderbolt. She didn’t look scared at all, now. She even seemed kind of prettier; smarter, even. “Right after Midsummer’s Eve. She’s never said why, and no one’s ever dared to ask, but Blinn was fleeing the city of Tirnanogue, and on a road outside of town someone attacked her. She’s never said who, and—again—no one’s ever dared to ask, but whoever they were they left her lying in the dirt, beaten, naked, and broken, with nothing but a dagger in her head and a hat—the cute little knit one she still wears today—soaked through with her own blood.” 
 
    Puck looked at Rumo in askance, and Rumo “whispered” loudly enough for everyone in the room to hear him, “I think she took something!!!” 
 
    “She laid there all night, no one stopping to help her,” Wilda continued as if she hadn’t heard, and the way her brain seemed to be flying right now, she very well may not have. “Mostly it was because no one passed by, but those who did, did nothing. It wasn’t until just before dawn that someone stopped, and after a conversation she could barely make out, but that she says sounded weird, they took her… somewhere else.” 
 
    There was a pause as everyone waited for her to continue, but it didn’t seem like she was willing to without some prompting, so eventually Shaylee just said, “Where?” 
 
    “She’s never said, and no one’s ever dared to ask,” Wilda answered her mysteriously, with great satisfaction, as she was apparently very fond of that phrase and hadn’t realized she’d already used it twice before. “All she’d ever say is that when they brought her back she was different. She was stronger. She was angry. And from that day forward, she vowed to wash the blood from her hat with the blood of others, with the blood of the world that had so cruelly, so spitefully used her, whether they were innocent or not.” 
 
    “Who took her?” Pixley prompted Frotwoot, because he wasn’t in the room and thus hadn’t noticed the spooky vibe that had entered it and made everyone fall silent for a moment. 
 
    “Uh… who took her?” 
 
    “She’s never said, and—” 
 
    “No one’s ever dared to ask,” every Pixie present said in bored unison, but only Frotwoot continued with, “Right. But I just did, so do you have any like… guesses? Or—?” 
 
    “The Tuatha Danaan,” Wilda said confidently, and this time only Frotwoot didn’t react, while everyone else demonstrated their disbelief in various ways, except for Maeve, whose eyes went wide with belief instead. 
 
    “The Tuatha Danaan,” Puck repeated sardonically, giving her an “Are you kidding me?” kind of look. “Really.” 
 
    “It’s my best guess,” said Wilda, unshaken. “Who else would have the power to heal her from what should have been a fatal wound? To make her invulnerable to magic weapons? To call people from their sleep, to join her unholy cause?” 
 
    “Yeah, seriously,” said Frotwoot, chuckling. “Um… could someone just remind me real quick who the ‘Tuatha Danaan’ are again, though? Because, like, I thought that was us.” 
 
    “Oh, no. No no no,” laughed Wilda. “We’re the Tuatha Dryadia; ‘the people of The Dryad’. The Tuatha Danaan are the people of The Danu. The Dryad’s own people, who he left for our sake.” 
 
    “Who’s The Danu?” 
 
    “The Dryad’s god,” said Puck, narrowing his eyes at him as if he were trying to determine whether or not he was pulling everyone’s leg. “Well, goddess. Did you never go to school, Elf? Church? Outdoors? Nothing?” 
 
    “Yeah, even I know this stuff,” Rumo said smugly. 
 
    “Yeah, even Rumo knows this stuff,” Puck agreed. “That’s not something we get to say a lot.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I guess… I just never heard it said out loud,” Frotwoot said truthfully, but also kind of not. “But anyway, Wilda, you said that these, uh…” 
 
    “Tuatha Danaan?” 
 
    “Yeah, them; you said that they ‘called people out of their sleep’?” 
 
    “That’s my guess. Blinn never actually said that, but when you look at all the clues…” 
 
    “Why, though? Just to make a gang? Why would The Dryad’s people want to help her do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But the people she calls, they never say no. There has to be something magic about that.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Frotwoot nodded thoughtfully, knowing better than anyone here that she was actually right. The magic men were behind this, whatever else people might call them, and they definitely had the power to do it, but… why? 
 
    “So what, you think your boyfriend joined this psycho chick’s little gang because some mythical creatures from some made-up place forced him to?” Puck said rather athiestically, very nearly exceeding the bounds of what adverbs should and should not be allowed to do, and certainly constituting some kind of adverbial abuse, at the very least. 
 
    “No, I don’t think that,” said Wilda, starting to seem a little less confident all of a sudden. “I think… I think they just helped her find people who’d want to join. That’s all.” 
 
    “Why would he want to join the Redcaps?” asked Shaylee. “Does he just really like killing people or something?” 
 
    “No! I mean… I don’t think so. I think he joined because of the money. You know, from… the drugs.” 
 
    “You mean the Pixie Dust,” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “… Yeah. The Pixie Dust,” said Wilda, and it was obvious from the way she said it, and from the way she was acting, that that was exactly what she felt she needed right now, and probably what had been in the bathroom. “Like I said, I told ‘em not to call it that, that it’d just make you guys mad, but Blinn said it’d make the knights come after you instead of them, and so far she’s right; I don’t think the knights even know the Redcaps exist.” 
 
    “Wait, so the Redcaps are the ones selling the Pixie Dust?” said Frotwoot, and he could practically hear Golly grin and roll her eyes through his magic earring. He loved being right, even when it was kind of by accident. “You and your boyfriend aren’t just users?” 
 
    “No; I mean, yeah. I mean… I thought you guys already knew that. Isn’t that why you’re here?” 
 
    “Not really,” said Puck. “I had an inkling, but mostly we’re here because Blinn and your more-than-boyfriend keep attacking us. We were hoping you could tell us where to find them so we could attack them back.” 
 
    “Oh. Um… can I use the bathroom again?” 
 
    “Not until you tell us what we wanna know.” 
 
    “Okay, but… I don’t really know where to find them.” 
 
    “What about the spot where the Redcaps are recruited?” said Pixley, and Frotwoot, as before, promptly echoed the same. 
 
    “Oh, right. Yeah. Well, that’s… that’s kinda’ hard to describe. I’d have to show you.” 
 
    “Then show us,” shrugged Frotwoot. 
 
    “Um… can I get dressed first?” 
 
    “Yeah,” sighed Puck like an impatient twelve year old who’d just begrudgingly agreed to do his chores, getting up off the TV and flying lazily toward the door. “Go ahead… Rumo: Go stand guard outside the bathroom window again, okay? We’ll be out front.” 
 
    Rumo nodded, and Frotwoot, Maeve, and Shaylee followed Puck back out into the motel courtyard, which was experiencing a torrential downpour that, luckily, the leaky, overhanging walkway above Wilda’s room more or less shielded them from. 
 
    “Good work, Elf,” said Puck, lighting up a cigarette as he did, presumably so he wouldn’t have to look him in the eye as he said it. “It was kind of nice not having to beat the information out of someone for once.” 
 
    “Yeah… I think the Pixie Dust might’ve helped, though.” 
 
    “Don’t call it that.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Puck neither acknowledged nor accepted his apology, but when he started waxing nostalgic to Shaylee about some junkie-related memory the foregoing encounter had reminded him of it seemed pretty likely that that was because he just didn’t care. Frotwoot looked at Maeve, who mouthed the words “The magic men!” to him just in case he hadn’t caught on already, and as he was nodding Pixley said to his squires, “Okay, so what’d we learn here?” 
 
    “Ummm,” said Golly. “That no one ever dares to ask Blinn any questions and that Pixie Dust wears off really fast?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. What about more seriously, though?” 
 
    “That the Redcaps are behind the drug we’re looking for?” 
 
    “Right. We still don’t know where they’re getting it, though.” 
 
    “The Tuatha Danaan. Weren’t you listening?” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Pixley scoffed, but Frotwoot wasn’t so sure. In fact, he was kind of sure that that was where it was coming from. If the magic men had set Blinn up with everything it sounded like they’d set her up with, why not the main income source of her gang? It was more believable than the idea that she’d invented Pixie Dust herself, anyway; or at least it was to him, with all that he knew. Pixley and Golly, who knew considerably less, started circling an Unseelie Court-centered theory while Puck and Shaylee continued to reminisce, leaving Frotwoot and Maeve with not much to do but stand there awkwardly and watch the storm, which they ended up doing for… a suspiciously long time. 
 
    “Hey, Puck,” said Frotwoot, when the awkwardness finally got to be too much. “What’s taking so long?” 
 
    Puck stopped mid-memory to look at him, then, without answering him, pounded on the motel room door. “Hey, sweetie! Let’s go! Your makeup’s gonna get all runny out here anyway!” 
 
    The door didn’t open, and there was no answer, so Puck rolled his eyes and opened it himself, jerking back a good three or four feet in the air when he saw not Wilda, but Blinn standing in the middle of the room, her bloody, non-magic sword drawn and dripping on the floor and a more-devilish-than-the-Devil smirk on her lips. 
 
    “Hello, Puck,” she said silkily. “Wilda called me over. Said you might wanna see me. Oh, and, uh—” she pointed past him with a slight raise of her chin, “—I brought some friends.” 
 
    Frotwoot slowly turned his head to see what she was talking about, because he was preeetty sure he already knew and was in no hurry to confirm his fears, and, sure enough, when his head had finished turning he saw an army of Redcaps, armed, waiting… and everywhere. 
 
    “Oh, fie.” 
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    “Where’s Rumo?!?!” Puck demanded, whirling back around to face Blinn after having barely even given the dozens of Redcaps behind him so much as a cursory glance. She pretended to have to think about it for a second, and as she did Puck flew into her, grabbing her by the shirt and slamming her up against the wall. “Where is he?!?!” 
 
    “Well, let’s see,” said Blinn, still looking pretend-thoughtful despite the sudden act of violence that particular shtick had just earned her. “There’s some of him in the alley, some of him on my sword, some on my hat…” 
 
    “GRAAAAAHHHH!!!” Puck roared, using the nearly limitless strength of his magical wings to pick up her up off the floor and throw her into the other wall. She was back on her feet before he reached her again, virtually unfazed, and dagger clashed with sword in a sparking, shimmering blur as they more or less resumed last night’s duel. 
 
    “Hey Elf,” said Shaylee, tugging on his sleeve. “Am I seeing things right now, or—?” 
 
    “No, it’s real,” said Frotwoot, tearing his attention away from the awesome fight in front of him to the aforementioned army behind him. “Really… really real.” 
 
    “Are we supposed to fight all these guys?” asked Maeve. 
 
    “I think so, yeah,” said Frotwoot, rubbing the back of his neck so as to casually put his magic watch-wearing wrist next to his mouth. “I don’t think we’re gonna win without help, though.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Shaylee. 
 
    “I don’t know, I’m just saying… some HELP would be NICE.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I just think that if anyone were around here who could HEEELP, then—” 
 
    “We’re coming, babe, geez!” Golly laughed into his ear, sounding very much like she was leaping and running over rooftops again. “Don’t, like, blow your glamour before we get there.” 
 
    “Wait… they’re just standing there,” Shaylee pointed out. “Why’re they just standing there? Hey! Jerks! Why’re you just standing there?” 
 
    “They don’t want to make the first move,” said Pixley. “They’re probably thinking about how you got past them back at the quarry, and don’t want to break formation in a way that gives you any openings.” 
 
    “So, what, they’re just gonna wait until we do something?” Frotwoot muttered, turning away so Shaylee wouldn’t hear. 
 
    “Maybe. Not if they’re smart.” 
 
    “What’ll they do if they’re smart?” 
 
    “They’ll break off from the group in pieces and start moving in on you like that, keeping the living wall mostly intact while the smaller groups engage you in combat. Less confusion that way.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh, yeah, I think that’s what they did last night, when they were less cocky or less panicky or something, and—Yeah. Yep. That’s what they’re doing right now.” 
 
    “Fie. That’s bad. You got your sword?” 
 
    “Uh… no.” 
 
    “What? Why? Where is it?” 
 
    “I think Rumo has it.” 
 
    “Where’s Rumo?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think he’s hurt.” 
 
    “… Okay, just… try to stay alive. We’ll be right there.” 
 
    “Good plan, Pix, good plan,” Frotwoot said not-so-sincerely into his watch before the approaching Redcap threat forced him to focus on it, instead. There were three Redcaps going after each Pixie, with quite a few more waiting in the wings, and while all of them were armed where all three Pixies were not, they were still approaching cautiously, closing in on them like expert hunters sneaking up on unaware prey. 
 
    “What’s the matter, you guys scared of us or something?” Shaylee laughed, little realizing that, yeah, they probably were. As far as they knew—being as they didn’t know that Golly and Pixley had been striking for him from the shadows the whole time—Frotwoot had taken a whole group of them down all by himself, and he’d done it without even being seen. Maybe that was why they’d all rushed him at the quarry, Frotwoot thought, thinking as they did that he was a bigger threat than he actually was, and inadvertently allowing him to use their panic against them. Either way, his false reputation didn’t mean much of anything without Golly and Pixley to back it up, and since they were nowhere to be seen, well… if he was going to go down, as an avid ‘80s action movie fan he was at least going to go down fighting. 
 
    “Pow!!!” Frotwoot actually, truly, no joke, said out loud as he sucker-punched the nearest Redcap in the nose, startling everyone nearby. Shaylee used this distraction to club one of her Redcaps in the head with her rolling IV cart, and Maeve scrambled to pick up the sword that the clubbed one had just dropped and aimed it at her own three attackers like a dowsing rod, stopping them in their tracks just as they’d been rushing forward. From there chaos quickly erupted, and Frotwoot soon found himself dodging and elbowing and kicking and getting hit and getting cut and basically just trying to survive for as long as he could as he and the girls took on an entire gang with nothing but the pure savagery that comes from desperation and a general lack of any actual fighting skill. 
 
    “We’re here,” said Pixley what felt like waaay too long later, and just as the Redcaps were starting to get over their initial disorientation, get organized, and move in for the kill, they suddenly found themselves getting cut down from behind and within and said organization quickly devolved into chaos on a much larger scale, the surprise of this sudden turn of events actually saving Frotwoot’s life by giving him a chance to punch the guy who’d just been about to cut his throat in the side of the head. He threw a few more punches, too, taking full advantage of the confusion, but he took quite a few as well as the quarters got too close for weapons and the fight quickly became a brawl. 
 
    “I didn’t get stabbed yet, right?” Frotwoot heard Shaylee ask Maeve. “I can’t feel anything!” 
 
    “No, I, uh… I think you got stabbed a little.” 
 
    “Really? Aw, nuts! Stop stabbing me, you guys!” 
 
    Maeve laughed nervously, and Shaylee laughed what can only be described as maniacally, but while Shaylee’s laugh went on Maeve’s laugh was abruptly cut off, and Frotwoot whirled around on the spot to see that it was because the top-hatted troll from last night had punched her in the stomach and was, as a follow-up, lifting her off the ground by her throat. 
 
    “Maeve!” Frotwoot cried out, shoving his own sparring partners aside so he could rush to her rescue. 
 
    “Maeve?” Golly repeated into his earpiece. Frotwoot immediately felt like an idiot, and while his first instinct was to stop and fix his mistake/and or beat himself up over it he didn’t, because he knew that if he didn’t hurry the only place they’d be using either of Maeve’s names would be on her tombstone. “Hurrying”, though, turned out to be much easier said than done, as Frotwoot was still the Redcaps’ primary target, making it so that on the five yard journey to Maeve and the troll that was strangling every single person he passed took a shot at him. Since most of these shots weren’t the kind he could simply ignore (a few were pretty pathetic, to be honest, but only a few), by the time he’d managed to fight his way through the hostile crowd between him and his goal he’d been delayed long enough that Maeve had gotten to the point in her strangulation where she’d stopped kicking her feet and her eyes were rolling into the back of her head. Stooping without stopping, Frotwoot snatched up a dropped dagger from the ground and—hoping against hope that the rain clouds were blocking out enough sunlight for this to work—stabbed the top-hatted troll in the side with it as he rose back up again, all of his strength piercing the rock-like flesh not even half an inch but, luckily for Maeve, still more than enough to hurt. 
 
    “Gah!!!” the troll protested, dropping Maeve against the wall he’d been pinning her up against to look at what Frotwoot had done. Knowing as he did the trolls’ most easily-exploitable weakness from some very hard-earned, very painful personal experience, Frotwoot made the Three Stooges proud by jabbing him with two fingers right in the eyes, and then made Cobra Kai proud by sweeping the troll’s leg, sending him crashing down so hard on his head it knocked him out. 
 
    “Are you okay?!” Frotwoot asked Maeve as he knelt at her side, putting his hand on her shoulder while she coughed and hacked and struggled to catch her breath. While he was doing that one lucky Redcap kicked him in the head, knocking him on his back, and followed up somewhat less luckily by stabbing the ground next to his throat so hard that he couldn’t get the blade back out again. Frotwoot kicked him somewhere a bit lower than the head, and let him fall and take his place on the ground as he stood up to take his, scooping Maeve up in his arms once he had and flying her across the courtyard to the second level of motel rooms, taking her through one of the many open doors that were up there (the occupants either having fled their rooms or gone out onto the walkway to watch the show) and setting her safely on the bed. “Stay here,” he told her, turning to go back out into the fray. 
 
    “Wait!” she gasped, grabbing him by the wrist to make sure he actually did. “Don’t go!” 
 
    “I—I have to, though.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Maeve shook her head, looking up at him imploringly. “You don’t. Just close the door and lock it. Wait for all this to blow over and just stay here with me.” 
 
    “Maeve…” 
 
    “Please, I… I can’t lose you again! I… I love you!” 
 
    Despite all the sounds of battle, all the yelling and the clanging and the screaming that were going on outside, Frotwoot suddenly felt a hush go over the world. Everything was put on mute, time stood still, and at that moment he knew that it was time to make a choice. To say what he really felt. To tell her he loved her (which, because of The Dryad, he actually kind of did), or to tell her something else, something just as true, but that she didn’t want to hear. “Maeve, I…” 
 
    “What, Frotwoot? What? Please, just say it!” 
 
    “ … I’ve gotta go.” 
 
    Maeve let go of his wrist, looking mildly stunned by his emotional cowardice, and Golly (who, frankly, he’d forgotten was even listening) scoffed at the same. The volume knob of the universe suddenly twisted the sound back up, plunging him right back into reality, and if said universe had had a more broad, and less cruel sense of humor it no doubt would have used that moment to herald Frotwoot’s ridiculously anti-climactic non-choice with a resounding “WAH-WAH-WAAAAH”. 
 
    As it was, the universe chose instead to pay him back for wasting its time by having Blinn waiting for him just outside the door. 
 
    “There you are!” she said, bouncing up off the wall to greet him/knee him between the legs. “Let’s go for a swim.” 
 
    Before Frotwoot could recover enough to even comprehend what she’d just said, Blinn grabbed him by the hair and used it to run him over the railing at high speed, sending him face-first into the pool. No sooner had he come back up to the surface than she jumped in after him, landing one of her feet on his back and the other one on his head. He heard her laughing as they thrashed around in the water, him trying to get out before he drowned while she just kept pulling him—almost playfully—back in. It wasn’t until his initial panic gave way to the real, do or die panic that he realized that he had wings and could just fly out, but by then she’d managed to get him tangled up in one of the ropes attached to the deep end-marking pool-floats, apparently having cut it loose for just that purpose. He still tried to fly away anyway, but when he did Blinn just pulled him back down like a dog owner yanking a leash, and the deadly game that, by the sounds of it, she really seemed to be enjoying continued. 
 
    Frotwoot could hear Pixley and Golly both asking him where he was, but his lungs were too full of water to answer. He could hear sirens in the distance, but he knew he was too close to drowning for the knights whose approach they were announcing to save him. And, worst of all, he could hear himself not saying, in his head, over and over again, what he should’ve said to Maeve: 
 
    “I love Golly.” 
 
    Now he’d never get to say it. And Golly, who he loved all by himself, no one else’s emotional remnants required, would never, ever know. 
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    Frotwoot blinked rapidly up at the sky, staring at nothing in bewilderment as the clouds cleared up a bit to show the afternoon sun peeking out through all the gray and wondering how he’d gone from being drowned in a swimming pool to lying flat on his back right next to it. It wasn’t that he didn’t remember—which was usually the reason why one would wonder how something had happened—it was that what he remembered happening didn’t make any sense, especially now that it had happened, that very fact refuting the shaky but more or less acceptable explanation he’d gotten from The Dryad the only other time it had happened to him, and even then… 
 
    Jolting suddenly upright, Frotwoot looked around to make sure Blinn wasn’t about to kill him again any time soon (she wasn’t, being as she was several feet away and far too busy coughing up at least one of her lungs) before going right back to his wondering, taking his mind back to the moment where he’d realized he was going to die and playing events forward from there: A warmth had come over him—which was weird, considering his aforementioned realization—and a light, just out of his sight, had burst into being everywhere but where he could see, which, reading that sentence again, makes no sense at all… but whatever, he was dying. His lips had started moving as well, saying different parts of a word he didn’t know, without any air to give it life, and since this had happened to him before—albeit in the middle of a gang of angry trolls who were probably being too loud and rib-kicky for him to have noticed any kind of warmth and/or light if either phenomenon had, in fact, been part of it that time—he knew that getting whatever that word was out needed to be his top priority, as it was almost certainly a magic one. So, thinking of a way he might be able to do that, he’d simply stopped struggling and dived deeper into the water, catching Blinn totally by surprise and taking full advantage of that surprise by using his wings to make a vertical U-turn that had carried him right back up. As soon as his head had broken the surface of the pool Blinn had been on him again, but it didn’t matter; every syllable of the word had come together, ready to be spoken, and as soon as he’d had enough air in his lungs to croak the word out he did, displacing almost a third of the chlorinated mix of rain and tap water around and beneath him with a huge, bowl-shaped burst of magical force that sent him (and Blinn) rocketing out of the pool even as it pushed the water down the other way, forming said bowl and creating a short-lived, kind of awesome-looking whirlpool that Frotwoot had only caught a glimpse of in mid-air before landing in the now-almost-empty-but-for-the-sirens-which-aha!-explained-the-emptiness motel courtyard… which, of course, is where he’d been when all this “wondering” of his had started. 
 
    Now that he’d taken a moment to reflect and look back, Frotwoot realized that “reflecting” and “looking back” had done nothing to answer his questions of where the magic word had come from, or how the magical “survival instinct” The Dryad had waved the last incidence of this away with could have taken effect, as apparently that only happened when someone already subconsciously knew the magic word in question and had used it recently, neither of which applied to him in this case…but the worst unanswered question of all, Frotwoot thought, was so frightening to him he’d actually made a point of not thinking about it while going over the event, preferring to keep it tucked away in the back of his mind where it could quietly gnaw away at his nerves or whatever until such a time as he had to face it. And, unfortunately, that time seemed to be now. 
 
    Whose voice was that in my head? he thought, having not only said the magic word this time, but (since there obviously hadn’t been much noise in the water to distract him from his thoughts, as there had been with the trolls) having heard it, too. And why wasn’t it mine? 
 
    He had all of two seconds to feel sick to his stomach about that before Blinn finally recovered enough to get back to killing him, sighting him out with a smirk and slowly, slinkily, like a lazy panther getting ready to pounce on its hopelessly cornered prey, got up, drew her sword, and casually strolled over to where he sat. 
 
    “Fie,” muttered Frotwoot, repeating it with quite a bit more volume when he scrambled to get up himself and found that he was still tangled in the rope thing from the pool. Blinn laughed (partly because she was evil, of course, but probably also partly because the way he fell down was pretty funny), but her laughter was cut short by her visible surprise as the sirens—louder than ever, now—started to echo off the walls of the courtyard around them and the reflection of blue and red flashing lights bounced their way in and all over the rain-slicked ground and windows. The knights were there (ten knights, to be exact, all from the Order of the Snowflake) and Blinn genuinely seemed more confused that they’d gotten there so fast than she did worried about what they were there for. 
 
    “Drop your weapon!” one of the knights shouted into the handset of his radio, switching off the siren and lowering the light back into its hidden compartment so the built-in loudspeaker could take over. “Now!” 
 
    Blinn cocked her head at him and pointed to her chest with an expression of, “Who, me?” before “noticing” the sword in her hand and throwing her head to the side in silent laughter, as if this were all just some hilarious mix-up. “This isn’t mine,” she lied, with unnerving charm. “I just picked up after the fight to help cut this poor little boy loose.” 
 
    “DROP IT!!!” the knight repeated, completely unswayed, and now that he looked closer Frotwoot could see that he actually knew this guy… sort of. They’d never actually spoken or anything, but every knight in the Order of the Gecko “knew” Sir Feeorin; there wasn’t a dartboard in their tower that didn’t have his picture on it, as Sir Golroc—Feeorin’s fellow captain and self-proclaimed worst enemy—had actually made taping one onto them a rule (he’d also tried to make everyone start calling the toilets in the tower “Feeorins”, but compliance on that point was slow-going so far and hadn’t had nearly as much success, despite being the topic of countless morning briefings). 
 
    “All right, okay!” Blinn laughed faux-nervously, throwing the illegally-edged sword into the pool and raising her hands. “You’d think I was the Pixie, or something.” 
 
    “I know who you are,” snarled Feeorin, replacing his handset and jumping off his unicorn to face her directly. “And I know what you tried to do.” 
 
    Blinn blinked, doe-eyed. “Are you sure you don’t have me confused with someone else, Elf?” 
 
    Feeorin didn’t answer, likely considering any question with as sarcastic a tone as that one attached to it to be rhetorical, but instead grabbed her by the wrist and twisted her around to cuff her hands behind her back while she cut the act and threw her head back to laugh like a crazy person some more. A couple of other knights came forward at the same time to cut Frotwoot loose, but when he tried to get up they flipped him onto his back and handcuffed him, too, making him wonder why they’d even bothered. 
 
    “Just go with it, kid,” Pixley said soothingly into his ear, from wherever it was he was watching. “They don’t have you doing anything they can charge you with. And if you get Feeorin alone for a second you can just tell him the deal and Rocky and I’ll come get you out before it even matters.” 
 
    “Where’s Rumo?” asked Frotwoot, concerned, as the knights hauled him to his feet and started leading him to a caged wagon across the street. Blinn was being led there, too, but only by Feeorin himself, who seemed to be taking her nonchalance very personally and was doing everything in his power (like yelling so loudly that no one noticed that Frotwoot appeared to be talking to himself) to make her chalant. “And you, dude, where were you? Blinn was about to kill me!” 
 
    “I was helping Golly get Rumo get into our coach so she could take him to the hospital. I didn’t know you were still here till I came back to do the cleanup work and heard Feeorin start yelling. We wouldn’t’ve left you if we’d known.” 
 
    “So Rumo’s okay, then?” 
 
    “He will be, yeah.” 
 
    “What about Shaylee?” 
 
    “She ran off with everyone else when the sirens started.” 
 
    “Puck?” 
 
    “He went with her.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and cocked his head slightly to the side as he was loaded into the wagon, because he wanted to register his puzzlement somehow and if he’d spoken just then he was pretty sure his captors would hear it. “Was he, like… hurt or something?” he asked when the coast was clear. 
 
    “Not that I could see. Why?” 
 
    “Because the last time I saw him he was fighting Blinn, and then all of a sudden Blinn was fighting me. So I figured he must’ve lost to her, or something. Like, I was worried.” 
 
    Pixley snorted. “Yeahhh… see, Puck doesn’t lose fights, really, because when he’s about to lose one he always just runs away. It’s… kind of his thing.” 
 
    “… What, for real?” 
 
    “For real. Me and Rumo used to give him crap about it, but then we realized that fighting when you know you can’t win just to look tough is actually a pretty stupid thing to do. Puck’s not stupid. And he’s not a coward. He’s just… I don’t know, ‘pragmatic’, I think is the word?” 
 
    “Wait, so are we stupid, then, because we fight fights we know we can’t win?” 
 
    “What? No. Of course not. We’re knights. When we fight that kind of fight, it’s for justice. It’s for goodness. It’s for nobility. It’s for the right reasons, not stupid reasons.” 
 
    “Or maybe knights are just stupid.” 
 
    Pixley chuckled. “Yeah, maybe. That’d actually explain a lot. It’s kind of a—Uh-oh. Look out.” 
 
    “ ‘Look out’? What do you mean look out? What’s—?” said Frotwoot, and Pixley didn’t answer him, which was fine, because Frotwoot could soon see for himself that Blinn, the Snowflakes’ attempts to intimidate her apparently having been quite futile, was finally being lifted up into the wagon to join him, looking thoroughly amused and pleased with herself while Feeorin, on the other hand, stood by looking thoroughly murderous as he slammed the iron-barred door shut behind her. 
 
    “Is this seat taken?” asked Blinn, sitting down right next to Frotwoot even though there were enough seats up there for ten people and only his was filled. “Thanks.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    After an incredibly awkward but refreshingly non-violent ride to the Knightly Order of the Snowflake’s tower (indistinguishable from the Knightly Order of the Gecko’s old tower but for the shield over the door, and a slightly better smell), Frotwoot was more than looking forward to taking a break from Blinn, who’d just been sitting there the whole time creepily staring at the side of his face and saying nothing as the caged wagon rolled along—hence the awkwardness. Unfortunately for him, and for his expectations of a non-awkward future, after they’d been led into the tower and gotten changed into something snowflake-branded and dry, they were each put through processing at the same time, and as their fingerprints, mugshots, and statements were all taken, she never once took her eyes off of him, and never once, ever, stopped smiling. 
 
    “Hey, captain!” Frotwoot called out to Feeorin from the desk of the nice lady knight he was giving his statement to as soon as said captain came into the bullpen. “Can I talk to you for a minute?” 
 
    “What in the world would we have to talk about?” sneered Feeorin, prompting a chorus of forced snickers from his men, though most especially the one who was handing him something to sign on a clipboard. Like, he made eye contact. Deranged, fakely-amused eye contact. It was scary. 
 
    “I’ve, uh… I’ve got some information for you.” 
 
    “Give it to her,” Feeorin shrugged, nodding at the knight in front of him. 
 
    “No, I mean… I would, but it’s like… it’s kind of a big thing.” 
 
    “Oh?” Feeorin finished signing the paperwork in front of him with an eye-dotting flourish that jabbed the knight holding the clipboard for him in the thumb and cocked his head at Frotwoot, looking mildly intrigued. “Do you mean to cut yourself a deal, is that it? Does your apparent disloyalty extend to your criminal compatriots as well as your Elven ones? Not that there’s much difference, I suppose, considering who you were squire to…” He smirked at the knights immediately around him, prompting even more sycophantic laughter. 
 
    “Look, dude, you wanna hear it or not?” 
 
    “Hmm… yes; yes I do.” Double-snapping his fingers, Feeorin strode imperiously into his office while the knight who’d been interviewing Frotwoot about the fight at the motel responded to the snapping by motioning for her squire to help her escort Frotwoot into the same. They both looked mildly annoyed at having to do it, which Frotwoot, for his part, more than understood, as he was perfectly capable of getting up and walking ten feet to his left—but he also understood, as he entered the elegantly-decorated office to find Feeorin sitting in his chair and staring “thoughtfully” out the window as if the weight of the entire kingdom were on his shoulders, that practicality didn’t really factor into it. “Be seated,” he said to Frotwoot, waving without looking at the chair on the opposite side of his desk, then glancing at the knights to add with a slightly more familiar nod, “Dismissed.” 
 
    Bowing and curtsying, the knight and her squire left, leaving Frotwoot to marvel inwardly at how much he actually appreciated Golroc’s blunt, and often quite crass leadership style now that he’d seen someone else’s in action while Feeorin, turning in his chair just like every Bond villain who’d ever sat in one, steepled his fingers in front of him and said… nothing. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” 
 
    “Taking your measure.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, duh. Obviously.” 
 
    Feeorin let the silence hang over them for a little while longer, then suddenly leaned back and slapped both his hands down on the desk in front of him, startling Frotwoot and making him jump embarrassingly high out of his seat. No wonder Golroc hated this guy… “You said you had something for me?” 
 
    “… What? Oh, right, right, yeah, um… that was kind of just a cover; y’know, in case anyone was listening. What I really—What I actually needed to tell you, I guess, is just… that I’m not really a Pixie, so…” 
 
    “I see,” Feeorin said mock-believingly, shooting a pointed glance at Frotwoot’s conspicuously dyed-red hair as he did. “So what, pray tell, are you? An innocent bystander? A mere victim of circumstance and a careless hair salon?” 
 
    “No, I’m a knight! Like, in the Glamour Squad.” 
 
    “Aha,” said Feeorin, the “mock” in his voice increasing. “So, when the news reports all said that you’d been stripped of your knighthood for some indecent conduct involving Rustigark’s daughter, that was… what? Just part of the glamour?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And when you ruined the Elves’ ball…?” 
 
    “Yeah, that was part of it, too. The Pixies made me go through this whole ‘initiation’ thing, and—” 
 
    “Mm-hmm. Mm-hmm. Very interesting. And yet, is Dame Golrocca not, in fact, your…” Feeorin snorted and rolled his eyes. “ ‘Girlfriend’?” 
 
    “She is, ‘in fact’, yeah. So? What’re you—?” 
 
    “And is Sir Golroc not absolutely the kind of man you’d expect to strip a boy of their unearned knighthood for… ahem, disgracing his daughter?” 
 
    “He is, yeah, but dude, that’s why we went with it! Because it’s so believable!” Then, after thinking about what he’d just heard for a bit, “Wait, what do you mean ‘disgracing’?” 
 
    “It seems to me,” Feeorin ignored him. “That what is actually believable, here, is that things transpired exactly as the media reported, and that you, in a show of sheer desperation and cowardice, are attempting to fool me into thinking that GOLROC RUSTIGARK, of all people (Golroc Rustigark!), would allow his daughter’s name to be sullied for the sake of a quest, merely so that you can be set free, on the streets, without facing the consequences of your crimes.” 
 
    “ ‘Sullied’? Dude, seriously, what do people think happened? It was just—” 
 
    “Knights!” Feeorin called through the open door, clapping his hands over his head in case the tone and tenor of his voice wasn’t pretentious enough. 
 
    “Hey, wait! I’m telling you the truth! Look, look, I’ve got one of those magic watches! How could I have one of these I wasn’t telling the truth?” 
 
    “ ‘Magic watch’…? Oh, you mean a glamoured watch, which are—by design—indistinguishable from normal watches? How convincing.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, but—but it works, though, see?” Frotwoot insisted, taking off the clip-on earring/earpiece and holding it out to him. Feeorin took it from him with a tissue, signaling the knights he’d called to wait a moment while he “cleaned” it off and clipped it to his own ear, at which point he motioned for Frotwoot to make someone talk to him. “Hey, Pix! Golly! Are you guys still listening?” 
 
    Feeorin held up a half-shrug-inspired hand and shook his head. 
 
    “Guys, come on! I need you to back me up, here!” 
 
    There was still no answer, apparently, so Feeorin tossed the earring back to him (or, to be more precise, flung at him in disgust) and indicated to the summoned knights that they could take him away now. 
 
    “That’s not—!? Okay, but wait, why isn’t it working?!” Frotwoot put the earring back on and frantically tried to signal Pixley and/or Golly, which, since he still didn’t remember how, pretty much just meant he beat up his watch a lot before the knights looped their arms around his to haul him up out of his chair. “No, seriously, dude, just call Sir Golroc; he’ll tell you.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure. There’d be nothing more embarrassing to the image of the Order of the Gecko than what you’ve already done than for their longstanding rivals to have arrested you in the middle of a gangland brawl, which, to my eye, you weren’t even winning. Why wouldn’t Sir Golroc want to help his potential future son-in-law cover that up?” 
 
    Frotwoot was too stunned to speak for a moment, so he just gaped at the captain of the Snowflakes in a state of almost-awe until he finally managed to gather his wits enough to say in response, “You’re just as crazy as he is.” 
 
    “Take him away,” Feeorin said disinterestedly, waving at the knights and opening up a file. 
 
    “Wait, what’m I being charged with?” Frotwoot called over his shoulder as he was forcibly turned around. “Pix said you didn’t have anything on me!” 
 
    “ ‘Pix’ did?” 
 
    “Yeah, Pix! As in Pixley Widgeon! The knight! Over the watch! Because I’m telling!!! The truth!!!” 
 
    Feeorin didn’t look up from his paperwork to answer the now circled back around question of charges, but he did answer, pretending to look genuinely thoughtful as he did. “What are you being charged with? As of right now? Hmm. How about… impersonating a knight?” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” 
 
    “Goodbye, Mr. Crossley.” 
 
    Frotwoot’s mind raced for another way out of this as he was led toward the tower’s dungeon, but he was pretty sure every reasonable path of escape had already been exhausted in the face of Feeorin’s unreasonableness. He considered just making a break for it like he had at the Gecko’s tower earlier, but he was feeling so beat up right now he wasn’t sure making a break for it would work, especially without a man on the inside. Thinking about how beat up he was, though (as the adrenaline of the fight had worn off he’d gradually become aware of a black eye, a swollen lip, places he was almost or at least partially stabbed, and more bruises internal and external than he could count, which had just happened, which is why he kept thinking about so much), gave him an idea that was far more likely to have the desired result. Unfortunately, he didn’t think to put into action until pretty much the very worst time, pretending to succumb to his injuries while they were going down the stairs and making the lady knight think he’d just tripped over his own feet or something. “Careful, there,” she said stiffly, though not unkindly. Frotwoot opened his mouth to explain what she should have actually gotten out of that, but closed it again when he realized that doing so would probably be a little too direct and opted instead to “stumble” again a few seconds later, adding for effect, “Gah! Whoa! I—I’m sorry, I—I guess I’m just having trouble standing up…” 
 
    “There’s a bed in the cell,” the lady knight said quite unkindly, but not—for whatever it’s worth—stiffly. Her squire shared a look with her behind Frotwoot’s back, and Frotwoot didn’t have to see it to know that he wasn’t the first prisoner to try something like that, or that they were on to him. 
 
    “Do I get a phone call?” Frotwoot gave it one last ditch attempt as they reached the bottom of the stairs and a row of, dark semi-medieval-looking holding cells stood before him. 
 
    “Sure, everyone does,” said the lady knight, smiling so tightly it pretty much wasn’t a smile anymore as she opened the cell door and let her squire push him inside. “That is, if you’re good.” 
 
    “If I’m ‘good’…? When if I’m good?” 
 
    “Whenever the captain decides.” 
 
    “So… never, then?” 
 
    The knight and her squire snorted and shook their heads sympathetically as the knight closed the barred door in front of him with an auto-locking “clank”, as they were both clearly aware of just what kind of captain they had, but, sympathetic or not, they didn’t hesitate to leave him there alone in the darkness of the dungeon, clutching the bars of his cell and trying not to give in to panic with more than a whispered (and—he thought—well-warranted), “… Fie.” 
 
    “They didn’t believe you, huh?” 
 
    Frotwoot jumped and whirled around in mid-air to see Blinn lying on the bed in the cell to his left, looking much happier to see him than he was to see her. 
 
    “Is it because your watch didn’t work? I called the magic men and asked them to block any unusual magical signals coming out of this place, so that’s probably on me. Sorry.” 
 
    “Did you also ask them why they want you to kill me?” Frotwoot shot back so quickly he almost didn’t know what he was saying until he’d said it, the renewed adrenaline he was feeling apparently having decided to take over the part of his brain that handled verbal ripostes. 
 
    “Yeah… they still wouldn’t tell me.” 
 
    “Why do it, then?” 
 
    “Because they said to. I have to do what they say.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Something magic, probably.” 
 
    “Is it—Was it something they did to you when they, like… saved your life, or whatever?” 
 
    “You heard about that, huh?” Blinn rolled over onto her back and put her hands behind her head to stare thoughtfully up at the ceiling. “Could be.” 
 
    “Have you tried to fight it?” 
 
    “No… I don’t even think I can.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean? Just try.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy, it’s—” Her face screwed up in what looked concentration, until Frotwoot noticed the twitching and realized it was pain. “Can’t… fight it…!” 
 
    “Hey, whoa, are you okay?” said Frotwoot, rushing forward to grip the bars separating their cells. 
 
    “The magic men… when I… when I think wrong thoughts, they… they punish me!!!” Blinn wailed, writhing and thrashing around so violently she fell out of her bed, nearly concussing herself on the hard stone floor. “Want… to be good, but… hurts… so much…!!!” 
 
    “It’s okay, it’s okay!” Frotwoot said soothingly, kneeling down next to her head so she could hear him better over her own anguish. “Just, like… relax! Okay? You don’t have to—Just think your bad thoughts, or whatever it is you have to do, and we’ll figure something out. Okay? I can help you.” 
 
    “R-really?” 
 
    “Yeah. Probably. I mean, I’ve gotta at least try…” 
 
    “Th-thank you.” Blinn reached out for his hand, grateful tears in her eyes, and Frotwoot gave it without hesitation only to almost immediately regret it when she stopped crying, started laughing, and yanked him face-first into the bars, knocking him onto his back with pain as soon as it been decided by the immutable laws of the universe that he couldn’t go any farther forward. 
 
    “Ow!!!” said Frotwoot, grabbing as much of his face as his hands could cover. “What the—? What the fie?!?!” 
 
    “You wanna know why I do what they say?” Blinn asked casually, all traces of her damsel-in-distress act now gone and replaced by the usual air of psychopathy that she carried around with her. “Because I like killing people. And when I kill who they want me to kill, they help me get away with it. It’s that simple.” 
 
    “Man… you suck.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that because I broke your nose.” 
 
    “That’s part of the reason, yeah!!!” 
 
    Blinn chuckled at that, letting it fade into a slight sigh as—for some reason—she leaned over and looked expectantly at the stairwell. Whatever it was she expecting to see there she apparently didn’t see, however, and so, with an unworried sort of shrug, she turned back to Frotwoot with the air of an older sibling looking for a novel new way to make their younger sibling cry. “You know… it’s funny, but if you really think about it, everyone who’s gotten hurt or killed by the Redcaps this week… that’s all kinda’ your fault.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at her incredulously and sniffed up some blood. “… What?” 
 
    “My only target was you,” Blinn told him, squatting down so they’d be at eye-level. “If you’d just let that stupid phooka kid kill you like he was supposed to for his initiation none of this would’ve even happened. And then, then you joined the Pixies for some reason, turning what was supposed to be just a simple hit into an all-out gang war…” She shook her head and whistled at the ceiling. “Man, I hate to say it, but that is gonna be a lot of blood on your hands.” 
 
    “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I am. And yet I can tell from that look you’re trying to keep out of your eyes that what I just said still made you feel a liiittle bit guilty, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that just makes me crazy, too. It doesn’t make you right.” 
 
    “But I’m still right… I mean, what did you join the Pixies for, anyway? I know it wasn’t to make them the unexpected casualties of what I’m gonna have to do now, but—” 
 
    “Wait, you’re gonna kill all the Pixies?” 
 
    “I asked you a question first, remember?” 
 
    “Why would you—?” 
 
    “Sounds like another question. Answer mine, I’ll answer yours. It’s called ‘manners’.” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t want to play along with her and her stupid smirking face, but that was just because of pride, so, after deciding that “pride” wasn’t a good enough reason for him not to, he rolled his eyes and played along anyway. “What was the question again?” 
 
    “ ‘Why’d you join the Pixies’? Me and my handler from the magic men have been wracking our brains, and we just can’t figure it out.” 
 
    “ ‘Handler’? What’s a—?” Frotwoot began, but stopped short when Blinn gave him a look of over-dramatized exasperation. “Right. Um… I joined the Pixies because we found Pixie Dust on your phooka guy, and we wanted to track the source of it down.” 
 
    “… The source of it.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Which I’m pretty sure you know by now is me.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Wow.” Blinn actually looked nonplussed. “Wow. So… all this running around, all this trying to separate you from your gang to try and kill you… it’s all because I named the drug I was selling Pixie Dust?” 
 
    “… Yeah.” 
 
    “Oh my tree!!! That’s hilarious!!!” Blinn exclaimed quite suddenly after a moment or two of gaping, open-mouthed thought, holding her hands out to him through the bars as if she were imploring him to “get” the joke. “I mean, I only named it that to keep the knights away from us, so we could… y’know… assassinate people in peace, but because I named it that…” She laughed and shook her head at the wall. “Fie! I don’t know if you’re lucky, I’m unlucky, or if we’re both unlucky, but if that isn’t just the craziest piece of some kind of luck you’ve ever heard of, then—!” 
 
    “Can I ask my question now?” 
 
    “… Interrupting’s bad manners too, Elf. But sure. Go ahead.” 
 
    “Why do you have to kill all the Pixies? Why can’t it just be me?” 
 
    “… Why do you care? You’ll be dead.” 
 
    “Because I don’t want them to die!” 
 
    “Ah. Gone ‘native’, huh? Is this about your little Pixie girlfriend? The cute one, with the curly black hair?” 
 
    “What? No! I just don’t want anyone to die.” Frotwoot paused, then, resisting the adolescent urge to say what he wanted to say next as best he could, because he knew it was stupid and didn’t matter… but at sixteen years old some urges simply cannot be denied, and so, in the end, despite himself, he added at a volume just above a mumble, “… And she’s not my girlfriend.” 
 
    “Well, that’s too bad, because a whole lot of them have to.” 
 
    “Why, though?” 
 
    “To make your death seem less important than it is. To turn it into just another statistic that nobody needs to investigate. That’s why I had the Redcaps mugging other street performers before we went after you, so it’d look like you were just another mugging gone wrong instead of… well, whatever it is you are.” 
 
    “Do you—Do you do this a lot?” 
 
    Blinn twisted her smile a bit to the side and furrowed her brow at him. “You sound impressed.” 
 
    “Kind of, yeah. It’s a pretty good plan. I just don’t get why you have to do it.” 
 
    “I told you. I don’t have to, I want to.” 
 
    “Because the magic men help you?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Blinn started to answer, then her eyes and her smile went wide with a rather sociopathic brand of delight. “What’re you—? Are you interrogating me, Sir Frotwoot?” 
 
    “What? No,” Frotwoot lied, because of course he was; he just hadn’t meant for it to be obvious. “I was just—” 
 
    “It’s okay. Really. I know you’re a knight. I know you’re the ‘hero’, and that you think you’re gonna get out of this still. But you’re not, and even if you were nothing I could tell you is gonna help you stop me, so… feel free: Ask me anything you want. It’s the least I can do for the most difficult to kill target I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “… Oookay,” said Frotwoot, his confidence somewhat shaken by the sheer force of her confidence, but not enough for him to give up. “How do the magic men help you?” 
 
    “Lots of ways.” 
 
    Frotwoot gave her an impatient but wholly unsurprised look. 
 
    “Well, for one thing,” she said, after relishing his annoyance for a moment. “They give me the Pixie Dust. I don’t even know what it is, to tell you the truth, or where it comes from, but without it the whole operation would be a lot smaller, so… yeah. Oh, and they do things like block magic watches from calling for help. Just lots of little things like that.” 
 
    “What about with fighting?” 
 
    “Fighting? I do all that by myself.” 
 
    “No, I mean, like… the stuff you shouldn’t be able to do. Like when Pix hit you with his sword, and you just got right back up again.” 
 
    “Oh, that. Yeah, I’m resistant to magic. They do that for me, too.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Blinn sat on the bed and posed seductively, clearly for no other reason than that it had been a while since she’d made him uncomfortable. “You really think knowing that’s gonna help you save the day?” 
 
    “You never know,” Frotwoot shrugged, maintaining eye contact out of spite. The eyes were pretty seductive too, though, so it didn’t really help. 
 
    “Cold iron tablets,” she said after too long a pause, shifting back into a more regular way of sitting and looking quite satisfied with the uncomfortable results her previous way of sitting had had on the boy across from her. “I take two every morning, like vitamins. I don’t know why they block magic, but they do.” 
 
    “ ‘Cold iron’?” 
 
    “Yes and no. You said it right, but I know you don’t know it’s not spelled like it sounds, so you’re probably not thinking it right.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “It’s ‘koldiron’; all one word, with a ‘K, not a ‘C’. And it’s not ‘iron’ at all. It’s some kind of special element the magic men made in a lab to keep their magical criminals in check, or something.” 
 
    “Oh.” Frotwoot could not have cared less, but didn’t feel rude enough just then to say so. “And they’re pills?” 
 
    “Tablets.” 
 
    “ ‘Tablets’, right. But doesn’t taking those, like, mess with your… ‘brownie power’ or whatever?” 
 
    “ ‘Brownie power’?” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    Blinn snorted, satisfied, and went back to his question. “It does, yeah. I might be the only brownie in history who has to sleep.” 
 
    “You think maybe that’s why you’re so crazy?” 
 
    Blinn didn’t answer, but just smirked appreciatively at the insult as she leaned over to look at the stairwell again and this time seemed to see what she’d been waiting for. “Oops! Looks like question time’s over. Anything else you wanna ask? Real quick? Before it’s too late?” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and looked to the stairwell himself, and the only questions that came to mind when he saw what she saw, was: Why was she so excited to see that lady knight’s squire from before? And why was he (the squire) looking so upset as he came trudging down the stairs? 
 
    “Stand with your back to the bars and put your hands through the slot,” the squire said to Frotwoot as he reached his cell. Frotwoot eagerly obeyed, figuring that Pixley or Golroc had finally shown up to set Feeorin straight and get him out of there, and a fresh pair of handcuffs were promptly snapped around his wrists. The squire opened his cell door, taking his sweet time and making quite a squeaky racket in doing so, and then went to Blinn’s cell to open it and… hand her a sword? 
 
    “Thanks,” said Blinn, holding the edge of what Frotwoot could now see was her sword—evidence tag still attached—up to the light before turning her full, crazy-eyed attention back to him while the squire opened the cell door across from Frotwoot’s to quickly handcuff it together with Frotwoot’s still-open one and create an impassable gate between them and the stairs. “See? Told you you weren’t getting out of here.” 
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    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, wait!!!” said Frotwoot, backing up until he hit the bars. “What’s going on?! Snowflake dude! Why’re you letting her kill me?!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said the Snowflake squire, hanging his head and staring at the ground. “I—I have to.” 
 
    “Yeah, but why?” 
 
    The squire looked to Blinn, as if expecting her to explain, but she looked like she’d find it more entertaining for him to do so, so while she crossed her wrists over the hilt of her blade like it was a cane and waited to make that wish clear he reluctantly turned back to Frotwoot and explained it himself. “I got a call, just now. After my knight did. She’d run off without telling me where she was going, and when I got the call they said that they had her, and that if I didn’t do what they said they’d kill her.” 
 
    “Who was it?” asked Frotwoot, even though he was ninety-nine point nine percent sure that he already knew. 
 
    “I don’t know… other Redcaps, maybe? Anyway, can we just get this over with?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry dude, is this making you uncomfortable?” Frotwoot asked in rhetorical disbelief, making Blinn laugh even as she raised her sword back up to kill him. Having nowhere else to go, Frotwoot backed into the corner of his cell and thought rapidly while Blinn took her time on the approach, almost as if she wanted him to think of something before she reached him. “Okay, wait, let’s think about this,” he said, as—thankfully—he thought of something. “Does this really make sense?” 
 
    Blinn stopped about a foot away from him and cocked her still-smirking head, but didn’t respond otherwise. 
 
    “I mean, you said you wanted my death to look like it didn’t mean anything, right? This sure doesn’t look like that.” 
 
    She cocked her head the other way, her smirk fading in an instant as she bit her lip in either concern or curiosity. Maybe both. 
 
    “Like, if I were Puck it would make sense,” Frotwoot went on, emboldened by her non-response that was actually a response. “Taking the time to kill him before you broke out of the dungeon would leave the Pixies without a leader, and would totally be worth the extra risk to someone who’s supposed to be the leader of a rival gang. But me? I’m just the new kid. I’ve only been a Pixie, for like… two days! What’d be the point of that?” 
 
    Blinn nodded slowly and leaned up against the wall, letting her sword hang almost-reassuringly at her side. “Huh. Yeah, you know, I hadn’t thought about that. That’s definitely a problem.” 
 
    “And then there’s Pix,” said Frotwoot, trying not to seem too eager as he pressed his sudden advantage. “You know, Pixley Widgeon? I’ve already told him I think there’s something more going on with this whole gang war thing; something about trying to get to me. So if I wind up dead right now there’s no way he’ll let it go. He’ll know I’m right, and he’ll do everything he can to track you and your jerkface bosses down.” 
 
    “You told him who I’m working for?” 
 
    “No, I, uh—I told him I think it’s the Unseelie Court, because that’s more believable.” 
 
    “And yet less true,” said Blinn, smirking with delight again at the puzzled, out-of-the-loop squire’s face outside the cell, because if there was one thing she seemed to enjoy more than killing, it was being obnoxiously cryptic. “Well, Elf: You make some interesting points, but unless you’ve got an alternative…” 
 
    “Just kill me later. Or don’t. That’d be good, too.” 
 
    “Later? Who knows if there’ll be a later? This is kind of the perfect opportunity for me, you have to admit. And if my ‘jerkface bosses’ kidnapped a knight and sent this kid down here with my sword then I’m preeetty sure they think so, too.” 
 
    “Just tell them they were wrong, then!” 
 
    “Ha. Right. They’re never wrong, Elf. Even when they are, they aren’t. That’s one of the first rules of getting along with people like them; people with power. Have you ever heard of a tyrant rewarding someone for telling them they made a mistake? Have you ever even heard of a good ruler doing that? Of course not. Power means you’re always right, especially when that power’s as literal as theirs is.” 
 
    “… Who are we talking about, here?” the squire interjected impatiently, getting a pair of bemused, passing glances from both of them in return but nothing more. 
 
    “Well, still, there’s gotta be another way,” Frotwoot implored her. 
 
    “A way you can escape from, you mean?” 
 
    “Yeah, duh. It’s not like I’m telling you all this just to help you out.” 
 
    Blinn shook her head at him in silent laughter that he couldn’t help but smile back at, for some reason, before turning her head to ask the squire, “Has anyone ever died trying to escape from this place?” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    Blinn took a deep breath and let it out through her nose. “Has anyone ever died trying to escape from this place?” 
 
    “Oh, well… yes, of course.” 
 
    “Any of them accidentally?” 
 
    “All of them,” the squire answered somewhat haughtily, his capacity for self-righteousness apparently undiminished by his recent actions. “Knights don’t kill.” 
 
    “Do squires?” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    Blinn rolled her eyes expansively and sprang forward at the very end of the roll to grab the bars of the cell in front of her and glare daggers at him as she repeated, slowly, softly, and for what was certain to be the last time, “Do. Squires?” 
 
    “I… what do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Frotwoot?” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow incredulously, not having expected to be included in this exchange at all, especially considering what it was he was being prompted to say. “Um… I think she wants you to kill me and make it look like an accident.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Blinn nodded, never taking her eyes off the squire’s face. “And you’d better actually do it, and you’d better make it look convincing, or else your lovely lady knight—” 
 
    “All right! Okay! I’ll do anything! Just don’t hurt her!” 
 
    “Good,” Blinn smiled sweetly, relaxing her posture to match. “Now, how am I getting out of here?” 
 
    “… What?” said the squire unthinkingly, visibly regretting it almost as soon as he did and rushing with obvious panic to correct his mistake before she had to repeat herself again. “Oh, right, well, um… I brought you a uniform (it’s over there on the stairs) so if you just put the hood up and wear that out then you should—” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks,” said Blinn, side-nodding at the handcuffs joining together the cell doors with increasing annoyance until the squire got the hint and unlocked them. “It was nice talking to you, Frotwoot,” she called over her shoulder as she went to pick up the uniform, taking off her shirt and throwing it away as she went. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” said Frotwoot, chuckling nervously and averting his eyes. “We should do it again sometime.” 
 
    Blinn didn’t quip back, her available supply of crazy person quips quite possibly having run out over the course of their previous conversation, and the next thing Frotwoot knew the cell doors were being handcuffed together again and he was being led by the squire (and his sword) to a descending staircase carved into a rough-hewn, cave-like opening in the wall behind a heavy iron portcullis on the other side of the dungeon. 
 
    “Where’re we going?” he asked the squire as he raised the gate, peering down the dimly-lit stairs in the hopes of ascertaining that information for himself. 
 
    “Be quiet.” 
 
    “Why? Is this the part where you do the right thing and set me free? Because I’ll, like, totally be quiet for that.” 
 
    “I said be quiet, Pixie!” 
 
    “Come on, man, seriously,” Frotwoot ignored/urged him in a low voice, looking over his shoulder as he started down the aforementioned stairs to make sure Blinn wasn’t listening to them. “I know you don’t wanna do this, so… don’t!” 
 
    “I have to.” 
 
    “Why? Because of your knight? You think she’d want you to kill somebody for her?” 
 
    “I don’t care what she wants. I can’t let her die.” 
 
    “You guys’re pretty close, huh? Is it like, romantic, or—?” 
 
    The squire scoffed. “She’s my mother.” 
 
    “… Oh.” 
 
    “Do you understand where I’m coming from, now?” 
 
    “Kind of… I guess… but still… not.” Frotwoot sniffed a couple of times and crinkled his nose as he passed face-first through a wall of smell. Wherever they were headed, it stank of mildew, which only further confused him as to where that “wherever” might be; he’d only ever smelled a smell like that in Wes’ basement after the downstairs toilet had flooded. Was there a sewer entrance down here, or something? “I mean, like, what’s she gonna say when she finds out?” 
 
    “She won’t.” 
 
    “Really. So you’re just gonna keep it a secret from her for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “I have to.” 
 
    “You think you’ll be able to?” 
 
    “Yes. Now shut up.” 
 
    “Dude, keeping secrets like that from the people you love is hard. Believe me.” 
 
    “What’d I just say?” 
 
    “You said to shut up, but—” The squire cut him off with a meaningful jab of his sword, the spot it hit on his back blazing with pain for a second before going numb and reminding Frotwoot that he was currently being “threatened” with a strictly non-lethal weapon. “Wait, so… that’s just a magic sword, right?” 
 
    The squire furrowed his brow at the back of his head, or so Frotwoot assumed, not having eyes back there. “Right…?” 
 
    “So what’re we even doing right now?” laughed Frotwoot, stopping suddenly on the stairs and taking full advantage of the back of his head’s eyelessness to hit the surprised and unstopped squire in the chin with it before spinning around to shoulder him out of the way as he made a break for it back up the way he came. He got about three enthusiastic steps up before another flash of searing pain cut across his right Achilles tendon, and as that went numb he promptly (and somewhat comically) went toppling backwards, not stopping until he’d reached the grimy, moss-covered stone floor at the bottom of the staircase. Wincing with pain, he rolled over onto his stomach and arched his back to see where he’d been being led to—figuring he might as well, now that he was there—and was at least mildly surprised to find in front of and below him what appeared to be a large underground lake with a prison-like structure sitting on a jagged island far away in the middle of the cave that encircled it and nowhere near enough wall-mounted amber lamps not quite illuminating the whole thing. A boat with built-in shackles was bobbing nearby, oars locked into wells next to each set, and as this suggested that this was a lake that was meant to be crossed with rowing prisoners in tow something Frotwoot had been wondering not too hard about since he’d become a knight suddenly became clear. “Ohhh,” he thought aloud under his breath. “So that’s ‘the’ dungeon, and all the little dungeons are just—” 
 
    “Are you all right?!” the squire interrupted his train of thought, pounding down the stairs to come to a standing stop over where he lay. 
 
    “Yeah, no, not really,” said Frotwoot, rolling over to face him and prop himself up as much as he could with his hands bound behind his back. “I mean, some guy’s trying to kill me, so… thanks for asking, though.” 
 
    The squire took a deep breath that turned into a long sigh. “Look, this doesn’t have to be so difficult. It doesn’t even have to hurt, if you’ll just let me—” 
 
    “How is my getting killed not gonna hurt?” 
 
    “There are ways,” the squire assured him, apparently under the mistaken impression that this was a topic where “assurance”, “re” or otherwise, was in any way possible. “Drowning, for instance. I hear it’s like going to sleep.” 
 
    “Drowning?” 
 
    “Yes. Since I’ve been here more than one faerie inmate has tried to escape while being transferred from one of the towers to the city dungeon by flying away and hitting their head on a stalactite or something up there in the dark. Once they hit the lake it’s almost impossible to find them before they drown, and I figure if I put you to sleep with my sword, bash your head in with the hilt, and throw you into the water I can make it look like that’s what happened to you. You know… on the off-chance anyone ever actually comes looking.” 
 
    “Oh, they’ll come looking,” Frotwoot scoffed nervously, “scoffing” because he knew it was true and “nervously” because he knew it wouldn’t matter how true it was if he was dead. “They’re probably already on their way to get me out of here, so like, maybe you should just let me go and—” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” the squire interrupted, raising his sword. 
 
    “WAIT!!!” Frotwoot shouted, not waiting to see if he obeyed before continuing. “What about my handcuffs?!” 
 
    “… Your… handcuffs?” 
 
    “Yeah! You’re trying to make this look like an escape, right? Like me and Blinn just broke out of our cells, or whatever? Why would I be in handcuffs?” 
 
    “Good point,” the squire nodded, lowering his sword to think for a second. “I’ll take them off before I dump your body.” 
 
    “That won’t work!” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “… I don’t know! I’m… stalling?” 
 
    The squire snorted and shook his head as he raised his sword once more, bringing it down for a clean cut across Frotwoot’s throat. Obviously having anticipated this (he’d have to have been pretty slow not to have), Frotwoot spun on the ground to make sure it didn’t connect and followed through on that impromptu break-dancing display with a counterattack that consisted of using his wings to fly shoulder-first into the squire’s mid-section, sending both of them to the ground. The sword slipped out of the squire’s hand and landed a few feet away, but with his hands still firmly stuck behind his back Frotwoot knew he knew had no chance of stopping the squire from getting it back. All he could do now was hobble up to his one working foot, clumsily use his wings to kind-of-sort-of make up for the other one, and hope against hope that he could actually get up the stairs in any sort of timely manner before the squire was re-armed and ready to kill him again. 
 
    And, of course, there was nothing wrong with hoping that… but when his first step under these conditions was essentially a failed pirouette, ending in an embarrassing crash, he knew—wrong or right—that “hoping”, in this case, just wasn’t going to be enough. 
 
    “Can we try that again?” he jokingly asked the squire, getting a slight chuckle out of himself but only a scowl from the squire. He had his sword back, now, and it was clear he wasn’t going to let himself be distracted from what he had to do next. Ironically, though, his very determination not to be distracted turned out to be so distracting to him that he didn’t see another sword, wielded by a faerie-shaped blur swooping in from across the lake, until it had already knocked his chainmailed arm aside and was needing to be parried before its landed (and now-less-blurry) wielder could strike a more significant blow. 
 
    “Maeve?!” said Frotwoot as he recognized the faerie in question, dividing the squire’s attention just long enough for Maeve to gain a tactical advantage against his defenses that Frotwoot then helped her capitalize on by kicking the squire in the back of the knee, leaving him wide open for a magical, incongruously non-lethal beheading. Or… faux-beheading. Pseudo-beheading? Semi-beheading? He still had his head, is the point. 
 
    “Hey, Frotwoot,” Maeve said breathlessly, grinning down at him and brushing the hair out of her eyes as the squire slumped unconscious at her feet. “I, uh… brought you your sword.” 
 
    “Wow,” laughed Frotwoot, working himself up into a sitting position. “Okay. But like, um… how are you here? Like, I’m glad you’re here, you totally saved my life and you’re awesome, but—?” 
 
    “That old sprite guy let me through,” Maeve told him, giving an upward nod toward what Frotwoot could only assume was the Knightly Order of the Gecko’s dungeon entrance. “I just told him it was a Glamour Squad thing and he didn’t even stop to ask me any questions; he just raised the gate and told me to close it up again before I left.” 
 
    “How’d you know I was gonna be down here almost getting killed?” 
 
    “I didn’t; I thought I’d just be breaking you out of your cell or something like that. Only reason I got here in time, really, is because your watch’s signal cut back in while you were talking to that guy and when I heard what you both were saying it made me hurry.” 
 
    “Huh,” said Frotwoot, furrowing his brow as Maeve helped him up to balance awkwardly on one foot while she crouched down next to the squire to find the keys to his handcuffs. “So wait, Golly and Pix can hear us now, then?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, no. They’re upstairs in the tower, and I think whatever’s messing with the signal’s coming from up there, because as soon as they went inside theirs went out, too; that’s what got me worried and made me leave the coach to do what I did.” 
 
    “How did you hear my signal come back on without them?” 
 
    “With this,” said Maeve, holding her arm out past his knees so he could see the glamoured watch on her wrist. “Or, y’know, the earring part.” 
 
    “Did Golly and Pix give you that?” 
 
    “Nope. The sprite guy did that, too. I just told him I lost my watch and earring, and he even helped me tune them into your frequency.” 
 
    Frotwoot blinked incredulously and made a few similarly incredulous noises with his mouth as he found himself at an ellipses-length loss for words. “… Geez, seriously?! I mean, like, are you just a really good liar, or is he just an idiot, or—?” 
 
    “My royal breeding has given me a naturally trustworthy face, and my royal upbringing has given me both the airs and grace required to command that trust,” Maeve replied, shooting back up to her full height as the now-unlocked handcuffs slipped off Frotwoot’s wrists to clatter to the ground. “And yes, I’m a good liar, and he’s also an idiot. So… that probably helped.” 
 
    Frotwoot smirked as he turned to face her, rubbing at where the cuffs had been chafing his skin, and when that supposed-to-be smooth action was interrupted by his one foot’s current inability to cooperate Maeve deftly caught him before he could hit the ground, holding him up with both arms—because he was heavy enough that she had to—and pulling him in close, because… well… that was sort of just a natural consequence of her having to use both her arms. The end result of all this was a stomach-fluttering, time-freezing moment that even the most bitter realist would have to agree was romantic, and based on the starry-eyed way Maeve was looking at Frotwoot just then it was pretty certain she’d be one of the ones they’d have to be agreeing with. “Uh… thanks again,” Frotwoot chuckled dorkily on purpose, hoping to ruin the mood between them before— 
 
    She kissed him. 
 
    “Blllbblll!!!” Frotwoot protested, moving to pull away but only succeeding in pulling her down on top of him. “Blllbll, BLO!!!” 
 
    Maeve didn’t seem to get the message, possibly because—from her perspective—she was receiving some rather mixed signals, so, to stop her now even more passionate kissing, Frotwoot was forced to resort to actually physically prying their lips apart with his fingers and holding her face at bay not more than an inch from his just long enough to say, “Stop!!!” 
 
    Maeve furrowed her brow but otherwise didn’t move. “ ‘Stop’?” 
 
    “Yeah. Stop. Please.” 
 
    “But… why? Didn’t that feel right to you?” 
 
    Yep. “No! I’ve got a girlfriend, Maeve! How could kissing someone else feel right?” 
 
    Maeve sat up on top of him, putting her hands on her hips and looking down at him with obvious impatience. “Oh, I don’t know… because she shouldn’t be your girlfriend? Because I should be? Because you love me?” 
 
    “I… I don’t, though…” 
 
    “Yes you do!” Maeve snapped, slapping him across the face. “You just don’t remember, but you will! You will, Frotwoot, even if I have to spend the rest of my life reminding you, you will.” 
 
    Frotwoot stared up at her as she said this, wide-eyed and cradling his cheek, and when she was done he knew (or remembered, really, as he’d already tried to do it before) what he had to do to make this right. “Maeve… we need to talk.” 
 
    “Yes, Frotwoot, I believe we do,” Maeve said stiffly, folding her arms across her chest and turning slightly away from him as she went into a passive-aggressive “pout” mode. 
 
    “Could you, uh… could you get off of me, first?” 
 
    Looking mildly offended that he would make such a request, Maeve rolled her eyes but nevertheless did as he asked, sitting across from him on the ground as he himself sat up to face her. There was a long, awkward pause as Frotwoot waited for another random event to come along and bail him out of having to do this, but when no such event was forthcoming he finally just broke down and told her everything he knew about him, her, and The Dryad, starting with one last, admittedly stalling statement in the form of, “Okay. Here goes.” Still nothing. “Fie! Okay, okay…” 
 
    When he was done telling the tale, and had answered all (or most) of Maeve’s questions to the very best of his ability, she took a moment (or several) to get up and pace around the little stone dock as she visibly struggled to process everything she’d just heard. He was more than willing to let her take all the time she needed, of course, even hoping on some rather juvenile level that she’d never fully process it all, and thus never talk to him about it ever again, but she eventually did process it, and stopped sharply with an abrupt, squeaky turn of her heel to say, “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “You’re lying. You have to be.” 
 
    “I’m—? Maeve, come on…” 
 
    “I’ve seen you lie at least half a dozen times since yesterday, Frotwoot! Why should I believe this ridiculous story about a tree wizard taking over your body now when it oh-so-conveniently gets you off the hook like all your other lies do?” 
 
    “Because it’s true! And I don’t think it gets me off the hook, exactly…” 
 
    “Of course it does! This way you can pretend you never loved me and keep dating that stupid goblin girl and—!” Maeve covered her mouth and looked away as her eyes welled up with tears. “Why can’t you just be honest with me and tell me you love her more?” 
 
    Frotwoot breathed a long, heavy sigh, dearly wishing he could go back to fighting for his life or something instead. “Maeve, I am being honest with you. I’ve never been more honest with anyone in this entire world. I like you a lot; I like being your friend. But I do love Golly more. I do. And that’s why I had to tell you this, even though it sucks, because if I didn’t—” 
 
    “I DON’T BELIEVE YOU!!!” 
 
    “—Because if I didn’t it wouldn’t be fair to either of you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Maeve gaped at him in a constantly rebalancing mixture of anguish and disbelief, her little hands balled into fists and her chest heaving up and down with the stress and exertion of having just shouted her lungs out. She looked like she wanted to shout something else at him, something heartbreaking, insulting, or just generally not very nice to hear, but she couldn’t seem to choose exactly what, so eventually she just shook her head, took off her watch and earrings, ripped his sword belt off from around her waist, flung it all to the floor, choked out more than shouted, “Here’s your sword,” and flew off sobbing into the darkness from whence she came. 
 
    “… Thanks,” Frotwoot muttered numbly to himself, watching her go for as long he could before gradually turning his attention to the long climb in front of him—The long climb, he realized, as he tried and failed to wiggle the toes of his right foot, that he was going to have to do one-legged and alone. “Aww—!!! Aw, man!!! Why?!?! Why couldn’t I have just—?!?!” Holding up a hand as if to silence himself out of annoyance (he already knew what he was going to say, anyway), Frotwoot shut up and looked around the dock for ideas, as the last thing he wanted to do right now was crawl through half an inch of subterranean (subseeliean?) grime. It wasn’t long before he came up with something: i.e., using his sheathed sword like a cane, and while in practice it was considerably more slow and difficult than using an actual cane would have been (the point kept slipping, for one thing), it saved him from having to try flying up the stairwell and risking a concussion or something in the process. 
 
    When he finally got to the top, a feeling of ragged, hard-earned victory washed over him… only to be immediately overshadowed by almost the complete opposite feeling pressure washing over him as soon as he saw that the two cell doors were still handcuffed together. The keys, he knew, were still lying on the ground next to the knocked out squire downstairs, and—try as he might—he couldn’t think of any way to get them from there other than the most obvious one. And he really, really tried. 
 
    “Weeeeeeeell… fie,” he sighed, turning wearily around to make the long climb back down, the real swearing starting a moment or two later when, his sword getting caught in a crack, the “long climb” turned into a rather “quick trip”, instead. 
 
    (And yes, believe it or not, the landing hurt significantly worse than that pun.) 
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    The mobility didn’t start to come back into Frotwoot’s magically-disabled leg until he’d reached the ground floor of the Snowflakes’ tower, because the universe undoubtedly hated him and loved to laugh at his misery. The barred door at the top of the dungeon staircase was being (very loosely) guarded when he got there by a troll with a half-eaten doughnut, who, fortunately, was too busy watching one of his female colleagues bend over to pick something up off the floor to notice Frotwoot peeking out between the bars behind him. The female colleague, meanwhile, seemed to be frozen in that (admittedly distracting) position, as she and many others around her were surreptitiously gazing into Sir Feeorin’s office, from which the sounds of a heated argument could vaguely be heard over the din of ringing phones, shouting criminals, and the various other knightly activities that pervaded the bullpen. Frotwoot couldn’t see what everyone was looking at from where he was (what with the bars in the way and all), but he didn’t really need to, either, because in the next few seconds the argument came exploding out of the office with Pixley in front and Sirs Feeorin and Golroc hot on his heels. 
 
    “And just what does he think he’s doing?” Feeorin demanded, indicating Pixley with an indignant, outstretched hand over Golroc’s shoulder as Golroc moved to cut him off and physically block him from doing much more than that while Pixley kept striding purposefully forward toward the dungeon door as if no one had said anything at all. 
 
    “Well, gee, I don’t know, Feeorin, but I think he might be doin’ what he just said he was gonna be doin’; Pix has a habit of bein’ pretty direct, y’know.” 
 
    “But I told him he couldn’t!” 
 
    “And I told him he could, so there!” 
 
    “Order of the Snowflake! Arrest that man!!!” 
 
    A knight sitting near where Pixley was at that point along his path jumped up to obey, and was promptly sat back down with a firm hand and barely a break in Pixley’s aforementioned stride. Another started to draw their sword, and Pixley pushed it back into its sheath as if he were absentmindedly doing them a favor, like straightening their tie. Three others quickly formed an impromptu living wall in front of him, but to them Pixley just said “Excuse me,” in a mildly irritated way and used his elbows and some germophobe-level crowd-weaving maneuvers to awkwardly push and twist his way past them. 
 
    “Can I get in there, please?” Pixley said to the doughnut-eating, dungeon-guarding troll as he stopped in front of where he was standing, seemingly oblivious (but probably not really) to the five knights from the previous paragraph ganging up behind him to try arresting him all together this time and—based on the intent in their expressions—revenge their various indignities. 
 
    “Uh… what?” said the troll, who’d still been staring at his female colleague even though she wasn’t bending over anymore and, as a result, clearly didn’t know what was going on. Sir Feeorin caught his eye and made some manic, angry, waving hand motions, and apparently this was enough for the troll to get the gist of the situation, because the next thing he did (after taking a fresh bite of his doughnut, of course) was say, “Oh, uh… hey! You’re—you’re under arrest! I think.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, I heard. Can I go to the dungeon now/” 
 
    The troll furrowed his brow and looked to his captain for instructions, to which he got a firm head shake “no”. “… No.” 
 
    “Why not? Isn’t that where arrested people go?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah, after processing, but you’re not—” 
 
    “All right, never mind,” sighed Pixley, pausing thoughtfully for all of a second before lashing out and slamming the troll’s rock-hard head into the similarly-hard wall behind him. The troll slumped to his knees, dazed but not unconscious, and while everyone else was busy gasping in disbelief Pixley snatched the keys off the hook that the troll had been standing in front of as soon as he wasn’t technically “standing” in front of it anymore. Several swords were drawn all at once as Pixley turned to the dungeon door to start trying different keys in the lock, and, despite Pixley’s apparent lack of concern for the situation he was in, Frotwoot decided that it was time for him to step in and bail him out of it anyway, because—as awesome and smart as he thought Pixley was—he also thought he was a crazy person, and crazy people don’t generally know when they should be worried. 
 
    “Okay, everybody chill out!!!” Frotwoot said loudly, coming into view so suddenly it made the Snowflakes jump back and/or miss Pixley with their sword swings in surprise. 
 
    “Frotwoot?” said Pixley, smiling crookedly and cocking his head at him. “How did you—? Did you escape?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah. I guess. But—?” 
 
    “Which is exactly what we were tryin’ to stop!!!” Golroc shouted in Feeorin’s face, answering Frotwoot’s unspoken question as to whether or not he was still supposed to be undercover before barreling over from across the room to push Pixley out of the way and half-draw his sword. “Drop the weapon and put your hands on your head, Pixie. We’re transferrin’ you to the Geckos’ dungeon, and there ain’t no way you’re gonna be breakin’ outta there.” 
 
    “The Geckos’ dungeon?!” Feeorin all-but-gasped incredulously, flying over the crowd to land next to Golroc for another face off. “Why don’t you just give him the Royal Suite while you’re at it? Or maybe a nice little summer home in Fae?” 
 
    Golroc nodded at Pixley to keep working on finding the right key before answering him. “Queen’s orders, Snowflake.” 
 
    “Oh, really? And I don’t suppose those ‘orders’ would have anything to do with you putting you in a better position to give preferential treatment to a former knight of your order, which order just so happens to include another Pixie, who just so happens to be courting the queen who gave those ‘orders’, would it?” 
 
    “Nope,” said Golroc, taking half of the keys from Pixley to give it a try himself. “And it ain’t got nothin’ to do with him datin’ my daughter, neither, in case you were thinkin’ of goin’ there. Mab’s just got this crazy idea that maybe you might not be willing to treat him fairly, based on all those personal connections the kid’s got that we, y’know, just went over.” 
 
    “What—? That—! That is preposterous, and insulting, and—” 
 
    “What’s he charged with?” asked Pixley, looking up at Feeorin with steel in his eyes. 
 
    “… What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “I wanna know.” 
 
    Feeorin scoffed. “What a criminal masquerading as a knight (like you) wants to know about another criminal’s legal status is entirely irrelevant to me.” 
 
    “What if I wanna know, too?” asked Golroc. “I mean, fie, do we need to call the queen? Have her ask you?” 
 
    “I also don’t know what I’m being charged with,” Frotwoot chimed in, because he was tired of just standing there quietly with his hands on his head. “That’s an important thing to tell people, right? I mean, he kind of told me a joke charge, but I don’t think that counts.” 
 
    Feeorin scoffed again, shook his head, and looked around in indignant disbelief, then scoffed another time (probably to stall/help him think), before turning to his knights to say, “You see this? This is the corruption I was talking about. This is what happens when—” 
 
    “So you’re holdin’ him without charges,” Golroc interrupted him as the right key was finally found and the dungeon door sprang open. “Got it. Guess you’re free to go, kid. And if I was you I’d go down to the castle while the offices are open and lodge a formal complaint.” 
 
    “A complaint?!” Feeorin repeated, sounding as if he’d just been told his child was in critical condition. “No. No, Sir Golroc, this will not stand. For, as of now, I am hereby formally charging Frotwoot Crossley with an attempt to escape custody of my knightly order and—” 
 
    “You never had him in custody,” Pixley pointed out, bending down to pick up and hand Frotwoot his sword. “That would imply that you’d locked him up legally. Basically, you just kidnapped him and held him against his will.” 
 
    “Lot of that goin’ around lately,” Golroc muttered, giving Frotwoot a sideways glance that he wasn’t sure if he was supposed to smile at or look ashamed at, resulting in what may have been the oddest-looking smile/grimace of all time. “Anyway… glad we could sort this out, Sir Feeorin, especially since it ended up with you lookin’ like an idiot in front of all your knights. If you ever wanna have me and Pix come by and make you look like an idiot again, feel free to call; we’ll be right over.” 
 
    “But—but I’m not wrong!” Feeorin blurted out, laughing incredulously and looking to his knights for support as they exchanged wary glances with each other and awkwardly shuffled their feet. “It sounds like I am, now that they’ve twisted everything around, but just a moment ago they were in my office insisting that this boy was part of the Glamour Squad! So I ask you, ‘Sirs’ Pixley and Golroc, if there’s nothing untoward happening here, then which of the ‘truths’ you’ve produced for me so far to illustrate that claim is actually true?” 
 
    Golroc hooked his thumbs under his belt and turned fully around to face him, but he didn’t speak for quite a while; he just stared him down. When he finally did speak (many awkward coughs and nervous glances from his uncertain audience later), it was barely above a whisper, but the bullpen had fallen so silent in the interim that everyone could hear him as clear as a bell, although it definitely wasn’t the kind of bell an angel would want to get their wings from. “Well, Snowflake… if I was you (and I’m sure glad I ain’t), I’d sure hope it wasn’t that Glamour Squad one. Because if it was, and if somethin’ happened to one of my knights because you decided savin’ face was more important than not blowin’ his cover in the middle of a quest, there ain’t a castle in this world you could hide in that’d keep me from makin’ sure the same thing that’d happened to him… happened to you. You get me?” 
 
    “… Are you—are you threatening me?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m just sayin’… penalty for treason’s pretty steep, when you’re a knight. And de-glamourizin’ a knight—when you’re a knight—is treason, last time I checked. So, y’know, if my tellin’ you what I’d be legally bound to do if you commit a certain high crime comes across as a threat, well… maybe you oughtta just consider what I’m sayin’ for a second, and think maybe whether or not I’d even be sayin’ it if it didn’t matter, somehow.” 
 
    Feeorin’s expression went from confused, to horrified, to mildly sick all in the space of a few seconds, at the end of which he stopped watching Golroc’s face to see if he was being serious or not and turned to his knights to say, “All right, fine. I’ll admit it. What I said about the Glamour Squad… was a complete and utter fabrication.” Feeorin took a moment to look suitably ashamed while his order muttered amongst themselves in disbelief. “The truth is, Frotwoot Crossley was brought in under trumped-up charges. And so, in an effort to… shield the arresting knight, who was undoubtedly to blame, I concocted an outlandish story out of my… my blind love, that I feel… for all of you, to—” He sniffled and inconspicuously poked himself in the eye, creating a fake-but-technically-real tear to help sell the emotion. “I’m sorry, I just… I know I shouldn’t have done it, but now that it’s done, and the truth is out in the open, I’ll have no choice but to quietly discipline the dame or sir responsible and report my own actions to the queen. I hope you can all forgive me. Because I honestly don’t know, at this point, if I can forgive… myself.” 
 
    As the most ambitious sycophants in the crowd rushed forward to comfort and console their captain, Frotwoot’s mind turned for the first time since he’d left the dungeon to his “arresting knight”, his eyes shot to her empty desk in sudden panic, and somewhere in the middle of all that he remembered something about her that was very, very important. “Oh no,” he breathed, grabbing Pixley by the arm to get his attention. “Pix; dude! We’ve—we’ve gotta go! We’ve gotta—! Like, seriously! Right now! The lady who arrested me, she—! The Redcaps got her, and Blinn escaped, and—!” 
 
    “Whoa! What’s on your hand?!?!” Pixley demanded, ripping his arm free and jumping back. 
 
    “What—? Oh, I don’t know, it’s like… dungeon gunk, or something but—” 
 
    “ ‘Dungeon gunk’?!?!” 
 
    “—But that doesn’t matter right now! There’s this lady, and I think—” Frotwoot stopped short as he saw the very lady knight he was talking about come into the tower and lean up against the front desk, shaking her head and saying something about a “prank call” that sent her halfway across the city before asking the guy on desk duty what was going on. “—And, uh… I think she’s okay, actually. Never mind.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “Yeah. Sorry about the gunk.” 
 
    “Oookay, boys,” sighed Golroc, turning away from Feeorin’s self-serving, frustratingly effective little melodrama with a look of resignation and disgust. “Let’s get the kid processed back out and burn that Snowflake shirt he’s wearing before anyone who matters sees him in it.” 
 
    “Wait, what about Blinn?” 
 
    “What about her? You said she escaped, right? Let the Snowflakes figure it out. We’ll just catch her again later and make them look extra stupid.” 
 
    “She tried to kill me, Rocky!” 
 
    “Which time? Was there a new time?” 
 
    “Yeah, while I was locked up! She—” Frotwoot hesitated, not sure if he should ruin the Snowflake squire’s life just because he tried to take his, especially since he didn’t seem to want to. And especially since he’d just emerged from the dungeon, and was giving his mother the biggest hug in the world while giving Frotwoot a pleading look over her shoulder. “—Yeah. There was a new time.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you call for help?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you forgot how to turn your watch on again.” 
 
    “No, no, dude, I remember,” Frotwoot laughed, mostly at Golroc’s expression. “That Blinn chick said the people she was working for, like… blocked it, somehow.” 
 
    “You mean the Unseelie Court?” 
 
    “… Uh, yeah. Them.” 
 
    “Huh. That’s worrying. But like I said, we need to get you out of here and into something less offensive to my eyes. Maybe get us something to eat, too.” 
 
    “Okay, but wait,” said Frotwoot, hurrying to keep up as Golroc, clearly sick of waiting, led him and Pixley to the series of desks where all the processing was done. “So, like, are they gonna give me my clothes back, or—?”. 
 
    “No, kid, they’re gonna keep your stuff and sell it in the classifieds. Of course they’re gonna give ‘em back!” Golroc vaulted over one of the (currently empty) desks to pull out Frotwoot’s arrest file, made a few marks in it, furrowed his brow at something he didn’t seem to understand, then gave up with a roll of his eye and threw the whole thing in the trash. “There you go. Processed out. And here’s—” He opened up a nearby cabinet and rummaged around in it for a moment before finding what he was looking for. “—Your wet bag of clothes. Hope there wasn’t any money in your pockets.” 
 
    Frotwoot smirked as he took the bag, because he knew as well as Golroc did that there wasn’t (he signed his paychecks, after all), but then that smile froze and slowly turned into a horrified, open-mouthed frown when he realized that there was something in his pockets he cared about; something far more important to him than money, and much, much more irreplaceable. 
 
    “I’ve gotta go to the bathroom,” he said abruptly, darting into the lobby and through what may or may not have been the gender-appropriate restroom door. He didn’t bother to check if he was alone or not before ripping open the plastic bag, letting his chlorinated rain and pool water-soaked t-shirt and jeans spill out into the sink in front of him, and he actually threw the t-shirt aside to get to his right-hand jeans pocket—which seemed like an oddly hasty choice after he’d done it, especially with how slowly he did everything that came next. Reaching into the pocket (slowly, remember), Frotwoot took out his phone (still slowly), held it out in front of him, kind of just… stared at it for a few seconds, said a silent little prayer, took several deep breaths, and then finally, tremblingly, as slowly as one might press the doomsday button (you guessed it, very slowly), turned it on. 
 
    Or tried to, anyway. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Everything was pretty much just white noise to Frotwoot after his phone shorted out. He was vaguely aware of Golroc taking him, Golly, and Pixley out to lunch (Frotwoot’s identity hidden quite un-cleverly by an Order of the Gecko hoodie that Golly brought for him), but he didn’t remember ordering anything, or what he ate, despite having a mostly empty plate of food in front of him at the end of the meal. He was also vaguely aware of the other knights talking about the quest; what they’d learned, what they’d accomplished, and what they were planning to do next, but he didn’t contribute anything to the discussion beyond an occasional faint smile and nod when it seemed like he was being prompted to agree with something or respond to a joke—and even then he didn’t know what he was agreeing to, or what he was laughing at. All he could focus on, all there was in the world to him just then, was the fact that he couldn’t talk to his parents anymore; or his sister; or his friends. He’d been cut off from Earth, and there wasn’t even anyone here on Seelie—this weird, magical world—he could talk to about it. Not even Maeve, unless she was crazy enough to still like him after what had gone down between them in the dungeon… and definitely not his actual girlfriend, even though she asked him multiple times during lunch if he was okay. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he assured her/lied to her each time, in varying tones of false sincerity. She didn’t seem to believe him, hence the repeated asking, and that was probably just because (as has already been established) he couldn’t lie very well unless there was at least a little truth involved, and—at the moment, at least—there was nothing true about him being “fine”. 
 
    “Seriously, Frotwoot, what’s wrong?” Golly asked him quietly for the umpteenth time as they were leaving the restaurant, pulling him aside while Golroc paid/complained about the check and Pixley went over the notes he’d taken on Golroc’s various quest-related orders and insights during the discussion. 
 
    “What? Nothing. Nothing’s wrong. I’m fi—” 
 
    “You are not fine!” Golly laughed in barely-contained frustration, getting a few funny half-looks from a nearby table who probably thought she’d been about to swear. “You think I can’t tell when something’s wrong with you?! Just tell me what it is! I can help!” 
 
    “… No, you can’t.” 
 
    “So there is something wrong.” 
 
    “No! I mean… yeah, I guess, but—crap. I didn’t mean to say that.” 
 
    “Well, you did, so now you might as well just tell me the rest.” 
 
    “I can’t. It’s—” He looked into Golly’s big, beautiful eyes and very nearly threw caution to the wind on the off-chance that hearing the truth might make them light up a little more. The only thing that stopped him, really, was knowing that it wouldn’t. “It’s too crazy.” 
 
    Golly furrowed her brow at him for a second, glanced at her father to make sure he was still busy complaining (he was), and took Frotwoot by both his hands to to pull in him closer to her in a way that she didn’t get to do at home very often (or, as in this case, if her father was looking) because her parents always seemed to have a snide comment about how “disgusting” it was—despite it quite possibly being one of the most innocent and un-disgusting public displays of affection known to goblin or man. “Frotwoot… babe; I know all about crazy.” 
 
    “You don’t—! It’s not—! It’s a family thing.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s kinda’ what I meant.” 
 
    Frotwoot chuckled nervously despite himself, because the timing of that (Golroc had just started shouting about his fork being placed crookedly on the table) had been perfect. “No, I mean… it’s the kind of family thing that’s so crazy you wouldn’t understand it unless you were part of the family.” 
 
    “So it’s got a lot of backstory.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Golly shrugged. “I’ve got time.” 
 
    “Oh, man…” 
 
    “All right you degenerates, break it up!” snarled Golroc, having turned his wrath away from the shell shocked-looking hostess at the cash register to grimace disapprovingly at their embrace. “There are kids and old people here, in case you didn’t notice.” 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “Sorry, Rocky,” said Frotwoot, breaking away from her a lot more eagerly than he normally would have. “You’re right. I guess we’d better get back to work, huh?” 
 
    Golly looked from him to her father and back to him again in bemused, almost impressed disbelief. “What? Wait! No! He was just about to—!” 
 
    “Don’t care,” Golroc cut her off, stepping forward to grab and drag both of them outside in either hand, Pixley following absentmindedly (his mind “absent”, Frotwoot assumed, because it was still fixated on his notebook) behind them. “You go that way, you go the other way, and try to remember you’re knights on a quest, not kids at a prom.” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged helplessly at Golly as he walked backwards in the direction her father had indicated, and Golly glared at him in a (mostly) playful way that communicated in no uncertain terms that their discussion wasn’t over, and that it had, in fact, just gotten a little bit worse for him. 
 
    “Head back to Pixie Land,” Pixley called out to Frotwoot as he put his notebook away and turned to follow Golly to the glamoured coach that was parked nearby, Golroc breaking off from all four of them to yell at oncoming traffic/mount his unicorn across the street. “As long as our signal doesn’t get blocked again, we’ll be in touch.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded and turned on his heel to start walking normally, trusting in Pixley’s presence on the magic watch’s frequency just then to keep Golly from trying to make him open up to her as he made the trek back to the abandoned amusement park. He needed to brood for a little while longer, after all (that was very important), and needed to come up with something suitably convincing for her for when he did eventually have to open up. Which, hopefully, wouldn’t be for a very long— 
 
    “Hey, Frotwoot,” said Golly not even a minute later. “Tell Pix about what’s going on with your family.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah, what?” said Pixley. 
 
    “You know: The problems with your family we were just talking about.” 
 
    “… What the fie, Golly.” 
 
    “What, you don’t wanna tell him either?” 
 
    “Tell me what?” Pixley said puzzledly. 
 
    “Nothing, man. Golly’s just trying to trick me into talking about something I don’t want to.” 
 
    “It’s not a trick! If it were a trick, babe, you wouldn’t know about it. I’m trying to force you into talking about it.” 
 
    “What, by making things awkward? Pfft! Awkward stuff always happens in interactions between me, Pix, and a third person. It’s like some kind of rule. I’m too used to it, it’s not gonna work.” 
 
    “Okay, if this some kind of relationship thing—” Pixley began warily. 
 
    “It’s not,” Golly assured him. “I’m just worried about Frotwoot and I think you should be, too.” 
 
    “Why? What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “Nothing!” 
 
    “Didn’t you see how bummed out he was at lunch?” Golly continued speaking to Pixley as if Frotwoot hadn’t spoken. “He says it’s got something to do with his family, but he won’t say what.” 
 
    There was a thoughtful pause, and then, “Is your family okay, Frotwoot?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Did Blinn or the Unseelie Court threaten to hurt them in some way?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “So then what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing!” 
 
    “… Hmm. Yeah, I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “You’re obviously upset. Just listen to you.” 
 
    “I’m only upset because you and Golly are—! Gah! Okay, fine! I’ll tell you!” Frotwoot took a moment to wave at the almost obligatory passersby who were looking obligatorily concerned by his outburst at no one before running the same fingers through his hair and muttering towards his watch in a much quieter, calmer voice, “This is totally, like… unprofessional, though. You know that, right?” 
 
    “If something’s distracting you from your quest to the point where it’s visible than it’s something that needs to be dealt with. Nothing unprofessional about that.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Golly chimed in, sounding very pleased with herself now that her “not a trick” had worked. “So tell us already!” 
 
    “All right, all right! Geez! I said I would!” Shaking his head in frustration, Frotwoot took a moment to gather his thoughts, wondering as he did how he could adapt the truth into terms that a faerie and a goblin who had no concept of “cell phones” could understand, and eventually decided that he was too depressed right now to even try, choosing instead to pull what can only be described as “a total punk move” by saying, “But I didn’t say when,” into his magic watch before quickly turning it off and taking out his earring. 
 
    From that point on Frotwoot was able to enjoy a nice, quiet, and—yes—brooding journey to his destination, which helped him work through most of the surface anxiety he was feeling over having lost his only link to home. Once that was done he briefly considered getting back in touch with his knight and fellow squire, but then he realized he still didn’t have a suitable cover story for what was wrong with him, and he’d almost certainly need that if he was going to properly apologize. Something vaguely promising about having lost his parents’ phone number was floating around in the back of his mind, but there were too many easy solutions to that particular version of his problem to not immediately discount it and/or make him look like an idiot, so he put off contacting them for a while and focused instead on some further brooding. By the time he got back to Pixie Land he was pretty much all brooded out, which was good, because there was a party going on just then and the fact that he was still wearing a Knightly Order of the Gecko hoodie (and had just realized it) was suddenly making him want to do anything he could not to stand out. 
 
    “What the fie?” said way too many Pixies for any one of them to be singled out and quoted, pointing and laughing uncertainly at what he was wearing as he passed. Since they were already laughing Frotwoot decided to play it up as a joke, grinning and nodding and mugging at all of them as if he were some kind of comedy king on procession, and when he found Puck sitting glumly alone at a table in the underground hub of the park’s tunnels he’d even come up with what he’d thought would be a hilarious tall tale about how he’d gotten the hoodie in the first place. Unfortunately (because it was pretty hilarious), Puck either didn’t notice what he was wearing or didn’t care, and robbed him of the chance to tell it by saying to him as soon as he sat down, instead of reacting the way Frotwoot had thought he would in his head, “Well… I guess it’s just us, then, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Wha—? Oh. Yeah. I guess.” Frotwoot looked around to confirm, but all he saw were a bunch of strangers partying. “Where’s Shaylee?” 
 
    “The hospital got her when we went to see if they had Rumo. Strapped her down and everything.” 
 
    “And Rumo?” 
 
    “He’s okay. The brownie missed the artery, but not by enough that we’re gonna be seeing him again anytime soon.” 
 
    “Why not? If she missed the artery—” 
 
    “He had a non-magical dagger on him. Said the brownie planted it.” 
 
    “Oh, fie.” 
 
    “Yeah. Stupid Elves. He was lying, I think, but they don’t know that.” 
 
    “… Right.” 
 
    “Well, anyway, it’s no big deal,” Puck said sarcastically, hitting the table as if to scare away the somber mood that had overtaken him. “I mean, we’ve still got you and me, right? The dwarf and the twelve year old? We should be able to take on the Redcaps, no problem!” 
 
    “I’m not—!” Frotwoot shook his head to stop himself from taking the bait and clarifying his actual age. It didn’t matter. It felt like it mattered—possibly because he was still close enough to twelve for it to feel like it mattered—but it didn’t. “What about all these other people? They’re Pixies too, right?” 
 
    “Yeah… technically. I don’t know how I feel about throwing their lives away for a gang war, though. You, me, Shaylee, Rumo… we’re different. We’re already in this fight. And unlike them, we’ve got nowhere else to go. They’re just stupid kids who think we’re cool. They could still go back. Fie, most of them probably will, once they get through their rebellious phase. The more I keep thinking about it, the more I just… you know.” 
 
    “No. What?” 
 
    “I’m thinking I should just break up the Pixies.” 
 
    Frotwoot’s eyes went wide, but they narrowed again after a moment or two’s thought. “Dude, is this some kind of trick?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Are you trying to trick me into agreeing with you, or something, so you can accuse me of being a knight again? Like, you know… for the millionth, bajillionth time?” 
 
    “No, Elf, I’m serious!” said Puck, looking very serious and at least mildly annoyed. “If one of these kids dies because of this that’s on me. I don’t think I can live with that.” 
 
    “You’ve fought other gangs before, though, right?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, when I was a kid; now that I’m the ‘old man’ I feel more… I don’t know…” 
 
    “Responsible?” 
 
    “Ugh. Yeah. I guess.” Puck closed his eyes and started rubbing his temples. “Never thought this life I chose for myself would ever get to making me feel like that, but here we are. So… what do you think I should do, Elf? You were a member of decent society not too long ago; what would a decent person do in my situation?” 
 
    “Uh… call the knights and ask them for help?” 
 
    “Ha. Yeah, very funny.” 
 
    “Hey man, that’s what they’d do,” Frotwoot shrugged. 
 
    “Okay, but what would a half-decent, half-criminal person like yourself do?” 
 
    “Um…” Frotwoot leaned back in his chair and looked away thoughtfully, unsure of whether or not he should lie, tell the truth, or do his usual truth/lie mixing thing. Eventually he realized that he didn’t actually know what the truth was, since the person Puck was describing was himself predicated on a lie (causing him to have a brief existential crisis about just who Frotwoot Crossley was, anyway), so in the end he just wound up going with his gut and saying the first thing that felt right as soon as it came to mind, figuring that whatever that ended up being must—to him, at least—have been the truth: “I don’t know. Maybe you could just, like, ask everybody what they wanna do,” 
 
    “… What do you mean?” 
 
    “Some people might be willing to fight for this. Some people might not be. But if you give everybody a chance to do one or the other, then the responsibility for that’s on them, not you.” 
 
    “Huh.” Puck furrowed his brow and seemed to consider this for a moment. “So… what you’re saying is… I should let them make up their own minds about whether or not they should fight, and then that way I won’t have to feel guilty about it when they get killed.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Frotwoot said with a smile, letting it fade a little bit with uncertainty and crinkling his right eye in the same way as he added, in a much lower voice, “… Kind of.” 
 
    “Great! I love it! Go start asking around and come back to me when you’ve got some numbers on who’s staying and who’s going. I’ll be writing an inspiring speech for the loyal ones and a scathing rebuke for the quitters in the meantime.” 
 
    “Uh… yeah, wow, that sounds like a lot of work. Couldn’t you just call a meeting, or something?” 
 
    “Nah. Peer pressure will just make everyone say they’re staying. Last thing we need in the middle of a gang war are potential deserters, and if we do it that way that’s what we’ll have.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but… you don’t have to ask them to decide what they wanna do then. Why don’t you just—You can just tell them that anybody who doesn’t want to fight can leave, and then let them leave when no one’s looking.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Yep. But how’ll I rebuke the quitters that way, if they’re already gone?” 
 
    “Ah, good point,” Frotwoot conceded, nodding sarcastically. “ I guess we’re just gonna have to think of something else. Wouldn’t wanna miss out on the rebuking.” 
 
    “Ooor you could just do what I asked…” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “I’m tired, man.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean lazy?” 
 
    “That too,” Frotwoot shrugged. “I mean, I am an artist.” 
 
    “And a criminal.” 
 
    “Exactly. An artist, a criminal, and a teenager.” 
 
    “Woo! Doesn’t get much lazier than that.” 
 
    “Right! So you see my problem.” 
 
    “Yeah. You’re too lazy and so am I.” 
 
    They both fell silent and stared/nodded fake-seriously at each other across the table for a moment, each of them clearly waiting for the other to break first, but whichever of them was first it was too close to tell, because they both started snickering at almost exactly the same time. 
 
    “All right, well, let’s get you started anyway,” said Puck, smirking and shaking his head to regain his composure while Frotwoot continued to crack up, the tension it was relieving for them far outweighing any consideration of whether or not they’d actually said anything particularly “funny” to relieve it. “On the loyal Pixies side, you’ve got: Me… you… Gyles, probably (but who cares about him)… aaand… a couple of psychos handcuffed to hospital beds. That’s a good start, right?” 
 
    “Well, don’t forget us,” Maeve’s voice said dramatically from somewhere nearby, and as Frotwoot spun in his chair to see her walking up to them he immediately stopped smiling, not so much because of her (although obviously that didn’t help) as because of who she had with her: Alroy; the wrongfully-arrested, Frotwoot-hating, big secret about Frotwoot-knowing Pixie, out of the dungeon and looking all too ready to get some revenge. 
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    “Get up!” Alroy snapped as he came charging forward, not giving Frotwoot a chance to either refuse or comply before violently tipping him out of the chair himself. Frotwoot staggered, but didn’t fall, and his instincts kicked just in time to help him deflect with his arm the first punch Alroy threw his way, but not, unfortunately, the second. Kicking his wings into a fluttering, furious frenzy, Alroy pressed the advantage his sucker punch had given him by pushing/flying Frotwoot forward until his back hit the wall, and then held him there by his throat he got ready to throw another punch. 
 
    “Hey, whoa, what the fie?!?!” Puck interjected, flying up out of his chair to hover at their height so he could stretch out his arms and put himself between them. “Alroy, what’s going on?!?!” 
 
    “What’s goin’ on?” Alroy repeated, turning his wild, angry eyes on Puck but keeping his fist raised and aimed at Frotwoot’s nose. “The Elf’s still an Elf, that’s what’s goin’ on!” 
 
    Puck glanced at Frotwoot, but he was too busy choking just then to speak in his own defense. “… What do you mean?” 
 
    “He’s a knight! Or… a squire, or whatever he is! He’s just workin’ a glamour, like—like on that one show!” 
 
    “Hmm. Okay. Interesting. Any particular reason you think that? Or is this just like from before, when you said the same thing to Rumo and Shaylee behind the Elf’s back?” 
 
    “What? No, no, I was just talking then. I have proof now! After he left the lighthouse with that phooka Elf we kidnapped I heard them talking about some quest, and—” 
 
    “Oh, fie, did we ever let that nerdy faerie kid out of the lighthouse?” Puck interrupted him, looking around for someone who might know. All he got was a bunch of shrugs and head shakes from the various Pixies who’d left their arcade, billiard, and drinking games behind to gather around and watch the action unfold, so he picked two, snapped his fingers at them, and said, “You two! Go let that nerdy faerie kid out of the lighthouse!” 
 
    “What if he’s dead?” asked one. 
 
    “I don’t know. Throw him in the ocean.” Puck shook his head in irritation and turned back to Alroy. “Sorry. You were saying?” 
 
    “… What?” said Alroy, momentarily distracted by the fact that Frotwoot had just used the previous distraction to wriggle out of his grip and push him away from him so he could hunch over catch his breath. “Oh, yeah, yeah, right! So Frotwoot and his phooka friend saw that I heard them, so they chased me down to arrest me and—” 
 
    “They can’t arrest you for that.” 
 
    “Exactly! And that’s what their captain said, but then the Elf here came up with the idea to offer me immunity if their quest turned up anything, and all I had to do was go into protective custody or—or whatever, and—” 
 
    “Which… what? You did?” 
 
    “Of course not!” Alroy lied, stopping his eye mid-dart as they darted nervously in Frotwoot’s direction. “They just locked me up anyway! You know how these pointy ears are!” 
 
    Pointy ears? Frotwoot mouthed to himself puzzledly, never having heard that particular idiom before. He knew Elves in movies and stuff back on Earth usually had pointed ears, but none of the ones here did. It was the same thing that had bugged him for a few weeks when he’d first gotten here about the word “Pixie”, what with all the sugary candy sticks and awesome bands and quirky-girl haircuts and whatever else there was back on Earth that were seemingly named after and/or referring to a typo that only had come into being on this world after they’d all already come into being on his world, but then, as now, he realized he had more important things to worry about and put the matter out of his mind to focus on one of those more important things as Puck—having just finished letting out the groaning sigh of a man who doesn’t suffer fools gladly being forced to suffer one anyway—started talking again. 
 
    “Okay, go on: How’d you get out?” 
 
    “Uh, well, Swifty was on her way back from busting the Elf out of the Snowflakes’ dungeon, I guess, and when I told her what’d happened to me she broke me out of the Geckos’ dungeon and brought me back here so I could tell you what’s really going on!” He made a threatening move toward Frotwoot at the italicized word, but apparently just for emphasis. 
 
    “Won’t that void your immunity?” 
 
    “… Huh?” 
 
    “Leaving protective custody; breaking your deal; that means you won’t get immunity now, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so, but—” 
 
    “All right, stop. Your turn’s over. Now, here’s what I think happened: You were never arrested.” 
 
    “What?! No! I—!” 
 
    “Whose turn is it again?” Puck asked, looking up at the ceiling and waiting a few seconds for an answer he clearly didn’t expect to get, the rhetoricalness and implied warning of his question having been made quite clear. “As I was saying, I don’t think you were ever arrested. I think you made this whole thing up, and I think that Swifty here helped you.” Maeve opened her mouth to object, but a sharp, well-timed glance from Puck shut it right back up again. “Now, the reason I think this is multi-faceted and, possibly (from your perspective), a little complex, so try to keep up while I go over the more salient points that’ve led me to this conclusion. Okay? All right, salient point number one: Your story makes no sense. Why would a ‘corrupt’ knight tell you he couldn’t hold you, then proceed to hold you anyway? If they wanted to hold you without charges, they’d just make something up. That’s what corrupt knights do. Salient point number two: How exactly did Swifty manage to break both of you out of the dungeon? And why would she have to? Neither of you had any actual charges brought against you, I don’t think, so unless two of the city’s four knightly orders are actively engaged in violating the civil rights of its citizens—which I find hard to believe, especially considering the well-known philosophical differences between the two orders in question—that part of the story makes no fying sense, either. Salient—” Maeve and Alroy both tried again to object, to which Puck just went all wild-eyed at them and raised his voice. “SALIENT POINT NUMBER THREE: You both have a grudge against the Elf. Swifty: For relationship problems I’ve kind of observed but don’t really care about, and Alroy: Because you’re jealous that the new guy’s taken what you think is your spot in the Pixies’ inner circle (which it isn’t; it never was, and it never will be).” He delivered this last line with an intense, quailing stare that didn’t end until Alroy looked at the ground. “Bearing those grudges in mind, the idea that you two might team up to hurt Frotwoot is way more plausible to me than the idea that you both just coincidentally found yourselves in a position where you could. And using his former knight status against him would only be the natural choice, if not, y’know… the most creative. All of these points combined suggest nothing more to me than a conspiracy, and what takes that suggestion, for me, from a “suggestion” to a “certainty”, is the fact that Frotwoot, here, is a bro. I’ve been through things with him, and I’ve put him through things in the past … what’s it been? Two days?! Geez. Yeah, okay, the past two days, that would have broken any glamour he might have been running. Seriously, he’s been through some stuff. No one’s that good of a liar, and no one’s that good of a spy. I trust him. I’ve fought by his side, I’ve partied with him, I’ve tried to trip him up myself, and: I trust him. So, if you two try anything like this again, if you even give my boy, here, a dirty fying look, you’re gonna see what happens when people I don’t trust mess with the people I do. Got it?” 
 
    Maeve crossed her arms and looked away from everyone who was staring at her (i.e., everyone) to let out a long, deep, indignant sigh before rolling her eyes and nodding at the wall. Alroy, on the other hand, looked at everyone in disbelief and said, “Puck, no, you—you got it wrong! My story—Look, my story doesn’t make sense because I was lying! Okay? I did take the immunity deal. I was worried they’d find something on us, and I punked out, but when I saw Swifty come running past my cell, crying, I remembered what being a Pixie was all about, and—” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Puck cut him off, flying right up into his face to stare him down, “What being a Pixie is all about. Now get out of here, before I have all these real Pixies show you.” 
 
    Alroy looked so stunned and hurt by that that Frotwoot actually felt kind of guilty. He was in the wrong here, after all, not Alroy. But what could he do? Clearly his undercover work had… well, worked, and he wasn’t about to give up the now-obvious progress he’d made in his quest to get home just to make a criminal look better in front of all the other criminals. Still, though, the guilt was there, and as Alroy dejectedly turned around and flew away to-who-knows-where Frotwoot wondered if it ever wouldn’t be. 
 
    But then he saw Maeve defiantly glaring at him out of the corner of her eye, and his guilt gave way to anger in a flash. 
 
    “Hey Puck, thanks, man,” said Frotwoot, coughing and rubbing his throat in surprise when his voice came out just as raggedly as a near-strangulation victim’s voice would. “Um… is it okay if I take a minute to deal with Swifty? I know we were talking about some pretty important stuff before all this… whatever happened, but—” 
 
    “Oh yeah, yeah, you bet,” said Puck, casting a disgusted look at Maeve over his shoulder before turning a far more friendly-looking smirk back on Frotwoot. “Just make sure you’re back in time to help me figure out my next move before I get impatient and do something stupid, like figure it out myself. And don’t let her cry her way out of what she’s got coming, okay? If you’d give a guy a beating for it, you should give a girl a beating for it, too.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “It’s called equality, Elf. Look into it. It’s like chivalry, but for everyone.” 
 
    “Dude, I’m not gonna—!” Frotwoot began, then decided it wouldn’t be worth it and finished with an insincere and unrelated, “Okay, yeah. Cool. I’ll do that.” 
 
    Puck nodded approvingly and flew off, taking the reluctant-to-miss-out crowd with him and leaving Frotwoot alone with Maeve… or, as alone as they could be with the aforementioned crowd still watching them from a distance while pretending to do various other things. 
 
    “You wanna take this outside?” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Fine, then,” said Maeve, uncrossing her arms and imperiously leading the way. “Let’s go outside.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Sir Pixley, help!!!” Maeve cried out as soon as they’d emerged from the tunnels onto the park’s rain-slicked surface. “Frotwoot’s gone crazy!!! He’s going to beat me!!!” 
 
    “What the—?!” Frotwoot covered her mouth with his hand and looked around to make sure no one had heard her. Luckily they’d come out under the rickety old roller coaster, which wasn’t really a place people liked to hang out during the best of conditions, let alone at an obnoxious drip-inducing, wood-rotting time like now. “What’re you doing?!” 
 
    Maeve snorted out a laugh, probably because at the moment her nose was the only place on her face a laugh could come out, and Frotwoot tentatively moved his hand away to find a mischievous, mean-spirited, and entirely unpleasant sort of grin waiting for him underneath. 
 
    “Oh yeah, that’s hilarious,” said Frotwoot, letting her go with a slight push to put some physical distance between them before he lost his temper and did something less slight. “Don’t just get me killed, get my friends killed, too.” 
 
    “ ‘Friends’,” Maeve repeated sarcastically, complete with eye roll and air quotes. 
 
    “Yeah. Pixley and Golly. My friends. What’re you—?” 
 
    “You don’t have any friends here, Frotwoot. Not anymore. I was the only one, and I guess even then I really wasn’t.” 
 
    Frotwoot scoffed, but didn’t commit to it enough not to almost immediately ask, “Wait, what do you mean?” 
 
    “True friendship requires honesty. Openness. Trust. You’re as much friends with Pixley, Golly, and whatever other knights you hang out with as you are with Puck, Rumo, and Shaylee.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Of course it is! How is the lie you’re living as a knight any different than the lie you’re living as a Pixie?” 
 
    “Because—! I don’t know! Because it is!” 
 
    “Why? Because you ‘care’ more about them?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s—that’s one reason…” 
 
    “What’s one more?” 
 
    “… Okay, wait: Wasn’t I supposed to be making you feel bad about yourself right now? Like, I thought we came out here so I could yell at you…” 
 
    “Why should I feel bad? You lied to me, too.” 
 
    “I did not.” 
 
    “Yeah you did. When you let somebody assume something’s true when it’s not true it’s called a lie of omission.” 
 
    “Well… yeah, okay, good point, but look at what happened when I told you the truth! You blew my cover to get revenge on me!” 
 
    “So that makes lying to me okay?” 
 
    “My lying to you doesn’t make you trying to get me killed okay!” 
 
    “Oh, Frotwoot, they weren’t going to kill you,” Maeve waved his argument off as if he was just being silly, now. “The worst that would’ve happened back there is Pixley and your stupid little goblin girlfriend would’ve had to swoop in to save your lying butt from getting kicked around a bit. I’m mad at you, but I’m not that mad at you.” 
 
    “… You’re not ‘that’ mad at me?” 
 
    “No! Despite what you may believe, and what you seem to have (wrongly) inferred from my actions, I do still love you, Frotwoot.” 
 
    Frotwoot turned away and dragged his hands across his face until just one of them was resting over his mouth. He couldn’t even look at her anymore. 
 
    “You hurt me, so I hurt you back. Now we get to make up. That’s how relationships work. ” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed and shook his head. “You… are so crazy.” 
 
    “Am I?” asked Maeve, circling around him to stand insistently in his line of sight. “Really, Frotwoot, am I the crazy one? Let’s go back to how you’re living a lie. How this girl you supposedly ‘love’ doesn’t even know who you really are, or where you’re really from. Isn’t leading her on like that one of the craziest things you’ve ever heard of?” 
 
    “I’m not leading her on.” 
 
    “Yes you are!!! How are you not?! What kind of future do you think you can have back in Rensselaer with a goblin girl?!” 
 
    “That’s not—” 
 
    “I mean, you do wanna go home, right? Isn’t that the goal?” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “Did you not ever think what would happen between you and her if you did? What your parents and your sister and your friends would say if you brought home a goblin?” Maeve waited for his answer, but it was clear she already knew it, so Frotwoot didn’t bother. “How’s she going to fit in your world, Frotwoot? With her green skin, and her claws, and her primitive, aggressive, loincloth-wearing culture… do you really think that’s going to work?” 
 
    Frotwoot started to turn away again, but Maeve grabbed him by the face before he could. 
 
    “That’s why I’m better for you, Frotwoot. I’m like you. I know you. When we have kids, you won’t have to explain to anyone why they look the way they do. You won’t have to hide them away in shame.” 
 
    Frotwoot knocked her hand away in disgust. “I wouldn’t be ashamed.” 
 
    “Oh no? Tell me, Frotwoot: Do your parents even know your ‘girlfriend’s’ a goblin?” 
 
    “… What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Do they?” 
 
    “Well yeah, of course they do. That’s not the kind of thing you don’t tell people.” 
 
    “What’d they say?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About her being a goblin. Stop playing dumb, Frotwoot. You know what I’m getting at.” 
 
    “What’re you—?” Frotwoot stared at her for a moment, trying to decide if this conversation was worth continuing or if it hadn’t even been worth starting in the first place. “Okay,” he muttered to himself when he’d decided on the latter, rolling his eyes and turning to leave. 
 
    “Did they ask you if she was a monster?” Maeve persisted, making a mock-scary face and holding up her fingers like mock-claws as she blocked his escape. “If she was evil, and ugly, and cruel?” 
 
    “That’s not—!” Frotwoot knew he should just ignore her and keep walking, but he couldn’t help himself. “They didn’t know any better.” 
 
    “They grew up thinking that’s what goblins were like, though, right? Just like you did? Just like everybody else in your town did? But faeries; faeries are good! Faeries are magical, and pure! And, best of all, where you’re from a faerie girlfriend could blend right in, while a green girlfriend—” 
 
    “Maybe she can hide it.” 
 
    “… Wow.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I thought you said you wouldn’t be ashamed.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t, it’s just—” Frotwoot gave up mid-sentence and threw out his hands. “All right, fine!!! You’re right, okay? You’re right! It probably wouldn’t work! But you know what? Neither would we, because I hate you, so what’s your point?” 
 
    “My point?” Maeve repeated fake-quizzically, barely containing a smirk as she did. “Ohhh, I don’t know… I think there might actually be a few. One point was to make you think; based on your answers to my questions, it doesn’t seem like you’ve done a lot of that, especially as it pertains to your love life. Another point (which I’m not actually done making yet, so hold on) was to help illustrate how much better a match I am for you in virtually every way. But the main point, probably—” She grabbed him by the wrist and held his watch up to his face. “—Was that I still hadn’t hurt you back enough for lying to me. Buuut, since your glamoured watch has been broadcasting everything we’ve said out here to your so-called ‘girlfriend’ ever since you put your hand over my mouth… well…” She flipped the watch back off and on again, as if to illustrate how easy it had been for her to do before without him noticing. “I’d say we’re even. Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Frotwoot’s jaw dropped in slow-motion as he stared in disbelieving, unblinking horror at the watch being held up in front of him. What had he said? Had he said anything incriminating? There was all that stuff he hadn’t contested about “living a lie”, of course, but mostly it was just… oh no. “Why… why didn’t they stop me?” 
 
    Maeve, grinning that unpleasant grin again, tapped her own earlobe in answer. Frotwoot grabbed at where his earring-shaped radio receiver should have been, remembered that he’d taken it off earlier and put it in his pocket so he could “brood”, and quickly put it back on (fumbling it twice and dropping it once) while mentally screaming at himself for being such an immature idiot. 
 
    “Golly?! Pixley?! Hello?!” he said panickedly into his watch as he bolted away from Maeve, not sure where he was going yet even though his instincts and his feet seemed to. 
 
    “Oh, hey, are you listening to me now?” Pixley’s voice came back, understandably annoyed and mildly sarcastic. “Golly just went dark. I think she was crying.” 
 
    “Wha—? Oh, fie. Where’s the coach parked?!” 
 
    “In a clearing to the east, just past the bridge. It’ll probably take you a minute or so to get there, though, so do you wanna tell me what all that ‘living a lie’ stuff was all about, or—?” 
 
    “Uh… no, not really!” 
 
    “Why? Is it a personal problem?” 
 
    Frotwoot had a moment to think about his answer as he spun to avoid running into a group of Pixies without slowing down, but still all he could come up with was, “Yeah! Kind of!” 
 
    “As personal as everything else I just heard?” 
 
    There had been a subtle shift in Pixley’s tone, there, that Frotwoot—knowing Pixley (and, more to the point, Pixley’s neuroses)—instantly recognized as one he could manipulate to get out of having this conversation forever. “Um… yeah! Except maybe even more personal! And way more awkward!” 
 
    “Oh,” (It was amazing, Frotwoot thought, how much anxiety and dread Pixley had been able to pack into just that one word.) “Okay. Yeah, I’m—I’m just gonna assume I don’t wanna get in the middle of it, then, and go offline while I let you and Golly talk it out. Just signal me when you're done, all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, all right. But what if I wanna talk about it some more later, though? Like, as friends? Where maybe I might even cry a little? You think you could do that for me?” 
 
    “Uh…” Pixley began, and ultimately finished by turning his watch off. 
 
    Freed as he was now from distractions, Frotwoot flew up into the air—as if “distractions” were the problem when it came to his flying—and was able to reach the clearing and the glamoured coach in less than a minute, coming to a crash/landing in the branches of a nearby tree just in time to see Golly coming out of the coach’s double back doors. She was carrying a backpack over her shoulder, in the manner of someone going home for the day, and while there were no tears in her eyes at the moment it was clear from the faded trails of mascara running down and smeared across her cheeks that there very recently had been (unless of course she was trying some new emo makeup thing). 
 
    “Golly!” said Frotwoot, alighting not particularly lightly on the forest floor a few feet away from her, making her jump sideways in surprise, her eyes going wide but then hardening back up again when she recognized him. “Golly, wait!” 
 
    Golly, in fact, waited, which kind of threw Frotwoot off, as he’d been expecting to have to run after her, but he recovered well enough by pretending he had had to run after her and continuing to the next part he’d been expecting: “Golly, hey, listen, that—that wasn’t what it sounded like, okay? Maeve just—I mean Swifty, she just tricked me into saying stuff that she knew you wouldn’t understand. Like, it wasn’t really that bad, it was all just taken out of context; y’know?” 
 
    “ ‘Context’.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So there’s a ‘context’ for the fact that your parents are racists. Some magical context that’ll just clear that all up.” 
 
    “They’re not—! Yes!” 
 
    “Oh! Well that’s great! What’s the ‘context’ for you saying that we wouldn’t ‘work out’ if I couldn’t hide the fact that I’m a goblin from them when you went back home?” 
 
    Frotwoot opened his mouth, hoping that some clever and reassuring words might come out of it without him having to think of them first, but of course none did. That sort of thing only seemed to work for him when the words were inappropriate or embarrassing. 
 
    “Oh, and hey, while you’re coming up with a good lie for that one: Where is your home? Like, not your fake one, but your real one. Because apparently I don’t know who you really are, or where you’re really from.” 
 
    “Golly—” 
 
    “What???” Golly snapped, all pretense of false calm and civility gone in a flash of her eyes and a reflexive quick-pop of her claws. “I’m giving you a chance, here, Frotwoot. Just tell me the truth. Okay? Just tell me—Tell me whatever it is you told ‘Swifty’ that makes her think she knows you so much better than I do, and then maybe, just maybe, I might be willing to start forgiving you for not telling me it in the first place.” 
 
    “It’s not that—” Frotwoot began, stopping for just a second to collect himself because he thought he might vomit if he didn’t. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “So you have been lying to me.” 
 
    “Yes. Kind of.” 
 
    “ ‘Kind of’?” Golly repeated, squinting and cocking her head at him, but only as she said the ridiculous-sounding thing he’d said; she returned to normal when she started speaking for herself again. “What the fie is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means that everything I’ve told you that was a lie was mostly true, too. Like… I really am from a place called Rensselaer, and I really don’t know the things about culture and history and stuff you can’t believe I don’t know, it’s just that the reasons and details around those things are… different.” 
 
    “… ‘Different’?” She did that squinting thing again, but cocked her head disbelievingly in the other direction this time. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Different how?” 
 
    “It’s… hard to explain.” 
 
    “Yeah, cool, don’t care. Explain anyway.” 
 
    Frotwoot wanted to. He really did. And he knew his face said as much, because as Golly looked at it her own expression shifted from accusing to encouraging. But, as much as he wanted to… how could he? He’d been over this in his head a thousand times (many of them, in fact, throughout the course of this book), and every time it ended with her thinking he was crazy and/or throwing him in jail. He couldn’t just say he was from Earth without telling her how he’d gotten there, and he couldn’t do that with talking about The Dryad, and he couldn’t talk about The Dryad without explaining why he’d brought him here, and he couldn’t explain why he’d brought him here without telling her that, technically—through a weird means of magical possession—he was the terrorist leader of the Unseelie Court. There was a small chance, of course, that she’d believe him completely, and no crazy-thinking or jailing would occur, but it was far more likely she’d only believe the part about him being a terrorist, if she believed any of it all. And that would just be the worst. So, in the end, he came to the same, cowardly conclusion he always came to and said, “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I… because I just can’t. Okay? I’m sorry.” 
 
    Golly stood up as straight as she could, as if to put as much distance as possible between them without being overly conspicuous about it, and nodded slowly. “All right. Well, I mean… if that’s all you’re gonna say, then…” She shrugged, biting her lip and looking away as tears she clearly didn’t want him to see welled up in her eyes. “Then I guess that’s it.” 
 
    “That’s… it?” 
 
    “Yeah. We’re done.” 
 
    “ ‘We’re’—? What?!?! No no no, wait, wait, Golly, that’s not—! We can’t just—!” Laughing in bitter disbelief, Frotwoot paused his panic for a moment to search for the right words, for something, anything he could say to change Golly’s mind. A number of half lies quickly presented themselves, as they always did, and some of them were actually pretty convincing, but he knew he couldn’t use them. He’d gone too far for that. Whatever he said next needed to be true, and it needed to be good. “Golly… I love you.” 
 
    A hush so deep it seemed to silence the very chirping of the birds fell dramatically over the clearing (or at least it did in Frotwoot’s head, as he’d seen that sort of thing a lot in movies), and for a long time Golly just stared at him in wide-eyed surprise. Eventually, though, the surprise faded, the birds started chirping again, and with a sad, sad smile she just shook her head at him and said, “Why should I believe that?” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t have an answer. And so, without another word… she left. 
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    When Frotwoot came back out of that clearing it was with a singleness of mind that he hadn’t had since his first few days on Seelie. The only thing holding him back was gone now, was done distracting him from his true purpose here, and as much as that hurt (and boy did it hurt) it was liberating in a way he never even knew he needed. All he had to think about now was getting home, and to get home all he had to do was keep going after the Redcaps. No more love triangles, no more wondering how he was ever going to tell Golly the truth about him, no more guilt about not telling her the truth about him… just a pure, simple quest to catch some bad guys and get out of fairyland. 
 
    With that new prerogative in mind, Frotwoot immediately threw himself into the life of a Pixie with more enthusiasm than ever before, starting with his tracking Alroy down outside the abandoned concessions stand and beating on him until the other Pixies (i.e. the ones he was putting on this uncharacteristic show of revenge for) decided enough was enough and pulled them apart. From there he staggered back down into the tunnels under the park, bleeding from his lip but grinning and waving at everyone he passed as if to reassure them that he didn’t actually mind if his lip wanted to bleed a little just then, and ultimately coming to a rest at the piano that he and Shaylee had been messing with earlier to kick off that day’s Pixie party with an especially soulful rendition of Electric Light Orchestra’s “Telephone Line”. After that (or during it, even) everything quickly became a blur, as chaos reigned and he embraced it, and said chaotic blur was only occasionally broken up by the far too frequent annoyances of Pixley and Maeve, who kept interrupting his revelry throughout the night to ask if he was okay/pick him up on the rebound (respectively, not—Pixley wasn’t trying to pick him up). Only Pixley get any response from him, the same, cheery response over and over again, and the reason he kept asking was probably because—as bad as he was at social cues—the older knight almost certainly knew from context that the response was a lie. Either way, he eventually stopped asking, while Maeve, for her part, seemed to delude herself into thinking that Frotwoot just didn’t hear her over the party (which was possible, but not true), or maybe that he didn’t understand her increasingly unsubtle innuendos (also possible, since a couple of them were bafflingly obscure), though she did finally seem to get the point when she tried to snuggle up next to him for the night in a bean bag chair he’d fallen asleep in and got pushed to the floor. It had mostly been a reflex, but not one that Frotwoot regretted. Not even as she ran off crying. 
 
    (… Okay, maybe a little bit as she ran off crying, but the point still stood.) 
 
    The next day was just as blurry and chaotic as the one before, the only difference being that this time there was a long hunt and a brief clash with the Redcaps as he, Puck, and the Pixies finally went to war. Such clashes soon became as commonplace as the partying, each side taking turns in who hit who first, and before he knew it Frotwoot had been living the lifestyle of a gang-warring, petty crime-committing, rabble-rousing, Maeve-avoiding criminal for five times as long as he’d lived the lifestyle of a knight. When he realized that that much time had passed (a realization he only came to when the leaves started to fall) his mind suddenly became a lot less blurry, his actions a lot less chaotic, and he decided that maybe it was time to stop wallowing in… whatever emotion it was he was feeling and try something else. 
 
    “Hey, Pix,” he said into his watch, still staring at the pile of red and yellow leaves that had caught his eye while Puck and the small group of hanger-on/groupie type Pixies they’d gone into town with continued to batter and yell at a pair of vending machines that had caught their eye. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “Okay. What’s up?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked over his shoulder to make sure no one had noticed what he was doing, then—since what he’d just looked at turned out to be comically emblematic of what he was about to say—scoff-laughed and wearily shook his head at the sky before continuing to do it. “I don’t know, man, it’s just… is any of this working? Like, what’s all this fighting and partying and stuff leading to? How’s this gonna help us get to the Pixie Dust?” 
 
    “… Hmm. You getting kind of restless there, kid?” 
 
    “Dude! Yeah! How’d you guess?” 
 
    Pixley chuckled sympathetically, but not too sympathetically. “Well, you know, it’s not exactly the most exciting thing in the world watching you do this stuff, either. But until we get some new leads this is the best thing for us to do.” 
 
    “Okay, but like… don’t we have any old leads we could work on in the meantime, maybe?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, no. The only one I thought was worth pursuing was the Unseelie Court connection, but I’ve got Golly working on that, so—“ 
 
    “Wait, what? Golly?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “She’s still on the quest?” 
 
    “Well… yeah. Did you think she was gonna quit because of you?” 
 
    “Kind of.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    There was a deep, painfully awkward silence. 
 
    “Anyway—” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “Yeah. Right. Anyway,” Pixley quickly agreed, trying his best to sound casual about it but, due to the quickness, only coming off as incredibly relieved. 
 
    “There’s gotta be something else I can do, man.” 
 
    “Okay, um… you wanna come look at my log?” 
 
    It was unfortunate that Frotwoot had chosen that moment to take a sip from the can of stolen Green Lady soda Puck had just thrown over his shoulder to him (or indeed, that Puck had even thrown him a soda at all), because what wasn’t immediately spat out of it all over the street quickly bubbled up to burn his nose. “Your what?!” 
 
    “My quest log. Maybe you’ll see something in it I missed.” 
 
    “Oh! Okay. Cool. When should I—?” 
 
    A siren started to go off from somewhere very nearby, and as the other Pixies instinctively scattered in all directions Pixley said into Frotwoot’s ear, “There’s your cover. I parked the coach in front of a toy store two blocks away. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    Chugging down the rest of his soda, Frotwoot tossed the can aside and joined his fellow Pixies in ‘escaping’, arriving at the glamoured coach about a minute later to find Pixley touching down next to it. Frotwoot ran right past him (because there were people watching), then doubled back around on the sidewalk to slip into the back of the coach, in which Pixley was now leaning up against the interior wall waiting for him. 
 
    “Hey, kid.” 
 
    “Hey, man! How’d you do that?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “The siren thing!” 
 
    “Oh. I just signaled to the knights who I was holding back from arresting you and your friends for vandalism to go ahead and try to arrest you. They set the sirens off on their horses’ radio packs themselves.” 
 
    “Wait, there were actual knights trying to arrest us?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess they got some calls. You know, what with the whole ‘committing a crime in broad daylight’ thing you guys were doing.” 
 
    “… They knew not to arrest me, though, right?” 
 
    There was another awkward silence as Pixley struggled to suppress a smirk and in so doing gave Frotwoot his answer. 
 
    “The, uh, quest log’s set up right over there,” Pixley pointed with his chin, prompting Frotwoot to turn toward the space on the wall over Golly’s long-disused radio setup to see a cork board covered in mug shots, torn out notes, newspaper clippings, and multi-colored lengths of yarn linking them all together. “It’s got everything we know so far, so if you’re looking for a new lead that’s probably the best (and only) place to start.” 
 
    “Wow, okay. Cool.” Frotwoot looked it over for a second, then scoffed and shook his head, impressed at what he’d seen. “Man, this is like some real… detective show stuff, here.” 
 
    “Yeah, well… we’re detectives.” 
 
    “You are, maybe. I’m just the bumbling comic relief.” 
 
    Pixley laughed his quiet laugh, but Frotwoot’s ego couldn’t help but notice that he didn’t exactly argue. “Yeah, so… why don’t you just stay here and look at that for a while, and I’ll, uh… be right back. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay—But wait, where’re you going?” 
 
    “I’ve just gotta do some things,” Pixley shrugged. “Pick up some paperwork, take a shower, go see Mab…” 
 
    “You haven’t showered yet?” 
 
    “Only once.” 
 
    “… It’s ten o’clock in the morning.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” said Pixley, completely missing the point and grimacing at himself in what he seemed to think was agreement. 
 
    “All right, well… have fun, man,” Frotwoot half-said/half-laughed as he plopped down in the chair next to the quest log. “Or, uh… have fun with seeing Mab, I mean. Not the other stuff. Unless your crazy’s extended to thinking paperwork is fun now, too.” 
 
    “No one’s that crazy, kid.” 
 
    “I don’t know, man… you’re pretty crazy.” 
 
    “Yeah, but when I do paperwork I always get these little ink smudges on my hands that take hours to wash off and—” 
 
    “All right, all right, geez; stop proving my point and go,” said Frotwoot, waving him away. “Oh, and hey: Tell Mab I said hi.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “I hate doing that. You know I hate doing that.” 
 
    “Dude, how am I supposed to keep track of everything you hate doing? It’d fill an encyclopedia. Like, a whole set of encyclopedias. And a revised edition.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m still not doing it.” 
 
    “Come on!!!” 
 
    “I can get you a dragon burger from the castle kitchen instead.” 
 
    “… Can’t you do both?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Okay, deal.” 
 
    Smirking, Pixley started to leave, but a pang of bittersweet guilt at how rare this kind of friendly banter had been between them lately made Frotwoot stop him in his tracks with what can only be described as a “weird noise”. He’d meant it to be a word, of course, but it had come out as more of a desperate vocalization of the remorse he was feeling at the fact that what he was feeling guilty about was entirely his own fault, i.e., a “weird noise”. In any case, he quickly turned that noise into a nervous laugh, then turned that laugh into, “Hey man, look, I—I’m sorry I’ve been, like… freezing you out so much lately; like, even more than you’d probably want me to, I mean. You’re my friend, and you totally don’t deserve that. It’s just… you know, ever since that thing with Golly I’ve just been feeling kinda’… you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, kid. I know.” There was a long, “knowing” sort of silence between them that—this time, at least—wasn’t awkward at all, and then Pixley broke it with, “Just remember to let me in, okay?” 
 
    Frotwoot blinked and raised his eyebrows at him in surprise. “… What?” 
 
    “What ‘what’? Did you not hear me, or—?” 
 
    “No, I did, it’s just… I guess I just didn’t expect you to ever say anything like that. You know? Like, usually you try to avoid talking about feelings and stuff, unless it’s in that weird, barely-doing-it kind of way that you do, but if you want me to let you in, man, then—” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, no. No. I meant ‘let me in’ as in—literally. I was being literal.” 
 
    Frotwoot stared at him uncomprehendingly. 
 
    “Like… when I come back later, I mean. You need to lock the coach up behind me when I leave, so when I come back later—” 
 
    “I need to let you in.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Yeah. Got it. Sure.” 
 
    “Please don’t let me in emotionally.” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed and shook his head at him in disbelief, but eventually nodded, too, because of course Pixley was being serious. 
 
    “I mean… unless you have to, then that’s okay,” Pixley clarified. “But try not to have to.” 
 
    “Wow, dude. Settle down. You’re gonna overwhelm me with all this love and support.” 
 
    Pixley snorted and smiled wanly. “It’s the best I can do, kid.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, man,” said Frotwoot, because—all jokes about Pixley being “crazy” aside—he did know, and—more importantly, maybe—he understood. “Thanks. Really.” 
 
    Pixley smiled a bit less wanly, probably to better match his smile to Frotwoot’s, and then—the acceptable amount of “bro-to-bro” bonding time having been expended, and the time fast approaching where it was about to get weird—knocked goodbye on the side of the coach and flew off without another word. 
 
    “… All right!” Frotwoot said to no one in particular, feeling considerably better, now, about the state of at least one of his Seelie-based relationships as he spun around in his chair (which he made a point of not thinking of as “Golly’s chair”, lest his good mood be ruined) to drum the radio equipment with his fingers and face the quest log/evidence board/crime collage/thing in front of him. “Okay! Let’s do this!” 
 
    Whatever Frotwoot had been expecting to happen then… didn’t, and then continued not to happen for the better part of an hour, his newfound enthusiasm draining out of him and his posture declining into a depressed slouch more and more with every second that went by. Occasionally he’d snap out of it and try to refocus, utilizing time-honored refocusing tactics like “sitting up straight” and “leaning forward to put his nose really close to what he was supposed to be focusing on” and “slapping himself”, but he soon realized that “focus” wasn’t really the problem. No, the problem, as he saw it, was that he was an idiot (in his own mind, at least) trying to figure something out in an hour that a deductive genius like Pixley Widgeon hadn’t been able to figure out in a matter of weeks. How could he have ever thought he was capable of that? Was it because he’d done it before, or—? 
 
    “Okay, wait, wait, wait, let’s just think: How’d I do this before?” Frotwoot asked no one, in a suddenly inspired response to his own inner narrative. “Back when we were trying to track down Maeve, me and Pixley had all the same clues, all the same info, but only I was able to find her. Why?” 
 
    Obviously, no one answered him (as “no one” was who he’d been asking), but that in and of itself was enough to give him an idea. “Was it the tree guy…? He was always talking (ugh), and (I guess) helping me out, but… nah… he didn’t help me find Maeve. I only found her because he screwed up, because I knew what a bomb was, and he—” Frotwoot paused to think for a second. “—And because I knew who Gwen Stefani was, and—” Another second of not-so-out-loud thinking. “—And because I knew things Pixley didn’t. Because I could see things he couldn’t see…” 
 
    Not slouching at all, now, Frotwoot leaned forward on the edge of his seat and took another look at the quest log, this time with the fresh, unaffected perspective of an outsider who knew how the magic of this world worked and that its “myths” (such as the existence of Earth) were real. After a few fruitless minutes of dwelling on Blinn’s mugshot and the various question mark-filled notes that were connected to it, Frotwoot started looking at the notes that didn’t have question marks, for the answers that might have been wrong answers… and that’s when he found what he was looking for. 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” he breathed, staring at the source of his epiphany as if blinking would make it go away. “That’s it. That’s—” He didn’t bother finishing his thought, because… well, y’know, he already knew what it was, having been the one who’d thought it and all, but also because it seemed more important to him just then to corroborate it with something more solid, to make sure that it was even a thought worth having, let alone finishing. His near-memorization of the board’s layout quickly rerouted his attention to the little baggie of Pixie Dust that Pixley had pinned to it down near the bottom, his impatience led him to pull it hastily off the thumbtack, ripping the bag, and his excitement kept him from caring that’d he’d ripped it even as he held it up to the light to see if he saw what he expected to see, spilling a steady stream of drugs all over his pants in the process. 
 
    And in that light, there they were: Little, magical flecks of amber. 
 
    “Yes,” he breathed, grinning crookedly up at his discovery in elated (if slightly disbelieving) triumph. “YES!!! Hahaha!!! Yeah!!! All right!!!” Throwing the baggie aside, he jumped up out of his chair and started rapidly pacing around the inside of the coach so as to vent his excess excitement while he turned on his magic watch to call Pixley up and tell him what he’d found. About halfway through the last word of the statement “Hey Pix, guess what?” he stopped—both pacing and speaking—and stared in thoughtful silence instead at the smiling, yearbook-style picture of Golly that had been pinned next to his and Pixley’s pictures under the label “Glamoured Operatives” at the top right corner of the board. After a missed beat or two of staring/thinking like that had gone by, he abruptly finished his sentence with a hasty “Never mind!” before scooping up the (almost empty) baggie of Pixie Dust from the floor and stuffing it into his pocket to take with him as he burst out of the back of the coach to go and try to win back Golly’s heart. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Just a miiinuuute!” Golly’s mom’s voice sang out after Frotwoot had knocked on the Rustigark family’s front door, and for a millisecond or so he seriously considered abandoning this whole “heart-winning-back” thing and running away. He’d never been a favorite of Golly’s mom, what with his being poor, unambitious, and (worst of all) not a goblin, so now that she had an excuse to be overtly hostile to him he was pretty sure that if he stayed where he was and didn’t run that he would soon undergo one of the most harrowingly passive-aggressive experiences of his life. But, in the end, he decided that being with Golly was worth any kind of unpleasantness the universe could throw at him, and so he stood his ground even as the door flung open and Golly’s mom’s first reaction upon seeing him was to lick her lips and pop her claws. “Well, well, well,” she said, propping herself up in the door frame and smiling what might be considered “sweetly” if the one considering it still thought that flowers must taste as nice as they looked, or had never heard of crocodiles. “Look who it is: The lying little cheater himself. To what do we owe this ‘pleasure’?” 
 
    “Uh… hey, Mrs. Rustigark,” laughed Frotwoot, feeling almost relieved. He’d been expecting her opening salvo to be much worse. “Is Golly home?” 
 
    “Golrocca? Why yes, she’s home. Not that she has been very much lately, with all the hot dates she’s been going on.” 
 
    “… Uh-huh. Can I talk to her?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, no. We’re pretty busy right now, baking a cake as a sort of test run to see if we can get the recipe just right for her wedding.” 
 
    “Her—? Wait, her what?!” 
 
    “Mom!” Golly called out from inside. “Stop! Just—Let him in!” 
 
    “Do you like my new lawn ornaments?” Golly’s mom asked as she “stepped aside”— which is in quotes because while she technically did step in a direction that could be considered to be “aside”, it wasn’t nearly enough aside for Frotwoot to get through. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’ve been buying a new one every week since you first came to our house. It’s odd, isn’t it, that—as badly as you fly—you’ve never managed to impale yourself on any of them? 
 
    “MOM!!!” 
 
    “All right, dear, all right,” Golly’s mom sighed, rolling her head and slinking inside like a moody but grudgingly obedient teenager. “Come in, you horrible boy.” 
 
    Despite having received such a warm invitation, Frotwoot didn’t move except to drop his jaw, look at Golly as she came out of the kitchen, and point a shaking, accusing finger at where her now out-of-sight mother had been. “I knew it. I knew it! See? I told you! I told you she was trying to kill me with those things!” 
 
    “What do you want, Frotwoot?” Golly said as sternly as she could through a stifled laugh, folding her arms in front of her as a clear sign that, even though she was fighting a smile just then, she still wasn’t happy with him. 
 
    “Oh yeah, um… I’ve gotta talk to you.” 
 
    “About the quest?” 
 
    “What? No, I—” Suddenly, Frotwoot found himself fighting to keep the door from being closed in his face. “Well no, kind of! Like, it’s about the quest, but it’s also about you and me!” 
 
    “There is no more you and me, Frotwoot. Not until you can tell me the truth.” 
 
    “I am, though! Or, I mean… that’s what I’m here to do!” 
 
    Golly stopped closing the door, but she didn’t re-open it any, either. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    There was an uncertain moment or two wherein Golly bit her lip and stared indecisively into his eyes, and then she let out a heavy sigh, shook her head, and re-opened the door to take him by the hand and lead him across the living room and into the kitchen. 
 
    “Wait, are you really making a wedding cake?” he asked when she let him go to get back to what she’d been doing, looking around in alarm at the various cake-making things that surrounded him as the swinging kitchen door gradually swung shut behind them. 
 
    “No,” Golly snorted, her amusement belied slightly by the fact that the “what she’d been doing” that she’d just gotten back to was mixing up a bowl of cake batter. “It’s just a normal cake.” 
 
    “Why’re you making a cake?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We just wanted one.” 
 
    “What, like, just for yourselves?” 
 
    “… Weren’t you supposed to be telling me something right now, and not judging my life choices?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, right!” Frotwoot reached into his pocket to pull out the Pixie Dust, and in his excitement to share with her what he’d discovered he completely forgot that there was a hole in the bag. About half of its powdered contents went sprinkling out of it in all directions, startling Frotwoot and blinding Golly, and when the (literal) dust had settled it seemed that most of it had done so in the middle of Golly’s cake mix. “… Oops.” 
 
    “Frotwoot!” said Golly, tossing the bowl onto the counter to clear the drugs out of her eyes and brush herself off in horror. “What the fie?!?!” 
 
    “Dude, I’m sorry! That’s not—I totally didn’t mean to do that!” 
 
    “What did you mean to do?!?!” 
 
    “I was just trying to show you something!” 
 
    “What, Pixie Dust? I’ve seen Pixie Dust! I think I might’ve just done some Pixie Dust!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, I know you’ve seen it, but there’s something in it that—” 
 
    “Golly?” Golly’s mom called from what seemed to be a good eavesdropping distance away. “Is everything all right in there? Should I get the crossbow?” 
 
    “No, mom! We’re fine.” 
 
    “I’ll go get it loaded, just in case.” 
 
    Golly rolled her eyes, then immediately turned them back to Frotwoot. “Okay, so what were you saying?” 
 
    “… Is she being serious about that crossbow, or—?” 
 
    “Frotwoot.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, right, so look,” Frotwoot moved to her side to get a better sense of her perspective and held the baggie up to the light so she could see, from that perspective, the amber flakes amidst the brighter but less luminous colors of the powder. “There’s amber in this stuff.” 
 
    Golly blinked and, when he didn’t say anything else, looked expectantly back at him. 
 
    “… Did you already know that?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Crap. Okay, but what I’ll bet you didn’t know is why it’s in there.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “I think so, yeah.” Frotwoot casually threw what remained of the Pixie Dust at the trash can, expecting it to look really cool, but he just spilled some more powder all over the place and ended up missing. Once he was done awkwardly cleaning it up, he turned back to Golly and continued, “Okay, so like… remember how when we went to that motel that one time to question that Redcap’s junkie girlfriend, and she told us about how the first time he took Pixie Dust he sleepwalked out to Blinn and joined her gang?” 
 
    “… Uh-huh,” said Golly, who’d clearly and understandably needed a second to remember that (it had been a few chapters ago, after all). 
 
    “Okay, and do you remember how you guys thought that that was just part of the Redcap ‘initiation’ process, or whatever? That you had to, like… take the drug before you could join, and show up high to prove you weren’t a knight?” 
 
    Golly nodded, the early signs of impatience becoming to form in the vicinity of her eyebrows. 
 
    “Well… okay, so I was looking at Pix’s quest lo—board, and I realized that you guys were right, but also kinda’ wrong. They do have to take the drug, but I don’t think they know they have to take it. I don’t think they even know where they’re going until they get there. It just… takes them there.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “It’s the amber!” Frotwoot exclaimed, suddenly excited now that he’d heard his explanation and realized that it made just as much as sense out loud as it did in his head. “It controls them! It makes them, like… I don’t know, someone, like… takes over their body while they’re sleeping, right? Like a magic man or something, and then they make them walk where they want them to go! And I know this sounds crazy, but—” 
 
    “A magic man?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, that’s, uh—that’s a whole other thing I’ve gotta tell you.” 
 
    Golly looked like she wanted to ask more, but in the interest of not being overwhelmed by all the confusing things he kept saying she held up a hand as if to stop herself and went back to the source of her initial confusion to ask, “Why do you think amber can do this? This whole, like… ‘taking over the body’ thing?” 
 
    Okay, Frotwoot thought, taking a deep breath. This was it. Once he told her this, there was no going back. There was no more lying. The truth would start toppling out of his mouth like dominoes, each answer to each new question leading to another question until, finally, Golly would know where he was really from… who he really was. He briefly considered backing out, making up some lame excuse about how he “hadn’t thought about that” or something and running away before things went too far, before he couldn’t take it back, but, as scared as he was of what might happen next, all he had to do was look in Golly’s eyes and, well… he was still scared, but for her, he was willing to risk it. “Because,” he began, clearing his throat to get the knot that had suddenly formed in it out of the way. “Because it happened to me.” 
 
    Golly’s eyebrows went up, but otherwise her face stayed totally blank. That agonizingly uninformative reaction lasted for about five seconds, and then she said, “Are you saying you took Pixie Dust?” 
 
    “… What? No, I—” 
 
    “Shh,” she said, holding a finger to her lips and looking past him at the kitchen door. Frotwoot turned to look with her, but he didn’t see anything. 
 
    “What’s—?” 
 
    “Shhh!” Golly said again, this time pressing a finger to his lips. Creeping silently across the kitchen, she stopped at the swinging door, crouched down… and slammed it into something very solid-sounding on the other side. There was a muffled cry of pain, and the sound of someone scrambling away, and then Golly darted back to Frotwoot to take him by the hand and drag him out of the kitchen, up the stairs, and into her bedroom. “All right,” she said, leaving the door open and standing where she could see both the hallway and the stairs. “Now that my mom can’t eavesdrop on us anymore: Did you just admit to me that you took drugs, Frotwoot?” 
 
    “Uh, no. No I didn’t.” 
 
    “Really? Because that’s what it sounded like. And I’m pretty sure that’s what it sounded like to my mom, too, which means you’ve got about fifteen seconds before she calls my dad and your life as someone he doesn’t wanna kill is over.” 
 
    “I didn’t take drugs!” Frotwoot half-shouted/half-laughed, aiming his voice down the stairs while grinning incredulously at Golly. “Really!” he continued much more quietly, but with roughly the same amount of grinning and laughing. “I mean—Okay, I get why you think that’s what I was saying, but… no. No, Golly. I didn’t do drugs. I don’t do drugs. I never have.” 
 
    “Then why—?” 
 
    “I’m from Earth!” 
 
    Golly looked as surprised at having heard that as he felt for having blurted it. “… What?” 
 
    “Earth. You know, the place where—?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what Earth is,” Golly cut him off, holding one hand up to stop him while reaching with the other to close her door. “And you’re not funny.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to be,” Frotwoot assured her, putting on his most serious face that wasn’t also a fake-serious face. 
 
    “Good, ‘cause you’re not!” 
 
    “Golly,” said Frotwoot, reaching out to her imploringly as she sat rather violently on her bed and folded her arms in a not-open-to-being-implored kind of way. “Look, I know it sounds crazy, but—I’m trying to tell you the truth, here.” 
 
    “ ‘The truth’.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “ ‘The truth’ is that you’re from some make-believe land that only exists in myths and duiney-tales.” 
 
    “… ‘Duiney-tales’?” 
 
    “Yes, duiney-tales! You know, like… stories with duineys in them?” 
 
    “Are ‘duineys’ people from Earth?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “Oh! So it’s like fairy tales!” 
 
    “What?!?!” Golly went from her normal, healthy shade of green to the same one Frotwoot went to when he wasn’t feeling so healthy. “No. No no no, I didn’t say that; that’s racist, and even though you’re the faerie I know best, and you’re a liar, that doesn’t mean I think all of you are, okay?” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m—” Frotwoot laughed and shook his head. “See?! This is what I’m talking about! This is why I don’t know what anything is! I’m from a different world, with different words, and different rules, and—” 
 
    “Are you sure you didn’t take drugs?” 
 
    Frotwoot snorted (which, given the question, might not have been the best thing to do). “Yeah, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Then why are you doing this?” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “THIS!!! I mean, you know I’m not gonna believe this, so why’re you—?” Golly bit her lip and looked away in an obvious attempt not to cry, but the tears started welling up anyway. “Like, I don’t know, babe, don’t you—don’t you think you’ve hurt me enough?” 
 
    “… Yes,” said Frotwoot, voice croaking a bit as the guilt he knew he deserved erupted upward from where it had formed in the pit of his stomach. “I do. And I never want to again, ever, which is why I’m telling you this even though know it makes me sound insane. That’s why I never told you before. It’s why I’m kind of wishing I didn’t have to tell you now, but if I don’t I know I’ll lose you, and I can’t, I can’t lose you, I—” Frotwoot stopped to think for a second, looking-but-not-looking at all the posters and photographs on her wall, then gently sat down next to her and said, “Help me prove it to you.” 
 
    Golly gave him a look that seemed to indicate she didn’t think he was lying, but, alas it wasn’t a “I believe you” look so much as a “oh my gosh, I think you might actually be crazy” look. “Prove what? That you’re a duiney?” 
 
    “No, I’m not. I mean, I am, because we all are since The Dryad took our ancestors from ancient Ireland after he gave them superpowers, or whatever, but—No, I mean… help me prove that I’m from Earth. If I can get you to believe that, getting you to believe everything else’ll be a lot easier.” 
 
    “… Okay,” Golly agreed at length, shaking her head in disbelief and standing up to scan her bookshelves for what was either an idea to help him with or—if she was going with the “this guy’s crazy” thing—a particularly heavy book to use as a weapon. “Show me something from Earth.” 
 
    “Uh… what do you mean?” 
 
    “You didn’t come here naked, right?” 
 
    “Well, no, but I did kind of lose all my clothes somewhere around the first day, so… yeah, that sounds made up, doesn’t it? Oh! Wait! My shoes!” Frotwoot grabbed his right foot and ripped off his sneaker to show her. “I’ve still got my shoes! My shoes are from Earth!” 
 
    Golly extended a claw to take it from him by the knotted-up shoelace and let it dangle in a slowly-spinning circle so she could examine for a moment before saying, “It just looks like a shoe.” 
 
    “Okay, yeah, but look at the star on the side. Have you ever seen that on another shoe?” 
 
    “I’m not really, like… a shoe expert, but no, I guess not.” 
 
    “Okay, and now look at the inside tag. What’s it say?” 
 
    Golly looked. “ ‘Made in the USA’?” 
 
    “Yeah! Exactly! The United States of America! That’s the country I’m from, and here it doesn’t exist!” 
 
    “How do I know that that’s what it is? What if it’s just, like, another ‘small town in Fae’ or something, like Rensselaer?” 
 
    “Rensselaer doesn’t exist here, either!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. And that’s part of the problem. That’s part of why I’m having a hard time believing anything you say right now.” 
 
    “But that’s—!” Frotwoot began, fully intending to finish with “That’s all I’ve got!”, but then realizing as he did that he did, in fact, have one more thing. “Okay, whatever, forget the shoe, look at this.” Jumping up to join her, he pulled his cell phone from his pocket and knocked his sneaker out of her hand to replace it with said phone. “This is a phone. A smart phone. You guys don’t have these. Trust me, I’ve looked.” 
 
    Golly furrowed her brow and tilted her head at it, clearly having never seen anything quite like it in her life, then tentatively held it up to her ear. “There’s no dial tone.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have one. And even if it did, it’s not on.” 
 
    “So then turn it on.” 
 
    “I… can’t.” 
 
    Golly’s look said it all, and “it all” was “Of course you can’t.” 
 
    “No, I mean, it went through the wash, and I was gonna try this trick where you dry it out in a box of rice before I tried turning it on again, but… okay, fine.” Shaking his head in very reluctant surrender, Frotwoot took the phone back, pushed in the power button, held it and his breath in at the same time… and then let them both go at once with a relieved laugh when the “powering on” sound played and the screen flashed to life. “All right! Yes! Awesome! Here you go, Golly! Look at this amazing Earth invention here for a second and tell me I’m not —Wait, what’s wrong with it?” Yanking it back before Golly had even finished closing her fingers around it, Frotwoot felt a pit open up in his stomach when he saw the damage that had been done to the screen. “Okay, well, crap. It usually looks a lot less blurry than this, but… here. just take it.” 
 
    Golly’s jaw gradually dropped as she took in all the details on the (admittedly blurry) screen, and when he quickly reached over to show her how to scroll and click on things with his finger she jumped a bit and gasped out loud. “What—?!?! What is this?!?! How’re you doing this?!?!” 
 
    “It’s a phone, like I said. This is just how it works.” 
 
    “How is this thing a phone?!?!” 
 
    “Phones do more than one thing on Earth. They didn’t use to, but… y’know. I guess no magic means more inventions and stuff.” 
 
    “What all does it do?!?!” 
 
    Frotwoot chuckled and placed his hand comfortingly against her cheek. “Golly, stop freaking out, it’s okay.” 
 
    “No, NO, you cannot hand me this thing and then tell me to ‘stop freaking out’!!! Because if this thing exists then that means you were telling me the truth, and that there really is an Earth, and that you’re from there, and—and—!!!” Golly stared at him with what appeared to be an excited sort of mania for a second, half-grinning and wide-eyed as she no doubt continued to ponder in her mind what she’d apparently run out of words to express, until finally (that is, a second later) her expression normalized and she dragged Frotwoot over to her bed to sit him down next to her and say, “Okay… tell me everything.” 
 
    For the next hour or so Frotwoot did just that, starting with his falling from the sky when he was six and slowly working his way up to today, and as habit-forming as lying to her about his past had been for him lately, telling her the truth, as it turned out, was downright addictive. By the time he’d gotten to the climax of his psychic sword fight with The Dryad he’d already told her more about himself than he’d ever told anyone else, and he was so desperate to tell her more that he didn’t hesitate to let her go through all the texts, e-mails, pictures, and videos on his phone while he talked in the hopes that what she saw in them would inspire her to ask more questions and give him an excuse to keep doing so. It wasn’t until she’d finished watching the video he’d made of himself singing the (terrible) song he’d written to lament his and Astrid’s break-up a few years ago that he started to think that maaaybe sharing everything with her might not have been the best idea, but once she’d finished laughing at him Golly seemed eager to keep laughing, and so, somehow, against all his better instincts, Frotwoot soon found himself sitting down next to her to find as many more embarrassing evidences of his lameness as she could handle. Thankfully, though, she soon reached her limit, and with a warmth that made even his showing her the “Beatles tribute album” he’d made on Soundcloud when he was twelve and thought he was better than The Beatles somewhat worth it, she set the phone aside, looked at him in a whole new light, and snaked her arm around his to say, “Okay. I believe you. So… what now?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, I mean like… we know that these magic men can maybe control people with amber in them, because that’s what the guy who told you he was The Dryad did to you—” 
 
    “He was The Dryad.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Golly, with a tone and expression that made her doubts on that subject quite clear. “But like, what do we do with that? Go around the forest and start cutting down trees?” 
 
    “No… no, I was thinking maybe we could, like… I don’t know… take some.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “Not for fun! Just to like… let it lead us to wherever it leads us.” 
 
    “That does not sound like a good idea.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because someone else’ll be controlling us. We’ll be totally vulnerable.” 
 
    “Yeah, but not if just one of us takes it and the other one follows behind.” 
 
    Golly opened her mouth to argue about how it still didn’t sound like a good idea, but then closed it again and turned thoughtful for a second before coming back with a question instead: “Who would take it?” 
 
    “I was thinking probably me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’ve got experience fighting my way out of whatever it is this magic spell does to people. And because if I can’t break out of it you’d do a lot better defending me than I’d do defending you.” 
 
    “Okay… makes sense. Except the Redcaps know who you are, so as soon as you walk into whatever it is you’re walking into—” 
 
    “The Redcaps think I’m dead.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. But that’s only because you’ve been wearing your hood up all the time, and because Blinn hasn’t been around during any of your ‘rumbles’ lately to see past what a stupid disguise that is.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Well… if it’s so ‘stupid’ why’s it work?” 
 
    “Because it only works on stupid people!!!” 
 
    Frotwoot took a deep breath and exhaled as if to calm himself. “All right, whoa.  Let's just—Let's just stop right there. Let’s not say anything about my cunning disguise that we might later regret, okay?” Golly laughed and shook her head at his feigned ridiculousness, and—having gotten the reaction he wanted—he stopped the playing the fool for a second to say in all seriousness, “If we see Blinn wherever is it we're going we’ll just… I don’t know, we’ll just have to run.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Or we could call Pix, and come up with an actual plan.” 
 
    “Yeah, no, not till I’m… no. Pix can’t know about all this. Not yet.” 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    “Because I’d have to tell him all of what I just told you, and I don’t—I haven’t figured out the best way to do that yet.” 
 
    “Why would it be different?” 
 
    “Because Pix is Dryadic, for one, which means his believing me depends on him accepting the fact that the guy he’s worshipped since he was a little kid is evil—” 
 
    “Oh yeah…” 
 
    “—And because telling him’d be scary and I don’t want to, for another.” 
 
    “… Okay. I guess that’s almost half of a good reason. But if we’re doing this alone, then… do you actually have to take the drug? Or could you just, like, take some of the amber flakes out and eat those?” 
 
    “Yeahhh,” Frotwoot sighed, letting his head loll back to match his cadence as he drew the word out. “I guess. Buzzkill. So does that mean we’re doing this, then? You’re down?” 
 
    Golly started to reply, but before she could do much more than smile at him in what was likely to be the affirmative her mom burst into the room, holding a metal tray in both of her oven mitt-covered hands. “Oh, hi kids. Don’t let me interrupt, but I just thought my daughter would like to know that since she seems determined to continue to make bad dating decisions, and will thus likely never, ever get married (you know, outside of one of those seedy ‘eloping’ establishments) that I’ve gone ahead and made our test wedding cake into cupcakes instead. Would either of you like one?” 
 
    Frotwoot reached out almost automatically to take one, but Golly caught him by the wrist and stood up to peer down sharply into the pan. “Mom… did you already eat one of these?” 
 
    “Of course I did. Why? Were you hoping to eat them all, dear, to make yourself feel better about your impending life of unwanted half-faerie children, absentee fathers, and—?” 
 
    “Mom, shut up.” Golly looked down gravely at Frotwoot, and since a mere look couldn’t quite communicate exactly what it was she wanted to say, at least not by itself, it took him a second or two to combine it with everything else he knew to realize what it was that had gotten her so grave, the final piece of the puzzle snapping into place when he remembered the almost-forgotten bowl of cake batter they’d left downstairs, and the very, very good reason it had been abandoned. 
 
    “Golrocca,” said Golly’s mom, bracing herself against the dresser even as Frotwoot bolted up to his feet to join Golly in gawking at her in mildly amused horror. “Golrocca, is—is your room spinning?! What’ve I told you about that?!” 
 
    “Um… nothing?” 
 
    For some reason this prompted Golly’s mom to start laughing, and then—for probably no reason at all—she held her arms out to the ceiling and tried twirling on one foot, forcing Frotwoot to lunge forward and catch her before she could hit the floor. “Okay,” he half-laughed/half-sighed, casting a weary look at Golly as her mom broke down into hysterics at the sight of… his face? One of Golly’s stuffed unicorns? Nothing, maybe? “New plan…” 
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    Anyone watching Golly’s house from the time Frotwoot had arrived to the time the sun started to set could easily be forgiven for thinking that a particularly zany Saturday morning cartoon show of some kind was being reenacted within, what with all the yelling, crashing, and glimpses of manic activity that could be seen and heard at one point or another through every window, crack, and seam in the building. Eventually, around nightfall, things started to settle down, but that only lasted for as long as it took for Sir Golroc’s voice to filter into the house as he asked Golly why she was meeting him on the doorstep—and, furthermore, why she wasn’t letting him past the doorstep after a long day at work—at which point the temporary tranquility was interrupted as Golly’s mom started screaming, “Is that Rocky?! Rocky!!! C’mere!!!”. Golroc, widened eyes betraying his dread, barely even had to be lied to about whatever petty reason it was that Golly had come up with as to why her mom and his wife was freaking out before he turned around and went… well, wherever it was he went when she was freaking out over something petty, leaving just in time to not see Frotwoot tackling Golly’s armed-with-a-frying-pan mother before Golly hurriedly closed and locked the door behind him. There was another hour or so of noise and clatter after that, and then, finally, everything fell silent—or at least not loud enough to be heard from the outside. 
 
    “Frotwoot!” Golly whispered loudly, simultaneously waking him up and informing him that he’d fallen asleep. “Look!” 
 
    Sitting bolt upright on the couch, Frotwoot looked frantically around the moonlit living room for a panicked moment or two before realizing that who he was looking for (i.e., Golly’s mom) was probably what Golly was trying to get him to “Look!” at. Following her gaze (from where she was sitting right next to and partially snuggled up to him), he saw what was indeed Golly’s mother standing at the threshold of the wide-open front door, wearing an almost ghostly-looking white nightgown that Frotwoot hadn’t been awake to see her change into and staring, as if in a trance, out into the night. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” Frotwoot whispered back, trying to stay as still and as quiet as possible. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Has she been standing there a long time?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Did you just wake up too?” 
 
    “Yeah. But I didn’t fall asleep as fast you did, so…” 
 
    Sensing the not-entirely-serious accusation in that ellipses, Frotwoot smiled and shrugged not-entirely-defensively as he countered, “You could’ve woken me up.” 
 
    “No I couldn’t! I tried! Pix called me on my watch around seven or eight to see if I knew why you weren’t answering your watch, and since you couldn’t seem to hear me over your own snores I had to make up a lie to tell him all by myself.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Pix. Forgot about him. What’d you tell him?” 
 
    “I told him we were getting back together and needed some alone time to work it out.” 
 
    “… Oh. And that’s… a lie?” 
 
    Golly smirked reassuringly at him, although—like Schrodinger’s Cat turned adverb—the “reassuringly” part of it wasn’t actually made clear until she said, “Half of one.” 
 
    Frotwoot wasn’t sure if he should react as more amused or ashamed by this reference to his own dishonesty, but before he could decide on the right mix Golly’s mom darted out the door, prompting him and Golly to forget their conversation and—once they’d recovered from tripping over their own intertwined legs—rush out after her. 
 
    “Oh, fie!” said Golly, echoing Frotwoot’s own thoughts as they very nearly bowled her mother over. She’d only gone outside a few feet, and so was standing at the bottom of the Rustigark’s front stoop, staring at nothing just like she’d been doing inside. Or… actually, no, Frotwoot noticed; it was a little different than it had been inside. More intense. More focused. More— 
 
    “Frotwoot!” Golly elbowed him out of his search for another descriptor, holding the hand attached to the other elbow up in front of him. “Here, take some! I can see it!” 
 
    Frotwoot looked down at what she was offering, and was quite shocked to see the multi-colored sparkle of Pixie Dust. “Whoa! Where’d you get that?!” 
 
    “From your pocket. There was, like, a huge hole in the bag, remember?” 
 
    “And you took some?” 
 
    “What? No, babe, I’m just holding it. See?” She waggled her fingers a bit, which really didn’t show him anything new but did quite well in calling attention to what he should’ve already seen. “I got the idea while I was thinking about you and The Dryad that just touching the amber might work, since that seemed to work for you, and… well, it is, so—” 
 
    “Golly, dude, what if—what if they’d taken over your mind?” 
 
    “Yeah, that would’ve sucked. They didn’t though, so… here.” 
 
    “You didn’t know they wouldn’t?” 
 
    “Well… no, duh; but I thought they might not. Like, I thought maybe the reason it’s in drugs is that you’ve gotta ‘open your mind’ (or whatever) first for it to work.” 
 
    “You mean you guessed.” 
 
    “Yeah! Guesses are thoughts! Here, just—Stop trying to make me feel bad for being as reckless as you usually are and just take some, okay? You’ve gotta see this.” 
 
    Frotwoot grudgingly took a pinch of amber-flaked narcotics from the open palm of her hand, and as soon as he did a floating ball of fire appeared in the otherwise empty street in front of him. “Gah!!!” 
 
    “I know, right?” 
 
    “What is that?!?!” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m pretty sure it’s what my mom keeps staring at, though.” 
 
    “Oh, you think? Now, you see, that’s a good guess.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Golly giggled. 
 
    “No, really, you should take more stupid risks based on guesses like that. By which I mean ‘guesses so super obvious they’re basically facts’.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Golly giggled again, and before she could so much as punch him lightly on the arm, or Frotwoot could make another loving wisecrack at her expense, the ball of fire in front of them made an almost imperceptible little circle in the air that ended with it flying lazily off to the left—as if it had needed to wind up a bit before it got moving. Golly’s mom immediately started to follow it, and so, of course, Frotwoot and Golly immediately started to follow her. 
 
    “You think we should call Pix now?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked at Golly in a way that he would’ve thought was more than sufficient to answer her question, but just in case he added, “No. Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know, it’s just… this is getting kinda’ serious, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “We don’t have to tell him everything. We can just say my mom’s running half-naked through the streets and we need his help.” 
 
    Frotwoot weighed the pros and cons in his head for a moment, then: “Yeah, okay. Call him.” 
 
    Golly raised her watch to her lips only to find that no; no she didn’t. “Oh, fie.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I had to take it off to keep my mom from grabbing it, remember? Use yours.” 
 
    Frotwoot held his arms out to show her that there was nothing on his wrists either. “Uh… I had to do that too. Remember? She really wanted to play ‘Glamour Squad’.” 
 
    “Gah, seriously?” Golly looked back in the direction of her house, as if considering running back to get hers, but they were already so far away, and her mom was moving so fast… “Well, babe, I guess we’re on our own.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s okay. You’re just as good a knight as Pix is.” 
 
    “… No I’m not.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Crap.” 
 
    They both laughed, which seemed to make them feel a little bit better about their situation, at least, but, as the not-very-high speed chase went on, the unspoken tension at having no adult backup on their side could only rise… until it was diffused about halfway through the neighborhood by their bemusement at the sight of another person in pajamas chasing after the same ball of fire that they were. A few more recreational drug users joined them along the way, all asleep and all in various states of undress, and while it seemed to Frotwoot like there were an awful lot of them it wasn’t until they passed through the city walls and into the forest that he realized just how widespread this Pixie Dust problem really was, what with the sea of entranced people that was waiting for them there, and the rivers of entranced people that were converging and flowing into it from all sides. Nearly every race, age, class, and gender was represented, and among the crowd Frotwoot recognized at least a half dozen people, one of which was a squire in their knightly order, and the rest of which… well, weren’t too surprising. Golly pointed out her old history teacher, clearly unsure if she should be mortified or delighted, and as she was pointing at him the ball of fire that had apparently led him and his group here from their homes suddenly shot forward to merge into the one that had led Golly’s mom, merge into another one from another group, get merged into itself, and so on and so forth, until finally there was just one, big ball of magical fire leading them all off into the darkness. 
 
    “Hey, do you think maybe we should like… hang back a little?” asked Frotwoot, looking anxiously up and around at the surrounding trees, it having just occurred to him that they might not be the only clear-minded people watching this strange exodus unfold. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know, it’s just… we’re obviously not under the spell, here, and—and even if we were, and could blend in that way, I still think it’s probably not a good idea for a Pixie and his tabloid-famous girlfriend to show up to a Redcap recruiting party in the middle of the freaking woods where… y’know… there’s probably gonna be some Redcaps.” 
 
    Golly nodded thoughtfully. “Right, yeah. Good point. I mean, I already made that point earlier, but—Hey! Why don’t you just put your hood up?” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Put your hood up. You know, because it’s such a—” 
 
    “—Cunning disguise, yeah yeah, very funny, hahaha, no time for banter.” Looking around at the trees again, Frotwoot spotted an opening to a path running roughly parallel to the one they were on and took Golly by the hand to lead her unresistingly through it, giving them the cover they needed as well as the view of her mother that she likely wanted. “… And it is a good disguise. Like… when you’re in a group, and almost everyone else is wearing a hood, too.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Golly smirked. 
 
    “I’m just saying.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Frotwoot narrowed his eyes at her, which only made her smirk all the more, then laughed it off with a smirk of his own as they kept walking behind the trees, keeping a shared eye on her mom (who hadn’t even noticed they left) and periodically ducking from cover to moss-covered cover, just in case. This went on for only a few more minutes, at which point the great ball of ghostly fire emerged into a clearing that the zombified horde was more than happy to spill into while Frotwoot and Golly deviated a bit to the left to make sure they didn’t spill into it before climbing silently up a tree together at its edge to get a better look at what—or who—it was that awaited them. 
 
    “Aw, crap. It’s Blinn.” 
 
    Frotwoot nearly lost his grip on the bark as he whirled—in what was pretty much a random direction—to see if what Golly had said was true. Fortunately, Golly’s claws gave her almost less than a zero percent chance of losing her grip, enabling her to catch him before he could fall, but—unfortunately—it seemed she hadn’t been kidding when she said she’d seen Blinn. 
 
    “All right!!!” Blinn (who was just a few yards away) shouted in the ironically-modified manner of a motivational speaker, pumping her head to an upbeat, Eye of the Tiger-type tune she was vocalizing via nonsense words and waving periodically at the crowd as she jogged into view from behind a fallen tree trunk at the head of the clearing. “O-kay!!! How is everybody today?” 
 
    She was answered by nothing but the literal sound of crickets as the sleepwalkers continued to stare, transfixed, at the ball of fire hovering over their heads. 
 
    “Oh, right. You’re all zonked out of your minds. But hey! That’s okay! We can work with that! Hold on for juuust a second, and I’ll get you something that’ll help you all focus.” Roll-climbing herself up onto the middle of the fallen tree, Blinn stood up—and kept standing up— until she was on her tiptoes, at which point she was tall enough to reach her hand into the hollow of another tree growing nearby and pull out what appeared to be a rusty, banged-up old lantern. Holding it out in front of her, she flipped a switch on the handle, and amber-drawn runes lit up all over its bronze metal surface as a ball of fire flared magically to life inside of it, drawing the smaller balls that led them here one by one out of the bigger ball they’d combined to form and into the lantern. Once that was done, all eyes were on her, and she seemed to think (or know, more likely) that this meant all ears were, too, because it didn’t actually sound like a question when she said, “Everyone listening now?” 
 
    Again, there was no response, but the crickets were noticeably quieter (freaked out by all the magic in the air, maybe?) and the heads of all assembled turned to follow her as she paced along the length of the fallen tree/makeshift stage with the still-lit lantern dangling from her fingertips behind her. She didn’t say anything for a while, just kept pacing, and smirking, and staring, like a lion trying to pick which tourist on safari to eat first, but eventually she stopped, and when she stopped her smirk faded, and it was without any trace of her usual over-the-top (and-not-particularly-funny-to-Frotwoot) humor that she said, “Some of you were born to be killers. Some of you were made to be killers. Some of you—like me—are a little bit of both. And what the Redcap gang needs… is killers. Not just ‘criminals’; not just ‘petty crooks’. I’m talking murderers. Life-takers. Widow makers. Widower makers. Orphan makers—Fie, we’ll even take genociders if you’re out there! But first… we need to find out who you are. Shine a light on all that blood you’ve been hiding on your hands—real blood, or just the blood you’ve dreamed of, doesn’t matter. And then, once we’ve done that, and all the sheep have been sent home to bed… I’ll make you killers an offer. An offer to be what you were born to be. To do what you were made to do. To accept your destiny, to unlock your potential, to live the way you were always meant to live: Not as sheep… but as dragons.” She let her words hang darkly in the air for a moment, her eyes filled with a malevolent fire that was far, far scarier to Frotwoot than any moment in any horror movie he’d ever seen, and then suddenly she perked right back up into the happy-crazy-murdering self Frotwoot was more used to seeing in his nightmares to shrug and say, “Or I can just kill you to keep you from snitching. Your choice. I’m good with either. 
 
    “All right!” she said briskly, continuing her pacing. “Let’s start with an easy one: Who, here, has never wanted to kill anyone ever? Raise your hands.” 
 
    Several mind-controlled hands shot up, none of which—Frotwoot and Golly couldn’t help but notice—belonged to Golly’s mom. Frotwoot and Golly shared a not-particularly-surprised look of horror and amusement, then went right back to watching the recruitment of the Redcaps. 
 
    “… All right. That’s… disappointing. That big cute brownie guy in the back would have been nice to have around, but hey, at least there’s hope for the slightly less cute big brownie guy in the front! You know, once we cut that hair and maybe get you to grow a beard…hmm. Yeah, we’ll see. Anyway, people with their hands up (i.e., losers): Go home, go back to bed, and remember none of this. Keep using Pixie Dust, but don’t ever come back here. The spell on you is broken. We don’t want you. You suck. Goodbye.” 
 
    The people with their hands raised did as they were told, and once they were all gone Blinn continued, “Okay! Anyone here who’s killed an animal, not a bug, an actual animal, just to see what it felt like, raise your hands.” 
 
    Frotwoot and Golly breathed a shared sigh of relief when they saw that Golly’s mom didn’t raise her hand at that, but the relief was short-lived as Blinn went on to add (after looking down disappointedly at the unraised hand of the “slightly less cute big brownie guy in the front”), “Okay, good. Now, raise your hands if you’d never thought of doing that before, but now that I’ve given you the idea you think maybe you should,” to which Golly’s mom did, in fact, raise her hand. 
 
    “Great! Everyone with their hands still down, follow the directions I gave the last group of washouts, except also say something very cruel to the kindest person you know the next time you see them. Preferably about their looks. Everyone else… hmm… let’s see…” 
 
    The questions kept coming after that, and the magically-hypnotized field got narrower and narrower, until finally—just when a very visibly annoyed Golly was about to lose it at the fact that her mother was still part of that field, Mrs. Rustigark having raised her hand at various points to affirm (among other things) that she’d seriously thought about killing her children, parents, siblings, cousins, uncles, nephews, nieces, aunts, best friends, neighbors, grocery store clerks, people who looked at her funny, famous people who were prettier than her, famous people who thought they were prettier than her but weren’t, the queen, several other politicians, people with politics that were different than hers, people who thought they were sooo smart, people who were dumb, people who were dumb but who other people thought were smart, fat people, ugly people, poor people, and (of course) her husband—Blinn asked what seemed to be the most important question of all: “Will you kill someone, if I ask you to, today?” 
 
    Five of the sixteen remaining candidates raised their hands to indicate that they would, and the other eleven did not; Golly’s mom, thankfully, was one of the eleven. 
 
    “Huh. That’s weird,” Frotwoot whispered over to Golly, furrowing his brow at her in mock concern. “You think she couldn’t hear?” 
 
    Golly snorted and shook her head ruefully before quipping back, “Maybe she misunderstood the question.” 
 
    “Yeah. Or maybe she just doesn’t like being told what to do. 
 
    “… Yeah. Maybe.” 
 
    Both of their smirks gradually fell into open-mouthed frowns as they looked at each other and realized that that very well may have been it. 
 
    Whatever their reason for declining, Golly’s mom and her fellow sociopaths were soon dismissed, and once they were gone Blinn twisted a knob on the lantern, killing the fire inside and apparently waking everyone in front of her from their magically-induced trance. There was a brief moment of confusion and disbelief as the prospective Redcaps came to grips with the fact that everything they’d just seen and heard hadn’t, in fact, been a dream, and then a certain faerie man with a wicked scar across his face and a pair of humiliating cartoon character boxer shorts picked up a pointy rock and rushed Blinn’s position with a roar. Blinn hopped off the tree to meet him, looking utterly unconcerned as she did, and as soon as he was in range she caught his weapon-wielding arm by the wrist and twisted it and herself around until she had him facing away from her, at which point she started twisting his arm up to bring him very quickly (and painfully) to his knees. She let him beg her to stop for a moment, nodding next to his face and pretending with a series of understanding-sounding “Mm-hmm”s and “Yeah?”s to actually care about what he was saying, and then when that got old she used the lantern as a blunt instrument to knock him out. 
 
    “There’s always one,” she told everyone else with a shrug and a smile. 
 
    The last four members of her audience held very still, watching her warily out of the corner of their eyes as she walked around them in a tight circle, and when she stopped to speak again they all visibly flinched. “Does anyone here want out?” 
 
    No one nodded or raised their hand to say they did. A couple of them shook their heads “no”. 
 
    “Good. Glad to have you. Now come on, let’s go get your hats.” 
 
    Frotwoot and Golly did their best to follow via the treetops as Blinn led her newfound converts out of the clearing (Golly’s “best” being considerably more impressive than Frotwoot’s, of course, as he had his wings to fall back on while she only had her claws and… y’know, skill), but after a dozen or so rows of trees had gone by the treetops suddenly ran out, leaving them uncomfortably exposed above the side of a long, empty road that Blinn had just walked out into the middle of. There was a second or two of intense panic as Blinn stopped on her heel and started to turn around, but in the end Golly’s quick-thinking got herself and her boyfriend down out of the tree they were in and safely into cover behind its trunk. 
 
    “This is where it all started,” Blinn told her audience, both seen and unseen. “This is where I became a Redcap, and—since then—it’s where every Redcap has become a Redcap.” She let that sink in for a moment, watching the faces in front of her for who-knows-what, then said, “Does anybody here need me to tell them my amazing origin story?” 
 
    Apparently, nobody did. 
 
    “Well, that’s too bad, because I’m telling it anyway.” 
 
    As Blinn went on to recount (in rather graphic detail) the dark, sad tale of how she’d been left for dead on the side of this very road, Golly turned to Frotwoot and whispered to him with at least enough urgency to warrant an interrobang, “What are we gonna do?!” 
 
    “Uh… about what?” Frotwoot whispered back. 
 
    “About all these people! Blinn’s gonna have them kill someone so they can dye their hats with the people they killed’s blood, right?” 
 
    “… Right?” 
 
    “Right! So how’re we gonna stop them?!” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I guess we probably should…” Frotwoot thought about the problem for all of two seconds before exclaiming maybe just a little too loudly, “Wait! My phone!” 
 
    “It’s right here!” Golly assured him, pulling it out of her pocket with one hand and half-covering his mouth with the other. 
 
    “No, I mean my phone’s got a camera! If we like, get a picture of all of them—” 
 
    “—We can follow Blinn and still track them all down later,” Golly finished for him, nodding and smiling as she did. “Good idea, babe.” She handed him the phone, and craned her neck to watch in amazement as he switched it to camera mode and held his arm out past the tree to snap a picture. “Wait!!!” she whispered, grabbing him by the wrist and pulling it and the phone back into hiding. “Does it have a flash, like our cameras?” 
 
    Frotwoot stared at her in a blank sort of horror for a moment, hardly believing how close he’d just come to screwing things up. “… Yes. Yes it does.” They both stifled relieved/nervous laughter as he turned off the flash and the fake little shutter sound it would’ve made, and then, confident that he could take the picture without getting them caught now, he held the phone back out, lined up his shot, and pressed the button. 
 
    The phone immediately exploded in his hand. 
 
    “Gah!!!” Frotwoot cried out as quietly as he could, dropping the amber-sparking hunk of melted plastic and metal to the ground to cradle his hand against his chest as the skin that had made contact with it burned. “Man!!! I knew I should’ve tried the rice!!!” 
 
    “Oh my tree! Are you okay?!” Golly whispered, no doubt very confused as to why the camera function on Earth phones would work that way. Frotwoot didn’t have time to answer her, though, because—as quiet as they’d both tried to be—the flash of his only link to home going up in magical flames had been quite bright, and it sounded like Blinn had seen it, based on the fact that her sudden exclamation of “What the fie was that?!” didn’t really go with where she was in her story. A deadly silence fell all around them like a shadow from the sun going behind the clouds, and after a few tense seconds of taking turns exchanging looks that basically said “What do we do?!” and “I don’t know!!!” in a variety of utterly unhelpful ways, Frotwoot and Golly both risked a peek out at the road to see Blinn silently giving instructions to a very handsome and wealthy-looking sprite man in the kind of silk pajamas Ricky Ricardo might wear and a nasty-looking goblin girl who’d apparently fallen asleep wearing her boyfriend’s (or husband’s) biggest, dirtiest, most moth-eaten old hoodie—Instructions that, while Frotwoot and Golly obviously couldn’t hear them (what with them being “silent” and all), were nonetheless made pretty clear by the direction she was pointing (i.e., Frotwoot and Golly’s direction) and the other gestures she was making (i.e., the throat-slitting kind) as she gave them. Frotwoot and Golly pulled their heads back to safety for another round of exchanging useless looks, then, seemingly realizing at the same time that their options at this point were both obvious and limited, shared a sigh and eased themselves up into battle-ready crouches to do the only thing they could: Wait. 
 
    “I say, old girl, there doesn’t seem to be anyone here!” the sprite man proclaimed after barely having set foot back into the woods. “Are you sure you—?” 
 
    “Keep looking!” Blinn snapped, the fact that she was shaking her head at him in disbelief as audible in her tone as it would’ve been visible had Frotwoot been able to see her. 
 
    “All right, but—Well—Now look, I don’t mean to be a bother, but… I seem to have misplaced one of my slippers!” 
 
    “… So?!” 
 
    “Sooo, the forest floor isn’t exactly made of polished marble, now is it? I might not have minded while I was sleepwalking, but now I’m fully conscious I can’t be expected to go tromping around through the brambles and twigs, now can I?” 
 
    “Are you being fying serious right now?” Blinn laughed, giving the others under her thrall implicit permission to laugh, too. 
 
    “Quite so! And I’d ask you to please watch your language in addressing me, if you don’t mind! I don’t know what sort of—of—of gutter trash you’re used to conversing with, but I think now I might have some idea! Oh yes! Why, even when I was back in boys’ school we never heard such—” As the sprite guy went indignantly on, Frotwoot tuned out to focus on whatever it was Golly was tapping him on the shoulder for, and—looking where she was looking—saw that the hoodie-wearing goblin girl had creeped up awfully close to where they were during the distraction and was probably just seconds away from spotting them. Golly looked to Frotwoot as if he might have a plan, Frotwoot shrugged, and then—after thinking about it for a second or two more—he decided he did have a plan and immediately put it into action by picking up what remained of his phone… and throwing it. 
 
    Golly stifled a horrified scoff and (quite understandably) looked at her probably-soon-to-be-”ex”-again boyfriend like he was an idiot, but as the nasty-looking goblin girl (not Golly) turned to stare in the direction of the sound the phone had made when it had fallen, Frotwoot mimed to the not-nasty-at-all-looking goblin girl sitting next to him (Golly) what it was he intended to do, at which point she stopped looking at him like he was an idiot and started looking at him like maybe he was onto something. Taking this as her tacit approval, Frotwoot started to get up and draw his sword to do his thing, but Golly quickly pulled him back down and indicated as gently as she non-verbally could that this, in fact, was more her thing, before getting up herself, drawing her own sword, and magically running it through the nasty-looking goblin girl’s back to pierce her heart and knock her out. As Golly guided her body back on the length of her weapon to set her down quietly behind their designated hiding tree, Frotwoot scrambled forward to put the next—and what was sure to be the most difficult—part of his plan into action: Getting Golly to go along with the rest of it. 
 
    “… And honestly, I have people for this sort of thing!” the rich sprite guy concluded his speech a few moments later as Frotwoot crouched back down behind the tree to peek past the trunk and get back in on what was going on. Blinn hadn’t moved, and while her mouth was hanging open in what was clearly some kind of shock the upturned corners of her mouth indicated that it was at least an amused sort of shock, and the uncertainty this gave everyone of how she was going to react seemed to be making the other potential Redcaps nervous. 
 
    “… Okay,” she said at length, nodding slowly at the sprite as if they’d just reached some kind of deep understanding. “You… I am keeping you. Now where’s that other one?” 
 
    Everyone looked toward where the nasty-looking goblin girl in the hoodie had entered the forest, and, almost as if on cue, a “goblin girl in a hoodie” came back out… juuust not necessarily the same one. 
 
    “So?” said Blinn, briefly narrowing her eyes at the fact that the goblin girl was now wearing the titular “hood” of the hoodie over her head to obscure as much of her face as possible but apparently not caring enough to do much more about it than that. “You see anything?” 
 
    “Uh…nope!” the goblin girl shook her head, her voice coming out in a ridiculous, unnatural-sounding croak that she no doubt believed to be the voice that would come out of a nasty-looking girl, but really just sounded like the henchman on a badly-acted children’s cartoon. “Sorry, boss! Didn’t see nothin’!” 
 
    “… Okay,” said Blinn, visibly taken aback at how strange she sounded. “Well… um… thanks for trying, I guess. Probably just an animal or something, right?” 
 
    The goblin girl nodded stiffly, and as Blinn motioned for her and the sprite guy to rejoin the group Frotwoot had to bite his knuckle from laughing at the sight of her over-exaggerated “tough girl” walk. 
 
    “All right,” said Blinn, pulling the sprite guy close to loop her arm mock-lovingly around his as she looked out at everyone else. “The hats. You all still want one?” 
 
    Everyone nodded, except for the sprite guy, who said, “Would it be possible to provide our own? Not that I doubt your taste, old girl, I merely wonder at your means.” 
 
    Blinn smiled up at him, shaking her head in something almost approaching admiration, but otherwise ignored him. “Okay, great,” she said, pulling a handful of matching-white but differently-styled hats out of her pocket and throwing them out on the road in front of her. “Come and get them.” 
 
    There was a heart-pounding, hair-raising moment or two wherein everyone seemed to simultaneously think the same thought, that they’d need to fight Blinn to get their hats, but then one-by-one their hearts and hairs started pounding for another reason when they realized that that wasn’t it all. 
 
    There were four of them… and only three hats. 
 
    “You can share the blood if you want,” Blinn said with a smirk as she disentangled herself from the foppish sprite’s suddenly very stiff arm and skipped off, whistling down the road toward Tirnanogue. 
 
    “I say… is this really necessary?” said take-a-wild-guess. 
 
    No one answered him. They were all too busy putting a tactical distance between each other and sizing each other up. 
 
    “I’ll happily defer my hat to someone else. None of these are quite my style, anyway. I was thinking more of a… top hat, or… or driving cap, you see. Perhaps even a deerstalker. I wear them sometimes when I go hunting and I’m told I look quite dashing when—” 
 
    “We still need blood,” someone pointed out, and that silenced him right away. But he also got a look in his eyes… a look that utterly belied everything he’d presented about himself so far; a look that was as scary as any look Blinn was capable of giving; a primal, predatory, murderous look that would haunt Frotwoot’s nightmares; and a look, apparently, that made everyone else feel the need to shuffle a few more inches away from him and reassess. 
 
    Just when it seemed that the tension couldn’t mount any higher, Blinn disappeared from view and Frotwoot was free to rush out of hiding, drawing his sword and throwing Golly’s sword to the hooded goblin girl because—those a bit slow on the uptake, get ready for a shock—she was Golly. (Wow!) With a few well-placed strikes of their magical blades, the knights downed the wannabe Redcaps before any of them could even begin to try to figure out what was happening, and when the bloodless burst of violence was over Golly threw back her hood to shake her head at Frotwoot and say, “I can’t believe that worked.” 
 
    “I told you! ‘Cunning’.” 
 
    “No, it’s—it’s still a stupid disguise, babe, it just—.” 
 
    “Worked? Oh yeah, right. Totally stupid. It must’ve been your acting that sold it.” 
 
    “What was wrong with my acting?” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything was.” 
 
    “No, but you smirked, and—You know, what? Never mind. We’ve gotta catch up to Blinn before she gets away.” 
 
    “Right,” said Frotwoot, falling in line behind her as she sprinted down the road. “Because I was winning we’ve gotta go catch up with Blinn.” 
 
    “No, we’ve gotta catch up with Blinn because that was the whole point of all this!” 
 
    “And because you’re a bad actor and I was winning.” 
 
    Golly laughed, but then immediately fell silent as they rounded a corner to find that Blinn was already coming into view—presumably having stopped skipping like a lunatic and started strolling at a much slower, much more leisurely pace once she’d thought there wasn’t anyone watching to put on her “crazy show” for. Panicking, Frotwoot skidded to a very noisy halt, and Golly (who hadn’t “panicked” so much as “not reacted”) saved them both by doubling back and pulling him with her as she dove back between the trees. They could hear Blinn stop, could only imagine her looking around, and then, just when it seemed liked they were running out of breath to hold, heard her start up again—albeit at a much quicker pace. Golly peeked out first, to make sure it wasn’t a trick, and then pulled Frotwoot with her along the edge of the road, following Blinn at a calculated distance and keeping close to the forest line in case they needed to use its life-saving cover again. 
 
    (She also kept hold of Frotwoot’s hand the whole time, which was nice.) 
 
    Eventually Blinn reached the city, at which point Golly rather smoothly changed tactics and dragged Frotwoot with her up to the rooftops. From there they were able to tail Blinn from a reasonable distance, aided by Golly’s able direction and Frotwoot’s clumsy (but-not-as-clumsy-as-they-used-to-be) wings, until suddenly she stopped in the middle of the road, stared thoughtfully at the front of one of those all-night convenience stores, and went inside. 
 
    “… Should we go in?” asked Frotwoot. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Should we wait?” 
 
    “Again, babe, I don’t know.” 
 
    “What if she tries to sneak out the back?” 
 
    Golly thought about it for a second. “Yeah, that’d be bad.” 
 
    “What if she’s killing someone in there? Or shoplifting?” 
 
    “I care about one of those more than the other, but… yeah, I guess we should probably go in.” 
 
    “No. Just me.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “She already saw your cunning disguise tonight,” said Frotwoot, pulling up his hood and grinning obnoxiously at her. “It’s time for mine.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Golly sort-of-agreed, or at least that’s how he interpreted it by her rolling her eyes and waving her hand for him to go ahead. Spreading his wings, he stepped up onto the edge of the roof, took a deep breath, and did his best to float down to the street without injuring and/or embarrassing himself in front of his girlfriend, said girlfriend calling out after him as he went, “It’s not cunning!” 
 
    Touching down on the cobblestones, Frotwoot resisted the urge to whoop in victory at his accomplishment and instead put his hands in his pockets to “casually” cross the street to the convenience store. The grizzled old brownie man behind the counter barely gave him a second glance as he walked in and the bell above the door “dinged”, as he seemed to be currently engaged in the fine convenience store clerk’s art of watching certain shoppers like a hawk while pretending he wasn’t. Blinn, meanwhile, was smirking right at the clerk while taking handfuls of candy bars off the shelves and putting them in her pockets, so she didn’t really notice Frotwoot come in either… which was probably for the best, he thought, because—all jokes aside—he’d never tested his “cunning disguise” around her before and was starting to feel pretty self-conscious about it. 
 
    “Hey, you! This isn’t a library!” the clerk snapped almost reflexively at Frotwoot as soon as he picked the latest issue of The Changeling Fanzine up off the magazine rack to pretend to read it. Blinn half-looked over her shoulder to see who he was yelling at, but—luckily—they were the only two customers in the store, so the half-look was more of a quick, perfunctory gesture than an actual attempt to identify him. Barely containing his annoyance at nearly being outed over something so stupid (not to mention unfair; he hadn’t even opened it yet!), Frotwoot moved on to pretending to peruse the soda case against the far wall. This, too, proved to be kind of an unfortunate move, as the soda case turned out to be Blinn’s next stop on her little shopping trip, and it was all he could do not to whimper when she reached across him with a flirty smile to pull out a Green Lady soda, pop the cap, and take a drink. 
 
    “Hey! Are you gonna pay for any of that?!” the clerk demanded, and in response Blinn let a concealed dagger slip from her sleeve and threw it directly into his chest. 
 
    “Have a magazine, cutie; on me,” Blinn tossed back over her shoulder to the frozen, horrified, and yet apparently quite cunningly disguised Frotwoot as she strode calmly out of the store. 
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    Frotwoot didn’t stay frozen for long, of course, and—once he’d gotten his wits about him—was on the other end of the store and over the counter before the novelty sunglasses display he bumped into on his way had even finished hitting the ground. 
 
    “Dude, are you okay?!?!” he asked the clerk somewhat stupidly, what with the knife in the guy’s chest and the blood gushing out and everything. “Listen, just—just hold on, all right? I’m a knight. I’m gonna get you some help.” 
 
    “A… knight?” the clerk gasped incredulously, wincing in pain as Frotwoot, kneeling at his side, applied pressure to his wound. “You’re not a knight! You’re—you’re that… that Pixie I shot at that one time! For loitering! Here to get your revenge?!” 
 
    “… What?” said Frotwoot, and then, a second later, when the memory of his first night meeting the Redcaps—and, consequently, this guy shooting at him with a crossbow and setting off an alarm while he was trying to hide from them—clicked into place, “Oh, yeah! You are that guy, aren’t you? Small world, huh?” 
 
    “Please stop coming here…” 
 
    “Frotwoot?!” Golly’s voice rang out almost in harmony with the ringing of the bell that hung over the entrance to the store. 
 
    “Yeah, hey, I’m over here!” 
 
    Golly rushed to look over the counter, sword raised, then slowly lowered it when she saw that it wasn’t needed. “What happened?” 
 
    “Blinn did.” 
 
    Sheathing her sword, Golly hopped up backwards on the counter and swung her legs around in the air like some kind of backup dancer in a musical number about convenience stores, or something, to slide gracefully into a crouch next to Frotwoot. “Go! I’ve got this!” 
 
    “… ‘Go’?” 
 
    “After Blinn!”  
 
    “Oh, right.” Letting her take over putting on the pressure (which she did with one hand while pulling the store’s phone down to the floor next to her with the other), Frotwoot tried to duplicate the smooth way she’d climbed over the counter but wound up just knocking over everything he’d missed the first time. 
 
    “Operator?” Golly said into the phone after switching it to speaker, stifling her grossly inappropriate giggles as Frotwoot stumbled but ultimately shot back upright on the other side. “This is Dame Golrocca Rustigark, Knightly Order of the Gecko. I have a medical emergency.” 
 
    “… Connecting you to the hospital, Dame Golrocca. Please hold,” the operator said back, sounding skeptical (probably because of the giggling). 
 
    “Wait, why am I going?” Frotwoot asked, as the hold music started and Golly burst out in a fit of nervous laughter. “You’re way better at this stuff than I am.” 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed Golly, composing herself down to just an inappropriate smirk. “But I don’t have wings. And you do. So… go.” 
 
    Nodding, Frotwoot went, and was halfway through the door when Golly stopped him with, “Wait!” 
 
    Frotwoot waited. 
 
    “I…” Golly looked away shyly, which was weird, not just because she wasn’t usually very shy, but because she was craning her neck up specifically so she could see him. “Be careful.” 
 
    Frotwoot could tell that wasn’t she’d really wanted to say, but since he didn’t have time to press the issue (and wasn’t sure what issue to press, anyway) he just smiled suspiciously and said, “You too,” before finishing his exit from the convenience store and taking off at a run to launch himself into the sky. 
 
    “… Hey,” he said a few seconds later, having doubled back to poke his head into the store. “Were you just about to tell me you loved me? Is that what that was?” 
 
    “… What?!” 
 
    “Because if you were, that’s totally understandable and nothing to be embarrassed about. I’m very handsome.” 
 
    “What’re you—?! Go!!!” Golly laughed, throwing a fallen bag of chips at him to speed him on his way. He dodged it with the ease of a man who was used to having things thrown playfully at him by his girlfriend, and then locked eyes with her for about a millisecond of smirking, yet tender nonverbal communication that pretty much said it all (which was good, since she seemed to be having such a hard time saying it) before leaving the store once again and getting back to doing what she’d told him to do, feeling so light inside as he did that he thought he might not even need his wings just then to get himself off the ground. 
 
    A few blocks of flying (and a few more ridiculously sappy thoughts like that) later, Frotwoot spotted Blinn walking down the middle of the street. He followed her at a distance, checking his speed as best he could so as not to overshoot her—a task made all the harder by the fact that she kept stopping to commit acts of petty vandalism, violence, and harassment—until finally she came to a ruined old castle sitting on a dimly-lit street corner in a neighborhood that he’d often heard was once of the wealthiest (hence the existence of a castle) but was now one of the sketchiest neighborhoods in Tirnanogue. 
 
    “Ow,” he muttered to himself as he came to a mostly non-violent landing on the roof of a nearby apartment building, rolling up the ledge just in time to watch Blinn disappear into the castle ruins through a Blinn-sized hole in the wall. She reappeared fairly quickly, the various other holes in the crumbling masonry offering a nearly comprehensive view of the castle’s interior, and Frotwoot was able to track her progress that way until suddenly she re-disappeared in a downward direction after reaching the sole remaining tower’s set of stairs. After giving her a few minutes to make sure she wasn’t coming back, Frotwoot decided that this was probably her home and—not being completely without common sense, no matter what Golly’s parents said—decided he’d better not go into her home alone. He didn’t want to lose her though, in case it wasn’t her home, so— 
 
    “Knightly Order of the Gecko, Dame Megainn speaking,” Dame Megainn’s voice came musically out of the receiver of the payphone at the bottom of the apartment building, a few seconds and a controlled fall later. 
 
    “Hey Meg, it’s Frotwoot.” 
 
    “… Frotwoot?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, uh, ‘Sir’ Frotwoot.” 
 
    “Oh! Hello, dear! I thought you were going by ‘Sir Oberon’ now.” 
 
    “Oberon?” Frotwoot’s face fell a bit, along with his ego. “Uh… yeah. He is. But I’m not him, I’m… the other one.” 
 
    “Oh, I see! And which one is that, dear?” 
 
    Frotwoot lowered the phone to groan and shake his head in bemused annoyance, and as he did he noticed a small group of Orc gang members watching him from the steps of another apartment building a few yards and an intersection away. He was confused by this at first, as he didn’t think anything he was doing was particularly interesting, but then he remembered: Redcaps weren’t the only ones in this city who hated Pixies. “Frotwoot Crossley,” he clarified into the phone, a sudden note of urgency rising up into his voice from within him as he tried (and probably failed) to pretend not to notice that the Orcs had started pointing at and discussing him with each other as soon as he’d looked away from them. “Sir Pixley’s squire…? Dame Golrocca’s boyfriend…? ‘The hero of Midsummer’s Eve’?” 
 
    “Hmm… well, that does sound awfully familiar…” 
 
    “Meg, I’ve talked to you, like, a bazillion times!” 
 
    “Really? Oh, how odd that I’d forget you existed, then! And what was the purpose of your call, dear?” 
 
    It took Frotwoot a second to even remember what the purpose of his call was, he was so flabbergasted. “Okay, yeah, whatever. Is Pix there?” 
 
    “ ‘Pix’…?” 
 
    “Pixley Widgeon?” 
 
    “Oh my, yes, of course dear, I know who Sir Pixley Widgeon is! I was simply prompting you to refer to him more respectfully.” 
 
    “You were—?” Frotwoot wanted to smash the phone against the nearest brick wall, but he needed it so he didn’t. “Fine. Is ‘Sir Pixley’ there?” 
 
    “Oh, well I don’t know, dear! Would you like me to go check?” 
 
    “Yeah,” 
 
    There was an expectant pause, and after missing a beat or two Frotwoot realized what was expected of him. 
 
    “… Yes, please?” 
 
    “Please hold, dear,” Megainn replied cheerily, switching the phone over to some forgettable music. Waiting impatiently, Frotwoot watched out of the corner of his eye and with growing dread as a couple of the Orcs split off from the group, presumably for reinforcements, while the remaining Orcs started cracking their knuckles and popping their joints as if getting ready for a fight. “Hello? Are you still there?” Megainn’s voice came back what felt like a lifetime later (and what literally could’ve been, Frotwoot thought morbidly, if the Orc runners had run just a little faster). 
 
    “Yeah! I’m here.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, dear, but who did you say you were again?” 
 
    “… Frotwoot. Crossley.” 
 
    “Hmm, yes, good, that’s what I thought you said. Now… did you know that you’re no longer a member of our knightly order?” 
 
    Frotwoot both nodded and shook his head at the same time, each for entirely different reasons. “Yeah. But I’m not really. Or… I am, really. I—” His life on the line, he gave up on trying to find the right tense and blurted, “I’m in the Glamour Squad!” 
 
    “Oh, how exciting! A first year squire, already part of the Glamour Squad! And you say that the world-famous Sir Pixley is your knight?” 
 
    “… You’ve seen us together, Meg.” 
 
    “If you say so, dear. But—and forgive me—but I have to ask: If you are Sir Pixley’s squire, and you are in the Glamour Squad, why don’t you simply call him on your magic watch?” 
 
    “I… left it at Sir Golroc’s house.” 
 
    “You sound as if you know how made up that sounds, dear.” 
 
    “Yeah! I do! But it’s the truth!” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure! But I’m afraid that protocol and common sense are both telling me to hang up on you, and to warn you that impersonating a knight is a crime.” 
 
    “Wha—?! Is Pix there or not?!” 
 
    “He’s not, dear. Would you like to leave him a message?” 
 
    “Gee, I don’t know. Are you gonna remember who left it for him?” 
 
    Megainn didn’t answer, but Frotwoot could almost feel her smirking through the phone line. 
 
    “Can you at least give me his number, so I can call him?” 
 
    “His number’s unlisted, and all knight’s personal numbers are kept highly confidential to the public, dear.” 
 
    “I know, but—” 
 
    “And Sir Pixley would never answer the phone anyway, as I’m sure his actual squire would know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do know, but his mom would! Or his dad! And then they could tell him that—” Some of the Orc reinforcements were showing up, and looked as if they’d brought chains, pipes, and boards with nails in them enough for everybody. “Great, well, thanks for nothing, Meg.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, dear.” 
 
    Frotwoot hung the phone up as if he were punishing it for how that call had gone, then, after a moment of quick, scrambling thinking, picked it back up again to make another call. It rang through, so he made it again, and when that rang through he made it one more time, and then: 
 
    “Hello??? Who the fie is this?” 
 
    “Puck, hey! It’s—” 
 
    “Elf?” 
 
    “Yeah! I—!” 
 
    “How’d you get this number?” 
 
    “What? Oh, uh… Shaylee gave it to me.” 
 
    “Shaylee? Gave you my personal number?” 
 
    “She said it was everyone’s number. Because, y’know… it’s a payphone. In the middle of the park.” 
 
    “Well, she was wrong, and if we weren’t so busy celebrating Rumo getting out of that physical therapy place I’d show her some real chivalry and—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, whatever, beat her up, I don’t care, just—Wait, did you say Rumo got out?” 
 
    “Yep. And he was real touched that you weren’t there, let me tell you.” 
 
    “Good! I mean… not good, tell him I’m sorry, but—” 
 
    “Where were you anyway? After the knights chased us off me and Shaylee and Giles went looking for you for like… ten minutes, or something.” 
 
    “Dude, I’m trying to tell you where I was! After the knights chased us off I got a lead on Blinn, and—” 
 
    “Blinn?” Puck interrupted, suddenly sounding a lot less interested in making him feel guilty for not being around all day and a lot more interested in what he was saying. “As in Redcap Blinn?” 
 
    “Yeah. Is there another Blinn?” 
 
    “No. Maybe. Probably. I don’t know! So, what, did you—? Fie, hold on,” Puck presumably put his hand over the mouthpiece on his end, because Frotwoot only heard him yell a muffled, “EVERYBODY SHUT UP!!!” (to the Pixie Party that Frotwoot had heard raging all around him since the beginning of the call) before coming back onto the phone at a normal volume with, “So did the lead pan out? Did you find her?” 
 
    “I did, yeah. She’s in the basement of this broken-down old castle at the corner of, uh—” He checked the street signs, noticing as he did that the Orcs had begun to menacingly gather underneath them to wait, apparently, for him to finish his call. “ ‘Ninestane and Rig’.” 
 
    “Ninestane and Rig?” 
 
    “Yeah. What? Did I say it wrong?” 
 
    “No, it’s just—That’s Orc territory, Elf!” 
 
    “Yeah!” Frotwoot chuckled. “I noticed!” 
 
    “Wow. Okay. Got it. Say no more. We’ll be right there, kid. Just hold tight, and uh… try not to die.” 
 
    “Thanks, man. Really.” 
 
    Puck hung up without another word, and—after pretending for an extra couple of minutes to still be talking to someone—Frotwoot hung up, too. The Orcs looked none too willing to let him make another call, as they’d already been very close to interrupting the last one, but that was okay, Frotwoot thought, because while he’d been busy talking to no one he’d actually been thinking out loud and coming up with a plan for what to do next. The most obvious courses of action had quickly been eliminated, as simply “flying away” incurred the risk of his losing track of Blinn, and “standing and fighting until the rest of the Pixies showed up” incurred the risk of his losing track of his teeth, but in the end he came up with something that only incurred the risks he’d already been incurring by following Blinn in the first place, and quickly put it into action before the Orcs could make their move. 
 
    “All right, you jerks!” he yelled across the street, drawing his sword and waving it over his head, “You want me? Come and get me! Oh, and this is totally not a trap!” 
 
    The Orcs exchanged confused looks with each other, understandably and just as Frotwoot had expected them to, and as they did he darted across the street and into the castle, using the same entrance hole that Blinn had used before. Flattening himself against the inside wall, he waited as the enemy gang came jogging over, and tried not to even breathe as one of them peered inside but past him.  
 
    “I don’t see him,” said the Orc in question. 
 
    “Are we going in?” asked another. 
 
    “No way!” said a third. “It’s a trap, didn’t you hear him?” 
 
    “He said it wasn’t.” 
 
    “Of course he said that! He doesn’t want us to know it’s a trap. Traps are supposed to be surprises, you know?” 
 
    “Why’d he even mention a trap, then?” 
 
    “… What do you mean?” 
 
    “I—Well, look, if there really was a trap, why would he even bring the possibility of a trap up? No one was thinking there was a trap. That whole thing just came out of nowhere.” 
 
    “So you think maybe it’s, like… reverse psychology? He wants us to think there is a trap, and there isn’t, but he doesn’t want us to know he wants us to think that?” 
 
    “Maybe, yeah.” 
 
    “I’m lost…“ 
 
    “Or maybe he’s just bad at setting traps!” 
 
    “Yeah, no, I don’t think so. My five year old sister could set a better trap than that.” 
 
    “Your five year old sister’s a sadistic psychopath.” 
 
    “Even if she wasn’t, I mean.” 
 
    While the Orcs continued to argue whether or not they should go in after him, Frotwoot went in deeper, partly because he wanted to put some distance between him and his pursuers but mostly—if he was being honest—because he wanted to put less distance between him and the one he was pursuing, He knew he should wait for backup, that going in after Blinn alone like this was potentially more dangerous than anything that might happen to him with those bozos outside, and because he knew this he kept making excuses not to do it, like “getting farther away from the Orcs”, and “just wanting to see if he could figure out what happened here”, among other things. Eventually his self-delusion carried him all the way across the graffitied, picked-apart detritus of the castle’s remains to the top of the stairs he’d seen Blinn go down, and at that point—as Christmas Eve levels of adrenaline flooded his system and the butterflies in his stomach started having seizures—he abandoned all pretense of doing what he was doing for any other reason but the real one and proceeded down the stairs with the sole intention of catching Blinn before she (and the spellbook he needed to get back home) could get away from him again. 
 
    (… Oh, and also to “stop the flow of Pixie Dust into the city” or whatever. Y’know, if he had the time.) 
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    When he’d finally reached the bottom of the (barely-existent) castle’s (barely-existent) staircase, Frotwoot found himself in a dark, windowless room filled with cobwebs, trash, an array of broken antique toys and furniture, and a stack of yellowing, weather-damaged family portraits depicting what may very well have been the most creepy-looking family of five he or anyone else had ever seen. Past all that was a door, blocked off by what appeared to be a good chunk of the caved-in room that was once above it, and to his right was another door that wasn’t blocked off, and which seemed to be the source of the softly-glowing light that was allowing him to see all this in the first place. Edging up to where the wall met the second door’s doorframe, he took a sneaky peek inside and—half expecting to see Blinn waiting there to kill him—saw nothing but a single, amber-lit torch on the wall and some more assorted clutter that apparently hadn’t been worth stealing. 
 
    Moving into and through the next room, he repeated the same sneaky peeking process at every new door he came to, and chose every new door he came to by which rooms had a torch on in them, figuring that Blinn must’ve turned them on to light her way as she went. Eventually this brought him to a room that didn’t lead anywhere with a turned-on torch in it, and since said room was just an empty wine cellar without any easy-to-detect secret passages or hidden trapdoors or anything interesting like that in sight, he wasn’t really sure what to do. After a few anxious moments of thought, he still wasn’t sure, but nevertheless concluded that he’d just have to break his pattern up a bit by going into the only remaining room available to him anyway, even if it was pretty dark, and even if going into it was pretty stupid. And what he found inside, as he raised his sword and went rushing, stupidly, through the door, was…  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “… Huh,” he grunted, lowering his sword in mild disappointment and looking around the empty room puzzledly. There was no other way in or out, and since this was the only new room connected to the one he’d just come from it seemed that his theory about Blinn “lighting her way” as she went hadn’t been as clever (or correct) as he’d thought. Dejected, he started to leave, but then the cloud of dust he’d kicked up coming in caught in his nose and made him sneeze, and when he opened his eyes to see the ground he’d aimed it at he realized that there were footprints, there in the dust and dirt, that weren’t his. Little footprints. Girl-sized ones; some of them mingled with dried-up mud, or blood, and all of them leading to and from the exact center of the room, where they suddenly disappeared at the edge of an inexplicably clean, inexplicably perfect circle in the middle of the otherwise filthy floor. Frotwoot stared at it for a minute, then walked around it a few times, being careful not to step into it as he did, and then, just as his eyes went wide and he muttered to himself, “Wait… is this…?” his unspoken suspicions were confirmed by what was to him a very familiar, often dreamed of but not often heard sound: 
 
    The sound of a ring portal being activated. 
 
    “Oh fie,” he breathed, realizing as a circle of bubbling amber light started to form and peek out from various cracks in the floor that he’d probably better hide. Dashing a few indecisive steps in a couple of different directions, he finally decided on flattening himself against the wall on the far side of the room, because it seemed more likely that whoever was magically materializing in front of him would could in facing the door, and because, well… he didn’t really have a lot of options, now, did he? 
 
    Anyway, as the lightshow of the portal faded he saw that he’d guessed right, and that Blinn had appeared in the middle of the floor, facing away from him and clutching queasily at her stomach. Once she’d gotten over it (“it”, in this case, being the physical aftereffects of teleporting) she didn’t waste any time in getting out of there, and as soon as it felt like enough time had passed for her to be upstairs and outside the castle Frotwoot surged excitedly forward, all thoughts of pursuing her suddenly and completely forgotten. 
 
    “All right, let’s see…” he thought out loud, pacing around the dust-carved circle again but searching, this time, for something specific. After looking like that for a while he realized that there wasn’t really anything to see, and so he got down on his hands and knees and started to feel for it instead, probing the cracks between the stones with his fingers until he found a loose one. A few more seconds of trying to pry it up by hand later he scrambled back up to his feet to use his sword as a lever, and as he did that a switch like the one you’d find under the hood of a car was audibly tripped by the insertion of the blade, and the stone (which turned out to be more of a “tile”, size-wise) lifted right up without any trouble, revealing underneath, in all its polished black, amber-runed glory, exactly what he’d been hoping to find: The ring portal’s (no longer hidden) activation stone. 
 
    “Ha!!!” Frotwoot barked out a laugh that was a mix of disbelief and delight, grinning like a lottery winner (well, before taxes) and dropping his sword to run both his hands through his hair and down to his neck as he took a step back and stared at what he’d found. Had Blinn made this ring portal herself, he wondered? Had the magic men given it to her? Where did it lead? Was it safe? Should he wait for backup, or—? 
 
    Deciding he’d rather not think himself out of what he wanted to do next, Frotwoot immediately stopped thinking, picked up his sword, got into the circle, and activated the portal. The humming, bubbling amber light from before rose up around him, shooting up to form another magic circle two buried stones at a time, and when it was done, and the blinding crescendo of light that had enveloped him had cleared, he found himself standing not in the dungeons of a ruined faerie castle, as before, but in a… um… 
 
    Reasonably-sized studio apartment? 
 
    “… Okay,” Frotwoot chuckled, furrowing his brow and grinning as he looked around. What he saw kind of looked like Earth, at first, what with there being a computer on the desk and less of a medieval theme and all, but the computer was… weird, and the theme, such as it was, seemed to be creepy, occult-looking woodwork. Like, with owls, and gargoyles, and pentagrams and things. A row of massive bookcases filled with what just had to be spellbooks lined the wall to his left, a variety of eldritch-looking knick-knacks taking up the edges of the shelves, and a weirdly-shaped wooden bunk bed took up the wall in front of him. The wall to his right, meanwhile, was bare except for some kind of complicated map, and only extended about halfway into the room before becoming a corner that led to another, smaller room (probably a short hallway leading out to the rest of the building and/or apartment, Frotwoot speculated, as he hadn’t moved to check) before picking up again to make space for the aforementioned computer desk and a chair. The wall behind him, meanwhile was covered in mirrors and charts, the purpose of the latter apparently having something to do with “properly aligning” the trio of ring portals that sat on the slightly raised section of floor (i.e., the section he was currently standing on) to get where you needed to go, while the purpose of the former seemed to be… well, he didn’t know. Maybe just checking your hair. 
 
    In any case, none of the charts seemed to explain how one might align the stones to get to Earth, so, stepping down cautiously off the portal-bearing platform and onto the heavily-stained, unfamiliarly-colored carpet below it, Frotwoot started at the first bookcase and began scanning the titles for something that sounded like it might explain it—like, for example, The Dryad’s Holy Grimoire. Unfortunately, almost none of the books’ titles seemed to be on the spines, so Frotwoot was forced to pull each and every leatherbound tome out, one at a time, to see what they were. About halfway through the second bookcase he got impatient and just started tossing them to the floor instead of putting them back, and by the time he got to the third bookcase he was tossing them so fast he didn’t even register that he’d found what he’d been looking for until it was flying over his shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, crap!” he said, spinning around to pick it back up and re-read, just to make sure, its somewhat unbelievable (and possibly trademark-infringing) title: Ring Portals… For Dummies. “… Okay. Okay, yeah! That’ll work!” 
 
    Just as he was cracking open the cover, a humming sound filled the room, and his elation quickly faded as he looked over to see that one of the ring portals—the one to the left of the one he’d come through—was lighting up for what he could only assume was another person teleporting in. Panicking, he started to pick up the mess he’d made, then—realizing that was ridiculous—dropped all but the ring portal book to the floor and darted through the door to the other room, which turned out to be just a bathroom. Spinning around on his heel, looking desperately for a window or an exit, he saw neither, and came to the dread realization—as the ring portal finished humming outside, and his heart, pounding with fear, dropped into his stomach—that there was no other way out. 
 
    He was trapped. 
 
    “Blinn?” an older man’s voice said from the main room, followed immediately by the slow creak of careful, uncertain footsteps across the carpet. “Blinn, are you there? The magic mirrors detected movement in here, but their facial recognition magicks couldn’t get a positive lock on you, for some reason. Set off an alarm. Did something… happen to your face? Is everything all right?” When Blinn, not being there, didn’t answer, he (whoever “he” was) took a few more furtive steps into the apartment (probably noting the mess Frotwoot had left it in as he did) and continued, “Look, you—You didn’t bring another victim back here, did you? I know you think killing them after makes it okay, but with the energy here being what it is the likelihood of whoever you’re… er… playing with right now coming back as a vengeful spirit that I’m going to have to spend the better part of a weekend exorcising makes it most decidedly not okay, so—” 
 
    Slamming and locking the door, Frotwoot spun around to search the bathroom again, but this time with an eye for something he could use in place of—or at least in addition to—his sword, as somehow it didn’t seem like it’d be quite enough against what he was now assuming to be magic man. Something like a… well, like a better weapon, like a magical one, or a shield, or— 
 
    “Blinn?” the (maybe?) magic man interrupted Frotwoot’s search from outside, the loud knocking that accompanied his words having made Frotwoot jump mid-spin in irrational fright. “Blinn? What’s wrong with you, girl? Why did you lock the door? It can’t be that you’re not decent! Ha! Never bothered you me seeing it before…” 
 
    Continuing his search, Frotwoot didn’t come up with much, but then he noticed the bottle of pills on the sink he specifically hadn’t been noticing, and when he realized what it was— 
 
    “All right, love, that’s it! If you’re not saying anything, I’m—I’m coming in!” 
 
    “Um… just a miiinute!” Frotwoot called through the door, just for kicks, snorting and shaking his head at his own terrible impression of Blinn’s voice. There was a moment of silence in response, and then, just when he thought it might have somehow worked, the door exploded inward, wooden shrapnel flying over and past him as he ducked to avoid it. A thin, funny-looking middle-aged man in wizardly robes and a pointy hat stood framed in the doorway, the air around his hands crackling with blue, lightning-like energy, and as Frotwoot straightened back up to face him the (confirmed) magic man snarled in angry surprise and hurled another bolt of that lightning directly at his chest. Burning a hole instantly through the front and back of Frotwoot’s t-shirt as it passed, the lightning ricocheted like wild around the bathroom, cracking the mirror and exploding the lights before fading away into the fire it had set on the shower curtain. Then—all of this having happened in less than a second—the magic man and Frotwoot locked eyes, the former’s understandably confused and the latter’s deservedly smug, at which point Frotwoot held up the now less-than-full bottle of koldiron pills and shook it a bit before balling his other hand up into a fist and knocking the magic man right out. 
 
    “Ha! Not so ‘magic’ now, huh—” Frotwoot began, hesitating as he realized, mid-taunt, that his taunt might be kind of lame, but choosing to lamely finish it anyway, just in case, “… ‘Maaan’.” 
 
    He winced at himself, then got to work. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Hey!” said Frotwoot some time later, jumping off the top bunk where he’d been reading Ring Portals… For Dummies to greet the magic man as the magic man jerked awake to find himself tied (with various articles of Blinn’s torn up clothing) to the computer chair. “Dude, you didn’t, like… hear anything I said to you after I knocked you out, did you?” 
 
    “… What?!” 
 
    “Oh, good.” Frotwoot watched him struggle against his bonds for a moment, then, “Trying to do lightning again?” 
 
    The magic man looked up at him, pale-faced and desperate. “Why—why isn’t it working?!” 
 
    Frotwoot took the now even-less-full bottle of koldiron pills out of his pocket and shook them once again. 
 
    “… No. You didn’t.” 
 
    “I did, yeah. Don’t worry, though, I didn’t overdose you. It says on the label that could take your powers away forever, and, y’know, I don’t wanna do that… unless you don’t tell me what I wanna know.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Hey! I’m asking the questions here, jerkface!” Frotwoot snapped, getting in his face and trying to seem intimidating for all of two seconds before something occurred to him that forced him to rather sheepishly admit, “Aaand that was a pretty good one, so… yeah. Who are you?” 
 
    The magic man scoffed. “I am not answering your—” 
 
    Frotwoot shook the pill bottle. 
 
    “—Fourth level Sorcery Specialist Osian Pronto, 16th Coven of Magicka’s Most Holy Ministry of Magicians.” 
 
    “Cool. Nice to meet you, Ocean. Now what—” 
 
    “It’s ‘Osian’.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My name. You said ‘Ocean’, but—” 
 
    “Yeah, forget it man, I’m never gonna say it right,” Frotwoot chuckled, pacing around in front of him thoughtfully. “So you’re, like… what? Working with Blinn?” 
 
    “No. Blinn is working with me.” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head and held his hands out as if to say, “So? What does that mean?” 
 
    “This is my op,” Osian clarified. “Blinn is an asset, not an agent. I may be working as her handler, but that doesn’t put us on the same level.” 
 
    “… Uh-huh. So what’s the, uh, ‘op’? You know, that Blinn’s working with you on, but not the other way around.” 
 
    Osian grunted and started looking defiant again, but all Frotwoot had do to was start to raise the bottle of koldiron pills to make him grudgingly continue, “ ‘The proliferation of a mind-altering drug to influence and weaken the resolve of the populace and the assassination of key opponents to the procurement of Seelie-born slaves’.” 
 
    “… Okay. So, basically, spreading Pixie Dust and killing me.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s—” The magic man furrowed his brow. “Wait, you? Why would you think—?” His eyes went wide with sudden realization, and he leaned back in his chair almost as if in a futile attempt to put some more distance between them. “Wait… wait wait wait: You’re Frotwoot Crossley?” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded, feeling (and, despite his best efforts, probably looking) very uneasy about that reaction. “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Please… what are you? I have to know!” 
 
    “What? I don’t—What’re you—?” Frotwoot shook his head to clear it. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Are you just a faerie? Or are you something else?” 
 
    “Uh… just a fairy, I think.” 
 
    “There are rumors…” 
 
    “What, about me?” 
 
    Osian nodded. “They say you’ve got the body of a faerie but the mind of a mage. That you can do magic.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, yeah, that’s true.” 
 
    “How?!?!” Osian blurted, his expression a mix of excitement and exasperation. 
 
    “I don’t know! Look, though, I’ve still got some more questions, and this is, like, supposed to be my interrogation, so—” 
 
    “Is it true you were kept in a cage as a child, protected by the office of the Archmage itself?” 
 
    “… Yeah. I guess. I wouldn’t really call that ‘protection’, though.” 
 
    “Well, did no one ever tell you why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t really remember that stuff.” 
 
    “You don’t remember being locked in a giant bird cage for three years?” 
 
    Frotwoot’s eyebrows shot up. “Three years?” 
 
    This seemed to answer the bulk of Osian’s questions, however anti-climactically, so he didn’t ask any more. 
 
    “Okay, look, I know about as much about what my deal is as you do, except… I don’t know why you’re trying to kill me.” 
 
    “Why—? Because of everything I just said!” 
 
    Frotwoot repeated the “holding his hands out in askance” maneuver, but smaller this time, as it’d already been established in the course of forming their rapport what it meant. 
 
    “… I serve the Archmage,” Osian said at length, making it sound like a disclaimer. “We all do, in the Ministry. We’re loyal to him. Absolutely and completely. But… your continued existence has tested that loyalty, for some. Sown… dissension in our ranks. It wasn’t as much of an issue when you were locked up, but now that you’re running free, killing Finvarra Dryadia and effectively crippling our operations here on Seelie…well. You know.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill—! Well, okay, maybe I did. But I didn’t mean to! And anyway, how’d you know about that? It all happened in like, our minds.” 
 
    “Er… I’m not really versed in forensic sorcery, but when you kill someone, be it with magic or with a sword, there are always ways to figure out who did it… especially if you leave a psychic trail.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah, I guess I didn’t really… cover my… psychic tracks, but—Okay, so I ‘killed’ the tree guy, and that made you guys mad because he couldn’t help you with your whole… y’know… slavery thing anymore, but what’s that have to with you guys getting mad at your boss? How’s it his fault?” 
 
    The magic man took a deep breath, and considered his answer carefully before answering, “I am not ‘mad’ at the Archmage. Others are. Others, Magician and civilian alike, who… might be vulnerable to the swayings of certain political opponents to the Archmage’s glorious regime,” 
 
    “So… I’m an embarrassment.” 
 
    “Yes, exactly! Er… no offense.” 
 
    “But why? Why was he protecting me? And why do people care?” 
 
    “Well, no one but he knows the answer to the first question, and it’s not a question one who wants to live a long life should ever ask. As for the second…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Osian looked very reluctant to say, and no wonder, considering that what he said was, “You’re an abomination.” 
 
    Frotwoot blinked. He’d never been called that before, and was surprised at how much more confusing it was than offensive. “Wow. Okay. Cool.” 
 
    “You see, Magicka is a theocracy, which means—” 
 
    “I know what it means.” 
 
    “Yes, well, so you see, one of the core tenets of our faith—and thus, our government—is that the Magi are inherently superior to all other living creatures, which makes your ability, as an inferior creature, to do what we do—” 
 
    “And more,” Frotwoot chimed in, smirking and fluttering his wings. 
 
    “—Yes, well, let’s just say it makes some of the Magi—” 
 
    “The racist ones, you mean.” 
 
    “—Uncomfortable,” the magic man finished with a slight edge. 
 
    “Can’t you just tell people I’m dead?” 
 
    “Ha! What, and admit you exist? No no no. That’d never do. As of now, you’re little more than a conspiracy theory, leaked to the general public, no doubt, by some fool who felt ‘guilty’ about their part in the raid on Cottingley Glen. The only way to put your legend to rest—at least with those in the know—is with a body.” 
 
    Frotwoot’s head had started swimming, forcing him to retreat to the platform with the ring portals on it and sit down before he fell down. “So what, is your boss guy not protecting me anymore?” 
 
    “The Archmage believes you’re either lost in another dimension, or dead. I shudder to think what he’d do if he learned otherwise.” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head bemusedly, then his eyes went wide as a stray thought struck him like lightning (which, of course he now had some practical experience with), and he didn’t quite jump to his feet, but sat up straight enough that you’d think he was going to. “Wait, dude… what if he is still protecting me?” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    Now he jumped to his feet. “There’s this… there’s this voice, sometimes, that gives me magic words to say when I really need them. Like, pretty much just when I’m about to die.” 
 
    “That’s not—” 
 
    “And then! And then, when I fought the tree guy, I was able to make weapons with my mind, and tree guy said I shouldn’t be able to do that, since he wasn’t helping me to do that, so… like… I don’t know! What do you think? Was that him?” 
 
    “No,” Osian said firmly. 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    “Because he wouldn’t!” 
 
    Frotwoot tried to think of another to way phrase his next question, as it was identical to his last one, then gave up and just asked again, “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you’re a faerie. Because it would be a sin. To give magical access like that to an inferior being… no. No, I refuse to believe it. He wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Then who is?” asked Frotwoot, unconvinced that he was wrong but not positive enough that he was right to stop probing. “You said something about a raid, and someone feeling guilty about it… do you think maybe they—?” 
 
    “That’s much more likely, yes. Several of the Magicians involved renounced their rank and responsibility after that incident, and while the magic involved would be exhausting, all it would really take for a skilled mage to communicate something like that to you would be a lock of your hair. I wonder…” 
 
    “Wait, so what happened on this raid? Was it pretty bad?” 
 
    “To the faithless, perhaps,” Osian shrugged. “There was a ‘sanctuary’ for escaped slaves in a place on Earth called Cottingley Glen. It was very cleverly hidden, whoever’d set it up having established a strategic series of ring portal jumps to illegally exploit the time differential they sometimes cause and take the Seelie-born fugitives not only to it, but to a time in the past—” 
 
    “Wait wait wait: You guys can go back in time?” 
 
    “Of course. But we don’t, because it’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Can I time travel back to the time I left Earth?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know… because I’ve lost a lot of time there. Something about… time flowing differently, there.” 
 
    “Who told you that? Dryadia?” 
 
    “No. Some old lady.” 
 
    Osian looked momentarily confused by that answer, but didn’t pursue it beyond that moment. “That’s not the most precise explanation for the dimensional time differential, but I suppose it’ll do for as far as you need to understand it.” 
 
    “Yeah, right, so can I go back there?” 
 
    “No. It’s illegal and it’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Right, but what if it weren’t?” 
 
    “If it weren’t, I still wouldn’t tell you how!” 
 
    “Okay (jerk), can I stop the time from flowing, then, or—?” 
 
    “What a ridiculous question. Did you hear what you just asked me? Really? Did you really hear it?” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed. “All right, so… someone was underground railroading fairies and goblins stuff to a place in the past. Got it. But how’d you guys find them?” 
 
    “Well, if you’d believe it… they made their way into the history books.” 
 
    “What, really?” Frotwoot chuckled. “How?” 
 
    “Oh, some little Earth girls found them, played with them, asked if they could take pictures. We altered the pictures later to make them look like frauds, but we knew genuine Seelie people when we saw them.” 
 
    “Altered the—? What, with time travel? I thought you guys weren’t supposed to that!” 
 
    “Corrective chronomancy—or, ‘time travel’, as you say—is sometimes permitted at the discretion of the Archmage.“ 
 
    “Oh,” Frotwoot nodded sarcastically. “Well, that’s okay, then.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “If you say so. So, okay, you found ‘em, and… then what? What’d you guys do that was so bad?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    Frotwoot blinked several times as this tried his patience. “… Okay. What’d you guys do that the guys you think you’re better than do that was so bad?” 
 
    “We—“ Osian shifted uncomfortably, which was probably made all the more uncomfortable by the ropes and everything, then said, looking down at his shoes in a weird, angry sort of shame, “They killed everyone.” 
 
    Slightly detached horror replaced Frotwoot’s impatience. “What?” 
 
    “All of them. Men, women, children… all of them but you.” 
 
    “Me? What? Why?” 
 
    “No one knows,” Osian shrugged, meeting Frotwoot’s eyes again with just a bit less haughtiness than had been in them before. “No one but the Archmage, who ordered it. And perhaps those who died.” 
 
    Frotwoot plopped back down, and after a long, almost reverent moment of silence, clapped his knees like jaunty little drums and shot back up .“Okay. Well, you’ve given me a lot to think about, I will definitely not ever be going to church with you, and… well, now I guess I’ve got a quest to finish.” He drew his sword (to look more knightly) and pointed it at him. “Where’s the Pixie Dust?” 
 
    “The… Pixie Dust?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know… the drugs.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re here?!” 
 
    “A little bit, yeah. I mean, I also wanted to find a way home, and messing up your slave business and all is a bonus, but… yeah, that’s pretty much what started it.” Frotwoot casually started poking around behind the bookcases and paintings. “Is there, like, a hidden lab here, or—? Hey, can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Oh, have I had a choice this whole time?” Osian said snarkily. 
 
    “How’d you control the people who did the Pixie Dust to like, lead them to Blinn?” 
 
    “You figured that out?” 
 
    “Not all the way, obviously, but yeah, I guess. I know it has something to do with the amber, so—What the fie?!?!” 
 
    Osian chuckled with exaggerated heartiness as Frotwoot fell backward, having just moved a painting to reveal a window that showed nothing outside but crazy, psychedelic, LSD-like madness. “Surprised, are we? Not as clever as we thought we were?” 
 
    “Where are we?!?!” 
 
    “You’ve asked me three questions, now, without giving me a chance to answer them.” 
 
    “Start with this one!!!” 
 
    “We’re in a Magicians’ field office. They exist in the space between dimensions to help prevent infiltration; not that it did much good against you, I suppose…” 
 
    “Is that why there’s no doors out of here?” 
 
    “Obviously. The only thing holding us down to the floor right now are very powerful gravity enchantments. Go out there, you’ll float away forever.” 
 
    “Okay!” said Frotwoot, putting the painting back firmly where it was. “So, not going out there. Answer the drug/controlling question now. That one’s been bugging me.” 
 
    “And why has it been ‘bugging’ you?” 
 
    Frotwoot noticed a cockiness rising in the magic man’s voice that hadn’t been there before, and realized, as he looked at him curiously, that he was stalling for time. “I think it might be time for another pill.” 
 
    “What? No, don’t! Wait! No!” Osian protested, before realizing it might make more sense to keep his mouth shut. 
 
    “Dude, are you really gonna make me hold your nose until you open your mouth? Because I don’t want to, but I will. And I might not be too careful about the dose.” 
 
    Osian considered for a moment, then opened his mouth with a snarl to accept the koldiron. 
 
    “Okay. Cool. So…?” 
 
    “A group of us circled around the tree we took the amber flakes from, cut our hands to blend our blood with its own, and used tactile telepathy on it to send a signal to Blinn’s potential recruits.” 
 
    “A group of you?” 
 
    “It’s very difficult to send thoughts to multiple targets between dimensions through physical contact once removed, so yes, a group of us.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just have whoever was in the tree do it?” 
 
    “In… the tree?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know… like the tree g—The Dryad.” 
 
    Osian scoffed. “ ‘The Dryad’, as you call him, is the only such tree in Seelie I know of. He based his form on the naturally-occurring trees of Magicka, not the other bloody way around!” 
 
    “Okay dude, chill out! I don’t know stuff! Sooo, let me see if I got this: You put the amber in the drugs to make new Redcaps, and you put the drugs in Tirnanogue to weaken your future slaves’ minds, right?” 
 
    “… Where’d you get that idea?” 
 
    “Something you said earlier. About ‘resolve’.” 
 
    Osian sighed, clearly tired of this but just as clearly unable to get out of it. “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you gonna use it to start wars?” 
 
    “… I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “That’s what the tree guy did for you guys, right? Used the amber in the kings’ and queens’ crowns to keep Seelie in chaos, so no one would notice a bunch of missing people? This is like, your plan ‘B’ for that? Oh! Wait! You already did start a war, didn’t you? A gang war! How original!” 
 
    Osian looked both astounded and offended. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you’re not gonna be doing any more of that.” 
 
    “Oh no?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Or… no? Yes, no…? I don’t know, whatever means that what I said is what’s gonna happen next is gonna happen! Where do the drugs come from?” 
 
    Osian smiled and shook his head. “Feed me all the koldiron you want, I will never tell you that.” 
 
    Frotwoot narrowed his eyes into the magic man’s and could see, without a doubt, that he meant it. “Please?” 
 
    Osian laughed. “No.” 
 
    Frotwoot smiled wanly and nodded, looking around—like he always did—for an idea. There were a bunch of spellbooks over there on the bookcases he could probably use, but there were so many to go through, and probably not enough koldiron left to keep his prisoner docile while he did. It made him wish he could just Google something, which, in turn, made him look at the computer behind the magic man, which, finally, gave him the idea he’d been looking for. “Excuse me,” he said, sending the chair rolling with a sideways kick of his foot and kneeling to turn the computer on. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” said Frotwoot, watching in fascination as the lettered keys lit up with amber light and the screen went from black to a cluttered, bizarre-looking desktop design that just screamed magic. “Is one of these the internet?” 
 
    “… No, seriously, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Never mind, I found it,” said Frotwoot, having clicked an icon that said “Wizard’s Wide Web” and gotten a home screen that looked very much like a search engine. “Okay, so now what should I search…?” 
 
    “The answer won’t be in there.” 
 
    “Aw, nuts. Hey, you know what I think might be though?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A truth spell.” Following Osian’s reflexive gaze to the platform with the ring portals, Frotwoot smirked and said, “Oh no, dude, don’t go looking there for help. I messed up the circles a little while you were asleep so nobody else would come beaming in.” 
 
    “No, don’t—!” The magic man struggled mightily against his bonds as Frotwoot started typing. “There’s no such thing as a truth spell!” 
 
    “Man, look at all these pop-ups,” Frotwoot ignored him as the results loaded. “You guys need to put, like, a parental lock or a firewall on this thing.” 
 
    “Please, don’t—I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.” 
 
    “Like I’ll believe you?” Frotwoot clicked on the first non-ad that showed up, and was greeted with what looked like a dictionary page but with a magic word on it. “Ready?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Sorry, then,” lied Frotwoot standing up, pointing his hands, and—glancing over his shoulder at the magic word to make sure he got it right—casting the truth spell. 
 
    “Argh! No! Urk!” Osian protested as a beam of pure light from Frotwoot’s fingers washed over him, but there was no getting away, and as soon as the light faded he blurted, his face red and his veins popping out of his neck and his temples, “I lied by omission about slowing down the flow of time! That’s what those charts over there by the ring portals are for, countering the dimensional time differential!” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Well thanks, liar, I’ll—” 
 
    “I also lied to my girlfriend before I came here about where I was going, because I don’t want her to know that Blinn and I are secretly engaged in a forbidden romance!” 
 
    “Uh—” 
 
    “Except we’re not! I’m just lying to myself about her feelings for me because I find her irresistibly attractive and it makes me feel less pathetic and guilty to think those feelings are reciprocated!” 
 
    “Yikes.” 
 
    And so it went for the next hour or so, Osian compulsively reciting to Frotwoot every lie he’d ever told until he’d reached the very first one, “… And then my mummy asked me if I liked chocolate and I said ‘no’ even though I did because it was more fun to say ‘no’ than ‘yes’!” 
 
    Frotwoot waited for a second, just to make sure it was over, then said, “I actually am sorry about that, now.” 
 
    “I’ll never forgive you.” 
 
    “I believe it. Okay, so… crap, what’d I even wanna ask? Oh yeah: How do I ‘cut off the flow of Pixie Dust to the streets’, or whatever?” 
 
    Osian strained against his instincts, but ultimately lost and said, “The Pixie Dust is delivered from a lab on Magicka through the ring portal opposite the one I came in through! As sending and receiving ring portals have to have exactly-matching runes to function with any accuracy, if I were you, I would sabotage the ring portal we have here and then also sabotage the one I came in through, as those are the only ones still connected to Tirnanogue and replacing them would take about half a year, if we’re lucky! GAH!!!” 
 
    Frotwoot looked at the ring portals from where he was sitting on the floor. “That… sounds easy. And, like, you’re sure? There’s really no other ring portals to Tirnanogue?” 
 
    “No! None!” 
 
    “Sooo… wouldn’t my taking them out kinda’ like… pretty much… end slavery?” 
 
    “Er… this specific kind of slavery, yes! But only from this city! And only for half a year! And it wouldn’t free any existing slaves we have, so there’s (urgh!) that!” 
 
    “Hey, good enough for me!” Frotwoot shrugged, smiling crookedly at this unexpected little victory. “Slavery sucks. Won’t you be stuck here, though?” 
 
    “Yes! Though if you leave the computer intact and I somehow work my way free I should be able to contact my coven and help them re-establish the portals here in a matter of hours, not months! No!!! No!!! Why did I say that?!?!” 
 
    Smiling apologetically, Frotwoot stood up, drew his sword, and ran it through the top of the computer, careful to avoid any active amber so it wouldn’t blow up. “Think you can you fix that?” 
 
    “Urgh… no!!! But you should cut the keyboard in half to be sure!” 
 
    Frotwoot did as he was told, leaving Osian whimpering and kicking at the air, then said, “Awesome. No, I think I’m just gonna take the ring portals with me. I was going to anyway, since that book says I can use old ones to make a new one home, but if it screws you guys up that’s even better, right?” 
 
    “Right! At least from your perspective! From my perspective it’s still very wrong!” 
 
    “Good. Now, is there some kind of, like… ‘carrying a bunch of awkward heavy stuff’ spell I can use, or—?” 
 
    “There is, but it’d be easier to just use the enchanted knapsack in the drawer under the bunk bed!” 
 
    “ ‘Enchanted knapsack’?” muttered Frotwoot, crouching down to pull out the drawer and dig through Blinn’s unfolded clothes and underwear until he found what appeared to be a children’s “Changeling: The Animated Series” backpack. “Is this it?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Why’s it look like this?” 
 
    “Blinn loves the Changeling franchise!” 
 
    “You know, you can probably stop fighting telling the truth now. It looks like it hurts.” 
 
    “I’ll never stop! My faith is my everything and my honor is my faith!” 
 
    “Wow,” said Frotwoot, taken aback. This guy really did think he was the good guy, didn’t he? He definitely wasn’t, but still. “All right, so how’s this thing work? I mean, like… how’s it enchanted?” 
 
    “It’s enchanted to hold more than it appears to be able to! Put something in, you can’t even feel its weight, but reach in thinking about it, and out it’ll come!” 
 
    “So it’ll hold all those magic rocks over there?” 
 
    “Easily!” 
 
    Not wanting him to have a heart attack, Frotwoot decided he wouldn’t ask him any more questions and instead went to quietly pack up the two other ring portals, the magic of the knapsack (which, when opened, only seemed to contain dazzling amber light) doing exactly what he’d been told it would. But, when he was about halfway through, a question came to mind that he couldn’t help but ask: “Are you really okay with enslaving people?” 
 
    “Nnnh—Urk—No! Not really! But I have to be, don’t I?! I have to be.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because my faith is my everything and my—!” 
 
    “Honor is your faith, right. Well, dude… I’m sorry you feel that way. Because once you get out of those ropes you’re not gonna have anywhere to go but Seelie, and if you spend enough time around the people there I think you’re gonna realize that they are just people, and you’re gonna feel really bad about what you’ve been doing to them.” 
 
    “That’s—!” Osian began, then, no longer fighting, lowered his eyes darkly to the floor and said, “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    Smiling sympathetically, Frotwoot finished packing the last stone of the last ring portal he was taking with him, pulled the charts down off the wall to stuff them in after it, and nudged the misplaced stone of the ring portal he was standing in back into place to activate it. Then, waving goodbye to the conflicted, on-the-verge-of-weeping magic man in front of him, he disappeared into the bubbling amber light with an admittedly not very sympathetic, but somehow impossible to resist, “Boo-yah, witches! Slavery=Ended!” 
 
    When the light and the stomach sickness faded, Frotwoot looked around to find himself in the very dungeon he’d left, which—if it weren’t for the lightning hole in his shirt and the backpack on his shoulder—almost could have made him think he’d just hallucinated that whole thing. Since he knew he hadn’t, though, he was feeling pretty good, and was all smiles as he climbed out of the ruins of the castle… at which point he became all confused frowns at the sight of what was waiting for him on the streets above. 
 
    Snow. Lots and lots of snow. 
 
    “What the fie?” Looking around so fast he spun in a complete 360, Frotwoot considered asking the passing citizens on foot, cart, and horseback (because it was daytime, too) what was going on, then decided instead to keep to himself and look for a newspaper. As this was Orc territory, it took a while to find one of those automatic newspaper dispensers that hadn’t been broken into and emptied, but when he did he hurriedly broke into it (… okay, so maybe it wasn’t just the Orcs who were the problem) and held out the latest edition of Seelie Today to see that the date at the top was not the date he’d thought it would be, but one about six and a half weeks later. 
 
    Apparently, time flowed differently here, too… 
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    Frotwoot came to a landing in front of the Order of the Gecko’s tower in such a hurry that he almost literally went flying through the door, but, fast as he was going, he was still able to skid to a halt and double back pretty quickly when he saw what was hanging on the wall in the lobby inside. 
 
    “‘In Memory Of His—‘?!” he read under his breath, omitting the final word, “Sacrifice”, as he was suddenly too busy being simultaneously flattered and horrified at seeing his own name and portrait placed above that word on a wooden, over-sized, gold-plated, shield-shaped plaque. “They think I’m dead?!?!” 
 
    Whirling around in every direction to make sure no one was looking at him like he was a ghost (and feeling weirdly disappointed that no one was), he turned back to the plaque for a moment to shake his head at it before continuing his previous, only briefly delayed course to the tower’s front desk. 
 
    “Hey, Meg,” he greeted Dame Megainn, because—even though it was her job—greeting people first was something she almost never did. “It’s me. Frotwoot. Crossley. I’m, uh… not dead.” 
 
    “Oh, well good for you, dear!” she replied without looking up, engaged as she was in clipping coupons. She did unlock the turnstile for him, though, confirming that she at least knew he was a knight, now, so (after leaning down and forward with both hands on the desk to stare at her in blank-faced disbelief for a moment) he took what he could get with a heavy sigh and went into the bullpen, where he was immediately (and painfully) side-tackled by Roebin. 
 
    “Frotwoot!!!” the phooka cried with joy, hugging Frotwoot tight even as he struggled to at least get his arms loose. “You’re alive!!! Thania!!! Oberon!!! Come look!!! Frotwoot’s alive!!!” 
 
    More than just Frotwoot’s friends came running at this, of course, and by the time both he and Roebin were back on their feet a small, incredulous crowd of knights and squires had gathered around them, talking and gossiping amongst themselves about the apparent resurrection that had taken place. Thania pushed her way to the front of the crowd, allowing Oberon to follow in her wake, and as soon as Oberon saw Frotwoot for himself he rolled his eyes and said, “Great. I’m back to being ‘Oberon’ again.” 
 
    “So? How’d you fake it?” Thania demanded briskly, balling her hands up into fists and putting them on her hips. 
 
    “Fake… what?” 
 
    “Your death, you idiot.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. I, uh… is Pix here? Golly? Rocky?” 
 
    “Why? Did they all get to be in on it? Did they not actually have to mourn? Do you have any idea how hideous the dresses they make you wear to funerals are???” 
 
    “None of those people are here,” a very unexpected voice cut through the din, silencing it and parting the crowd to reveal its just-as-unexpected source striding imperiously forward. “And neither should you be.” 
 
    “Sir Feeorin?” said Frotwoot, furrowing his brow and looking the captain of the Snowflakes up and down. “Dude… why are you dressed like a Gecko?” 
 
    “Because I am a Gecko,” Feeorin replied, looking slightly nauseated about it. “Temporarily, at least. Sir Golroc, you see, is on leave, and so we other captains are taking turns filling in for him until he returns.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yes. And now, as acting captain of the Knightly Order of the Gecko, I hereby place you under arrest for dereliction of duty, fraud, the wasting of knightly time and resources—” 
 
    “Feeorin!” another, equally unexpected but much more welcome voice cut him off from the front desk, prompting everyone who wasn’t already looking in its direction to spin and face it as Queen Mab came through the turnstile. “Stop. I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    “But—! But Mab, he—!” Feeorin sputtered, floundering under her glare. Then, red-faced and furious, he spun on his heel, shoved the nearest knight at hand “out of his way”, and went storming off back to “his” (i.e. Golroc’s) office. 
 
    “Sir Frotwoot? Come with me,” Mab said curtly, walking past him without looking at him. Frotwoot glanced at his friends, trying to decide by their expressions whether he should run for his life or not, but all he got from them was another quick hug from Roebin, a pouty scowl from Thania, and the usual, disinterested stare he always got from Oberon. 
 
    “Hey look, Mab, I can explain,” he called after her nervously, but she didn’t stop; she just kept going, and beckoned for him to follow. Taking one last look around for insight as to what he was heading into and, once again, finding none, Frotwoot sighed and went after her. 
 
    When they got to Golroc’s office—because, apparently, that’s where they were going—Mab only did the bare minimum of a courtesy knock on the glass before going in, surprising Feeorin in the middle of an angry phone call that almost certainly had something to do with her. She stood halfway in the doorway for a second, silent but expectant, and when Feeorin figured out what she was hinting at he slammed the phone down with a “Come on!” and stormed out of the office with even less dignity than that with which he’d stormed in (which wasn’t easy). 
 
    “You’re gonna turn that guy into a supervillain, you know,” Frotwoot joked as he walked past Mab’s outstretched arm to obediently take the seat in front of the desk she was stretching it at. 
 
    She didn’t respond, just closed the door behind her and moved to sit directly in front of him—that is, directly in front of him on the desk, not behind it—but, after staring him down from that very close, very intimidating position for a while, she finally—almost mercifully—did say, “Where have you been?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Don’t lie. Do not lie to me, Frotwoot. I can tell that’s what you’re about to do, and as much as I like you, and as much as I owe you for saving my life, I would not recommend being anything less than honest with me right now.” 
 
    Frotwoot looked at the floor, not sure what to do. She was right, of course; he had been about to lie to her, even though he didn’t want to, because he didn’t think she’d believe what he had to say. And with his phone gone, how was he supposed to prove to her that she should believe it? Was there something else, he wondered, that he could—? 
 
    The enchanted knapsack. It was still on his back. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll tell you the truth,” he said, sitting up straight and looking her steadily in the eye. “I want to. You’re like, my favorite queen ever, and you’re awesome, and you deserve to know. But first, just… look at this.” Swinging the childish-looking backpack around to where he could reach it, he unzipped the main pocket and held it open to show her the endless-looking glow of amber light that, before, he’d seen emanating from within, and that would surely prove that what he had to say was true before he said it. What he ended up showing her, though, was a “The Changeling”-branded thermos, matching lunchbox, and what appeared to be a sheet of crumpled-up homework. “What the—?!” he said, closing and reopening it a few times, in case the magic was “glitched”, or something, before giving up and saying, “All right, never mind. I can’t tell you the truth.” 
 
    Mab blinked and held out her hands incredulously. “… What?! What the fie was that?!” 
 
    “It was supposed to do something else.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “It was supposed to—” Frotwoot began, then shook his head and gave up with a sigh to say. “I don’t know how to tell you without it sounding crazy.” 
 
    “It’s sounding pretty crazy already.” 
 
    “I know! Look, is Golly around? I already went through this whole thing with her; maybe she can help me explain.” 
 
    Mab furrowed her brow and clasped her hands together in front of her to lean forward. “You… don’t know?” 
 
    “No. Maybe. Know what?” 
 
    “Your girlfriend, Golly, had a nervous breakdown after you disappeared. She didn’t believe you were dead.” 
 
    “Yeah, and she was right,” said Frotwoot, gripping the arms of his chair with worry. “So where is she? Is she okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She didn’t seem too okay, when she told me, Pix, and Rocky where she thought you went.” 
 
    “… Where did she say?” 
 
    “Earth.” Mab had said the word like it was ridiculous, but then, when she saw Frotwoot’s reaction to it, she cocked her head in confused curiosity at whatever was going on in his expression to give his inner thoughts away. “Do you… know why she would think that?” 
 
    Swirling images in Frotwoot’s mind of a pseudo-medieval loony bin kept him from answering, and then did double duty by prompting him to ask, with notes of rising urgency, “What happened to her? Where is she?” 
 
    “She’s with her family in Goblo, Rocky and… her mother (I can never remember that woman’s name) thought it might help if they got Golly away from the city for a while. She kept talking about how she was sure you’d come back, that you’d never just leave her, and even though she didn’t go into details about it with most people (just me, Rocky, and Pix), it was still starting to make people ‘wonder’—which, as you probably know, is just a nice of saying that it was starting to make people spread a lot of nasty gossip and rumors about her. And you. And… a possible baby.” 
 
    “Oh, geez. I’ll bet her mom hated that…” 
 
    “Yep. She did. And so did I, because Golly deserves better than that, so if you don’t start explaining to me where it was you went—” 
 
    “You won’t believe it.” 
 
    “Why? You don’t think I’m as easy to fool as a sixteen year old girl?” 
 
    “No! I mean… yeah, you’re probably not, but—Look, can I talk to her? Just tell her I’m okay?” 
 
    “No, Sir Frotwoot, you cannot. Because right now, you’re talking to me, your queen, and you still haven’t answered any of my questions. When we’re done? Maybe. We’ll see how it goes. But nothing—and I mean nothing—else is happening until you tell me where it is you’ve been. So? Where were you?” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed. How was he going to get out of this? Was he really just going to have to lie? He didn’t want to, and he didn’t even know if he could come up with a lie without a little more preparation time, but—What else was there for him to do? 
 
    Just one thing, really. 
 
    “Fie!!!” he cursed a second or two later, tossing the enchanted knapsack aside after having just frantically zipped and unzipped it about a dozen mores times only for it to utterly fail—once again—to do anything even remotely magical-looking. “Okay, lock me up.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I’m not gonna lie to you, and you pretty much, like, already confirmed you wouldn’t believe the truth, so go ahead: Arrest me. That’s really all you can do, right? Just let me call Pix first. Or, y’know, his parents.” 
 
    At that, Mab got the strangest look on her face. “Why would you want to call Pix?” 
 
    “So he can help me get out of this.” 
 
    “Why would you think Pix would be able to—?” Suddenly, her eyes lit up with what seemed to be an idea, and something… eager, almost desperate took over her other features as she grabbed Frotwoot’s arm and said, “Wait, is that what’s going on here? Are you—are you three still working the glamour?” 
 
    “Um… what?” 
 
    “You are, aren’t you?” Mab laughed, as if Frotwoot had answered in the affirmative rather than in the confused and inquisitive. “Oh my tree, why didn’t he just tell me?! Why didn’t Rocky? Does Rocky know? And why would you think I wouldn’t believe it?” 
 
    “Uh…” Frotwoot wasn’t sure what to say, but since Mab seemed to think his not saying anything was saying something it didn’t seem to matter, either. 
 
    “No no, wait, don’t tell me; I want to figure it out,” she said, smiling warmly at him the way she usually did as she slid off the desk to start pacing around the room and deducing aloud. “You weren’t making any progress on the Pixie Dust quest. The reports show that. So, to shake things up, you faked your death, and Pix was able to unsuspiciously take your place in the gang by claiming to want revenge on the Redcaps for your murder. 
 
    “Golly, meanwhile,” she went on, pivoting on one foot at just the right time to not notice Frotwoot’s look of horror, “pretended to lose her mind over it so it would seem more ‘real’ to anyone watching her for a reaction, and Pix didn’t tell me what was going on because he knows I can’t act. Shortly after all this happened, of course, the Pixie Dust disappeared, which means that, well… I don’t know, something Pix did must’ve worked; but now he’s sticking around anyway to help the Pixies take down the Redcaps before he comes back to the knighthood… which he must be close to, because now you’re back, clueless about what was going on with Golly because… because… oh! Because they didn’t come up with that part of the plan until you were already in hiding, and—” She stopped to think for a second. “I still don’t understand the backpack thing. I don’t know, maybe you were trying to be funny? Was that it?” 
 
    Frotwoot started to shrug, but didn’t even finish the action before Mab took it as an answer and started off again. 
 
    “All right, and so then you came here, probably not knowing that I had every knight in the city under orders to contact me immediately if anything new about your murder investigation came up. And then, once you were here, you panicked, because you were expecting to find Rocky (who was in on it) and not me (who you were specifically told not to let in on it) which led you to ask for Pix (who’s a fugitive, but who you knew to still secretly be working for the good guys), thereby tipping your hand and giving the whole thing away!” Grinning breathlessly, Mab plopped down in Rocky’s chair and leaned back with her hands on the armrests and her legs crossed in front of her. “Did I miss anything?” 
 
    “… Uh, nope,” said Frotwoot, smiling weakly. “I think you pretty much covered it.” 
 
    “Oh, good. I haven’t had to do much detective work since I started climbing the Elven ladder, and I was afraid I might’ve gotten a little rusty.” 
 
    Frotwoot shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Nah, you’re good.” 
 
    “Haha, good! Good. Sooo… now that we’ve got all that out of the way: Why are you here? What were you going to tell Rocky?” 
 
    Frotwoot thought of the perfect lie so fast it that he might’ve found it impressive if he didn’t find it so repulsive, but… could he tell it? “Maybe I should just tell Rocky,” he copped out of finding out one way or another by lying by omission instead and standing to go. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, I mean… no offense, but if Pix thinks you’re a bad actor, then—” 
 
    “I’m not that bad.” 
 
    “I saw your State of the Kingdom address.” 
 
    “Okay, yeah, I guess I am pretty bad,” Mab laughed, standing herself to walk him out. “You try sounding unbiased when you’re talking about the Order of the Snowflake, though!” 
 
    “I could probably do better than you. You sounded like you were being sarcastic.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, I mean… I had to say we were happy to have Sir Feeorin back as a captain. No one was happy about that.” 
 
    “You got through the names of all the other Elves fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “You rolled your eyes.” 
 
    “Okay, okay! So being Rocky’s squire and having him as my captain for most of my career must’ve rubbed off on me! I’ll do better next year!” Smiling that warm smile of hers at him, Mab opened and held the door for him to let him go out first back into the bullpen. “It was great to see you, Frotwoot. Especially alive. I don’t know what the plan is from here, but if you need anything, just call. And, um…” She lowered her voice and half-blushed, the latter because she was embarrassed, for some reason, and the former because people were watching them now. “If you can get Pix to come talk to me, I’d… well, I really miss him, so…” 
 
    This was it, Frotwoot knew. All he had to do was smile, nod, go find a quiet corner somewhere in town to rig up a ring portal back to Earth, and he’d never have to worry about any of this stuff again. He’d have gotten away, free and clear. And all he had to do was lie. Not even lie, really; just let Mab go on believing in something that wasn’t true. He could do that, right? He was doing it right now. All he had to do was— 
 
    “Mab,” he said with a sigh, taking the door from her and re-closing it, firmly, and with great finality, in front of them. “I said I wasn’t gonna lie to you, and I meant it. So here’s the truth: Golly was right.” 
 
    Mab not only didn’t respond to that right away, she didn’t even react; it was like she’d been frozen in time. Then, quietly and intensely, she said, “How could she be right?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know. She just is. Or, I mean, she kind of is. Like, I was trying to get to Earth, but I didn’t, I went somewhere else.” 
 
    “… ‘Somewhere else’.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was like a (what’d he call it?) a ‘magicians’ field office’. ‘Cause see, there’s these guys… I call them ‘magic men’ because that’s what a, uh… I guess she’s a ‘friend’ of mine calls them, and they’ve been secretly taking slaves from Seelie for years, except they’re not anymore, because I stopped them, and that’s why Blinn (that’s the leader of the Redcaps) is trying to kill me, because they told her to—not because I stopped them, I just did that, but because I messed them up a little by the killing The Dryad, who I know you probably worship and everything, but I’m sorry he’s not really a god, he’s just some kind of wizard, and I don’t know that he’s actually dead, but he’s not talking to me anymore, so—” 
 
    “Okay, stop!” Mab stopped him, holding up her hands in case the words weren’t enough. She stared at him for what felt like forever after that, looking utterly bewildered, then shook her head, looked away, and said, “You need to leave the city.” 
 
    “I—What?” 
 
    “I said you need to leave Tirnanogue. Tonight, if you can. And you definitely need to leave this tower, preferably without speaking to anyone on the way out.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded slowly, disappointed but unsurprised. “You don’t believe me.” 
 
    “No, I do. Sort of. Honestly, I don’t know what I believe, I just know that I trust you, now more than ever. I mean… you told me the truth—or at least what you thought was the truth—even when you had nothing to gain from it and everything to lose. And I trust Golly, and Golly trusted you, so…” 
 
    “So you’re running me out of town?” 
 
    “Yes! I am! I have to! Do you think Feeorin will believe you? The other captains? The newscasters? The late night talk show hosts? The people of the Seelie Court? They don’t even know you. I know you, and right now I’m debating with myself on whether or not you’re actually just crazy. With them, it won’t be a debate.” 
 
    “So… you’re making me leave… to protect me.” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Couldn’t I just… not say anything to anyone?” 
 
    “No. You’re a knight who’s been absent and presumed dead for weeks. A report on your whereabouts has to be made, and it has to be filed, and every captain has to have access to that file, and I can’t—!” She shook her head in frustration, tears welling up in her eyes, and suddenly Frotwoot realized why he’d kept who he was and where he was from a secret for so long. “I already lost Pix. I can’t see what’s going to happen to him happen to you, too.” 
 
    “… What’s gonna happen to Pix?” 
 
    Mab didn’t answer, but it was obvious from the darkness in the sideways glance she gave him that it was nothing good. 
 
    “Okay, wait, maybe there’s still a way out of this—” 
 
    “There was. I gave it to you a few minutes ago. But then you said it wasn’t true, so now…” She sighed raggedly, burying her face in her hands for a moment, then she drew herself up, turned to hug him tight, and kissed him on the cheek before letting him go again to open the office door and say, “Goodbye, Sir Frotwoot. You will always—and forever—be my hero.” 
 
    Frotwoot started to object, to try to convince her that there had to be another another way, but in the end he knew she was right. And so, with a sad, trembling little smile that he had to fight his lips to even make in the first place, he turned around and left the tower, possibly never to return. 
 
    … But then, as he stood out alone on the snow-covered street, going over everything in his mind and watching the horses and carriages go by, he suddenly realized that he might not actually have anywhere else to go, and fumbled the enchanted knapsack around in front of him to unzip it in a mad, desperate panic. An indescribable sense of relief washed over him at the same time as the magical amber light that came out of it, and comprehension soon followed as the light faded away whenever anyone looked at him only to immediately return when they (and everyone else) looked away. “Ohhh.” 
 
    Zipping the knapsack up and throwing it back over his shoulder, Frotwoot returned to staring thoughtfully off into traffic as he started off away from the tower, wondering what he was going to do. Obviously, he knew, if he couldn’t stay here then it made the most sense for him right now to go home, but… what about Pixley? What about Golly? What about Roebin, and Thania, and Rocky, and—yes, even Oberon? He couldn’t just leave them all behind, not knowing where he’d went, not knowing who he really was. But how could he not? There was too much out of his control now, too much that— 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” a familiar voice said from the shadows of the first alley Frotwoot passed (or, technically, in this case, attempted to pass) as an equally familiar pair of arms reached out to grab him by the knapsack and slam him against the wall. “Where’re you going, Elf?” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t even have to look to know who’d just grabbed him. It was Rumo. And the one who’d done the talking was Puck. 
 
    And the one holding the crossbow to his head was Shaylee. 
 
    “Oh, uh… hey, guys.” 
 
    “That’s all you’ve got to say?!” snarled Rumo, grabbing him by the shirt, now, and getting in his face. 
 
    “Well yeah, I mean… sort of. It seemed like kind of the safe option. Is there something you guys wanted to talk about, or—?” 
 
    “Not funny,” said Puck, and as he did Rumo punched Frotwoot in the face. “And even if it was, you don’t get to be funny right now.” 
 
    Tasting blood, Frotwoot did his defiant best to not let any drip out of his mouth as he shot back, “What do you want me to be?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know… sorry, maybe?” Puck suggested incredulously. “We took you in. We made you one of us. We trusted you.” 
 
    “What?! You didn’t trust me! You were, like, constantly trying to catch me!” 
 
    “Only at first. Or… didn’t you notice that the tests stopped? That I made you my right hand man? That I relied on you, that I respected you, and your opinion, more than I ever did Rumo’s?” 
 
    “Hey!” said Rumo. 
 
    “I always trusted you,” Shaylee added from out of the blue, a cold, angry hurt in her voice that made Frotwoot’s stomach twist with guilt. Suddenly, somehow, he wasn’t feeling so defiant anymore. 
 
    “… Okay,” he nodded slowly, tearing his eyes away from Shaylee’s after a moment or so of thoughtful silence had passed between them to include Rumo and Puck in the thoughtful looks. “You’re right. I lied to you. I was a bad friend. But… I only did it because I thought I had to. And because I didn’t know you. But, now that I do, I—” 
 
    “Oh wait, no, don’t tell me, let me guess,” Puck cut in, rolling his eyes. “You’d ‘take it all back’, if you could?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “ ‘No’?!” all three of the Pixies said in unison. 
 
    “Yeah, no. I wouldn’t. I mean… we did some good together, right? And we had lots of fun. And, and, if I took it all back, I never would’ve found out how much I actually liked you guys! I’d never know that you’re so much more than what the world thinks you are, and—!” he looked at the ground as he paused to collect his thoughts, which were coming at him so fast they were almost as new and revelatory to him as they were to them, then looked back up to say, in a slightly choked up voice, “And, if I hadn’t lied, I’d never have found out how much I don’t want to lie anymore. I really don’t. Even if it hurts me. Even if it stops me from getting home. I’m done lying. I’m done treating people like… like objects I can manipulate, just because it’s easier, just because this world doesn’t feel as ‘real’ to me. It’s not who I am. It never was. Or… at least, I don’t want it to be. So… yeah.” 
 
    Puck, Rumo, and Shaylee exchanged a variety of bewildered looks. Whatever they’d been expecting when they’d planned this ambush, Frotwoot thought, it probably hadn’t included that. 
 
    “Well, um…” said Puck, furrowing his brow and blinking at Frotwoot as if he couldn’t believe he existed. “I’m glad we be such a good learning experience for you, but, we really just came here to say that, uh… whatever you’re planning—you know, now that you’re back from the fake dead—it better not have anything to do with Pix.” 
 
    “We didn’t just come here to say that!” Rumo objected. “You said we were gonna make an example out of him! Kill him, maybe! Or break his arms and legs!” 
 
    “Yeah, I did. But that was before he moved me with his unsolicited emotional outburst. Did you guys still wanna do that?” He looked to Shaylee, who shook her head “no” and lowered her crossbow, then to Rumo, who shrugged kind of poutily as if to say, “I guess not,” then back to Frotwoot to smile wide and say, “Good! So, if we’re done here—” 
 
    “Wait,” said Frotwoot, brushing Rumo’s hands off of him and stepping forward. “I wanna talk to Pix.” 
 
    “Did you… not hear what I just said? Did the implied threat escape you?” 
 
    “I’ve gotta tell him where I went, though! I’ve gotta tell I’m alive!” 
 
    “Yeah, no, see, that’s kinda’ what we wanna avoid,” Puck pointed out, casually drawing his dagger to start not-so-subtly playing with it as he did. “If he knows you’re alive, he’s not gonna want to avenge you anymore. He might even regret giving up his knighthood and leave the Pixies. And if he does that, well, fie… I don’t know about these guys, but I’m gonna be pre-tty sad. Pixley Widgeon is my best friend, Elf. He always has been, even when he wasn’t. And now that I’ve got him back, well…” Puck laughed ruefully, then, in a flash, had Frotwoot pushed back against the wall with the edge of his blade to his throat. “Let’s just say I would happily kill to never have to lose him again.” 
 
    Frotwoot said nothing; did nothing; just watched warily as Puck flew back to where he’d started from and sheathed his knife. 
 
    “Go back to your knights, Elf,” said Puck, in a tone one might have mistaken for friendly if one hadn’t been paying even a little bit of attention. “Go back to your pretty green girlfriend. Get a transfer out of town, stay out of the news, and never, ever come back to Pixie Land. Because if you do… well, I don’t need to repeat it, do I?” Flashing him a big, just-as-easy-to-mistake-as-friendly grin, Puck went zipping casually out of the alley, followed closely by Rumo, a little less closely by Shaylee, and leaving Frotwoot feeling more lost and alone in “fairyland” than he’d ever felt before. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Naturally, Frotwoot’s first instinct (after feeling sorry for himself for a while) had been to figure out how to get in touch with Golly, and maybe (hopefully) even find out how to get to her, but then he remembered that he was kind of, sort of, technically a fugitive, and decided he’d rather not get her involved in all that. His second instinct (after feeling sorry for himself a little more) was to find something to eat, which he did, at his favorite dragon burger stand, and then his third instinct was to find a quiet place to get to work on his ring portal back to Earth. After comparison shopping over the phone at a number of inns, motels, hotels, and even hostels, he realized he shouldn’t have bought that dragon burger and spent some time wandering the streets (once again, of course, feeling sorry for himself) until finally he hit upon the somewhat silly, fairly desperate idea to go see if his old apartment had been rented yet. The eviction notice, still on the door, told him that no, it hadn’t, and so—looping around outside to the fire escape—he pried the window open with his sword and went tumbling awkwardly inside. 
 
    “Hello?” he called out once he’d gotten back up, quickly searching every room of the small and, thankfully, quick-to-search apartment just in case. “Okay! Awesome,” he said, having found no (other) squatters living there, and—in a turn that was also awesome—having found that the landlord hadn’t moved any of his stuff. “Now I just gotta go home, get some proof, come back, and—Yeah. Yeah, cool. I can do this.” Cracking his knuckles to pump himself up, he took off the knapsack and immediately got to work, turning on the TV and lining up some Green Lady sodas for easy access as he did. Half a weekend movie and a six pack later he was starting to make some real progress in understanding what he needed to do, at least, but the book for dummies he’d taken kept referencing a spell to “rearrange the amber” that it also, for some reason, didn’t include. Going over the charts for “time differential compensation” didn’t tell him much more, although it did, he found, kind of clear up his question about how Pixies could be such a new concept here while being such an old concept on Earth, as the Seelie dimension was noted to “exist on the same vibratory plane as Earth creatures’ imagination”, which apparently caused some of Seelie’s events, at times, to “bleed over into the collective psyche of Earth creatures both past and present”. But he couldn’t really care less about that, even if it meant he might one day be a character in some “Earth creature’s” story. All he cared about right now was getting home, and until he found that spell, it looked like he couldn’t. 
 
    “… Wait,” he muttered, taking his hands off his eyes and looking thoughtfully up at the ceiling from where he’d been slumped defeatedly on the couch for the past several minutes. “Why don’t I just—?” 
 
    Sitting up and doing his best to clear his mind, Frotwoot put his fingers to his temples like some kind of phony psychic, closed his eyes again, and said, “Okay… whoever’s out there… whoever’s been helping me… I need that spell. Please.” 
 
    Other than the TV, everything was silent. 
 
    “Well, fie,” he said, sitting back to resume his defeated position only to sit right back up, in alarm, as someone knocked on his door. 
 
    “Frotwoot?” said someone who sounded just like Maeve, knocking again as she did. “Frotwoot, are you in there? I saw the light on, and I thought maybe you were—” She stopped short as Frotwoot flung open the door, and looked up at him in wide-eyed, goofy-smiled relief as he pulled her inside. “Oh, thank the tree, it is you!” 
 
    He grudgingly let her hug him, figuring he’d frozen her out long enough, then pushed/held her out at arm’s length to say, “Hey. So, uh… what’re you doing here?” 
 
    “Oh, Frotwoot!” Maeve cried dramatically, covered her mouth and taking a few steps away from him like she was on a stage. “I’m so sorry about everything I’ve done! You were my first love, true, but you were also my first friend, and I should never have put my own selfish feelings ahead of yours!” She covered her eyes, now, and started sobbing for a second, then, “When I thought you’d died, I—I realized that having you in my life was so important to me, no matter how you’re in it! I won’t lie and say I don’t still love you, and that I wouldn’t take you back and marry you the instant you asked, but if I can’t have that then I need to know that I can always, at the very least, be your friend.” 
 
    “Oh. Um…” 
 
    “Please, Frotwoot! Please say we can be friends!” 
 
    “Of course we can be friends,” Frotwoot assured her, holding out his arms a lot less grudgingly, now, to invite her in for another hug. This one lasted quite a bit longer, and made the front of his shirt very wet, but when they separated Frotwoot felt a lot less lost, and a lot less alone. “You’re gonna have to apologize to Golly, though.” 
 
    “I know,” Maeve nodded emphatically. “Does… she know you’re alive, too, or—?” Suddenly, for the first time since she’d entered, she seemed to notice the ring portal laid out in the space in the middle of the room that was usually occupied by the coffee table. “Wait, is that—?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh, Frotwoot! Oh my gosh!” she squealed, grabbing him by the hands and jumping up and down in excitement. “This is like fate!” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow. “What is?” 
 
    “I didn’t just come here to apologize,” she confessed, smiling guiltily and touching his arm. “I wanted to, of course, and I knew I needed to, but the main reason I came here to find you was because it’s time for us to go back home.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Frotwoot, the furrow in his brow deepening as he gently (but firmly) shrugged her hand (whose touch was kind of starting to feel not just friendly to him) off of his arm. 
 
    “I’m not the only who knows you’re back, Frotwoot,” she explained, her smile fading a bit into something a little more serious. “A lot of people saw you come out of that castle and go into that tower. And some of those people, I think, must’ve been Redcaps, because…” 
 
    “Because why?” 
 
    Maeve just stared blankly at him with her mouth open for a second, then shook her head and grabbed him by the hands again. “It doesn’t matter. Let’s just go, Frotwoot! You and me! Together forever!” 
 
    “… What the fie?!” Frotwoot inquired, tugging one of his hands free at the climax of each italicized word. “Maeve, seriously, can you really not hide your crazy for more than ten minutes?” 
 
    “I’m not crazy! I just know that we’re meant to be together, and I know that if you’ll just give us a chance—” 
 
    “What are you not saying, Maeve?” Frotwoot cut her off, dodging her attempts to grab him again by stepping backwards, up, over, and behind the couch. “Why is you coming here ‘fate’? What’s going on with the Redcaps?” 
 
    “Nothing! No reason! I just want to go home, my love! That’s all! Please, can’t we just—?” 
 
    “No. Stop. You tell me what you were starting to tell me, and why you all of a sudden decided not to, or I’ll—” 
 
    “I’m just trying to protect you!!!” 
 
    Frotwoot blinked. He’d heard that before today, but from someone much saner-sounding, and honestly hadn’t expected to hear it again. “You too, huh? That’s sweet, I guess, but what does it mean? What’re you trying to protect me from?” 
 
    Maeve did the thing where she covered her mouth and took a few steps away again, but it somehow seemed more… genuine, this time. “I don’t know why you can’t just accept that our fates are intertwined. They must be. Look at how I keep finding you! Look at what’s happening right now!” 
 
    “I don’t know, Maeve. Maybe it’d help if I knew what was happening right now.” 
 
    “I don’t want to tell you. If I do, you’ll just want to go back.” 
 
    “Back where? Home?” 
 
    “No,” Maeve laughed ruefully. “That’s what I want, remember? No, I’m not talking about home. I’m talking about Pixie Land.” 
 
    Having just gotten an actual new piece of information out of her, Frotwoot stayed silent so as not to risk nudging her yet again into one of her exhausting talking-in-circles traps. 
 
    “The reason I came here, Frotwoot,” she said slowly, his conversational tactic apparently having worked. “Was to tell you that we needed to run. And the reason I think it’s fate is because you have a ring portal, and I—” She took a giant, leaning step toward the door to pick her purse up from where she must’ve dropped coming in, and to pull something out. “—Have the book you need to make it work” 
 
    For a long, long time, Frotwoot just stared at the ratty, leatherbound old book in her hand, knowing without even looking at the title what it was. Then, turning his stare on Maeve, he set his jaw and narrowed his eyes to ask in a low, emotionless voice, “How long have you had it?” 
 
    Maeve dropped the hand that was holding The Dryad’s Holy Grimoire to her side, then crossed it in front of her to get help holding it from the other hand, and looked at the floor to say, “The whole time.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded slowly, trying to control his anger until he was sure she deserved it. “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t—I just—I thought if we kept looking for it together, if we had more time, we could—” 
 
    “What? Fall back in love?” 
 
    Maeve somehow looked down even lower than the floor and nodded miserably. 
 
    “All right, let me see it,” said Frotwoot, holding out his hand. She gave it to him, trembling as if she thought he might get violent while taking it, and after just a few page flips he found not just the amber rearranging spell he was looking for, but a detailed diagram of the ring portal The Dryad had first left behind on Earth and that Maeve had (much later, and somewhat ridiculously) bought on eBay. “Yep. There it is. We can go home.” 
 
    Maeve looked up, and tentatively started to smile, but she stopped when he slammed the book shut and spoke again. 
 
    “Why, though? Why do we suddenly need to go home? What are we escaping from?” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Maeve.” 
 
    Sighing pitifully, Maeve spun in her own, overly-dramatic way to face the window and said, “The Redcaps. They’re trying to find you, and burning Pixie Land to the ground.” 
 
    “What?!?!” 
 
    “I barely got away, Frotwoot,” she said, looking over her shoulder at him to communicate with her wide, earnest eyes just how serious the situation was. “They’re killing everyone. If you go back, they’ll kill you.” 
 
    “You should’ve told me,” he said irritably, shaking his head and striding across the room to take his sword belt off the wall. 
 
    “Do you see why I didn’t?” 
 
    He did. And it made him pause, but not for long. 
 
    “Don’t go, Frotwoot,” Maeve pleaded, rushing to his side but—somewhat surprisingly—keeping her arms folded in front of her and making no attempt to touch him. “And not just for me. Think about your family. Your friends. They’re waiting for you. They need you.” 
 
    “I know they do,” he smiled at her sadly, opening the door as he finished strapping on his belt. “But after everything that’s happened to me today, Maeve, with everything I’ve lost, I realized… my family here needs me, too.” 
 
    And with that, he left, Maeve making no further move to stop him and his improperly-strapped sword tripping him up only a little bit as he ran—and then flew—off into the night to face what could very well be the final battle in the war between the Pixies and the Redcaps. 
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    When Maeve had said that the Redcaps were “burning Pixie Land to the ground”, Frotwoot had thought that she’d been being metaphorical, so it came as kind of a surprise when he could see the flames from as far back as the air above the city wall. Reactively increasing his wing speed, he crossed the distance to the park faster than he ever had before, and as a result wasn’t able to stop himself from getting singed on an errant fireball. Crying out in alarm more than pain, he hovered in place for a moment to swat out the embers on Gecko-emblazoned hoodie’s sleeve, then finally gave up and just tore the whole thing off to continue his descent past Pixie Land’s gates, only to find as he did that the fireball was following him now. 
 
    “What the fie?” he wondered aloud, swerving to get around it and being blocked in turn. He and the fireball did that a couple more times, the more sentient of the two assuming it must just be some weirdly-repeating coincidence, but then he looked around and saw several more fireballs kind of just… hanging around. Like they were waiting for other people to block. Like they weren’t made of normal fire at all. And then it clicked for him: “Oh yeah… crap! The magic lantern thingie!” 
 
    Sighing and shaking his head, Frotwoot turned around to land and regroup, but he didn’t expect there to actually be a group waiting for him, as Maeve, Roebin, Oberon, and Thania were at the bridge leading to the park. “Oof!” said Frotwoot as he landed face-first in the (thankfully) soft grass, looking up and spitting the dirt out of his mouth to continue in mild surprise, “Maeve?” 
 
    “Oh great, now he has a concussion,” Oberon grumbled, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Who’s Maeve?” asked Roebin, kneeling to help Frotwoot up while Thania laughed. 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “He means me,” said Maeve, quickly joining Roebin in the helping. “It’s kind of a… pet name, y’know, because I’m… his princess.” 
 
    “Because you’re my what?” said Frotwoot, dusting himself off. 
 
    “Was his princess,” Maeve corrected herself sadly. 
 
    “Oh, right. Because you told them your name was Taylor Swift, and that we used to date. Both these things are lies, guys.” 
 
    “Frotwoot!” 
 
    “No, Maeve, it’s okay,” he assured her with a smile, before turning to his squire friends to explain. “It’s not her fault. She was just lying to protect me. But I’m not lying, or letting anybody lie for me anymore.” 
 
    “Frotwoot—” 
 
    “This is the real, actual Maeve Titania. We were both kidnapped by magic men from another dimension when we were kids and have been being manipulated by them ever since. We came here from Earth, which I know is hard to believe, but it’s the truth, and since you guys are my friends—” 
 
    “FROTWOOT!!!” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “I was kind of lying to protect me, too!” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow, not sure what she meant, then he looked at Roebin and Thania’s expressions (Oberon’s, as usual, not having changed enough to be worth looking at) and suddenly he got it. “Oh, fie. Look, I know what you guys are thinking (that she’s a terrorist), but like I said, she was manipulated, and—” 
 
    “Frotwoot,” Thania interrupted him, putting her hand to his lips. “None of us are thinking that.” 
 
    “You’re not?” Frotwoot said as clearly as he could through her rock-hard skin. 
 
    “No. We’re thinking you’re either crazy or on Pixie Dust.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Thania nodded with mock sympathy, which, for her, was pretty much the same as real sympathy. “But, like you said, we’re your friends, so we’re going to help you anyway.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Frotwoot, and it was the last thing he had to say through her fingertips because at that point she removed her hand, put her hands on her hips and asked: 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” 
 
    “The plan?” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s crazy or on Pixie Dust,” said Oberon. “Listen to him. It’s a concussion.” 
 
    “He always kind of talks like that, though,” Roebin pointed out not-as-quietly as he thought. 
 
    “What, like his brain’s been damaged?” 
 
    “These… are your friends, right?” Maeve whispered bemusedly in Frotwoot’s ear. 
 
    “I don’t have a concussion, okay!” Frotwoot half-snapped/half-laughed. “I’m fine! And I don’t know what the plan is, but I think it better start with Roebin running back to the tower to get some more help.” 
 
    “No,” said Thania, grabbing Roebin by the collar and choking him a bit as he started off obediently toward Tirnanogue. “Sorry. Can’t do that.” 
 
    “What, we can’t? Why not?” 
 
    “Because you’re a fugitive, Frotwoot. Your… ex-girlfriend here, or whatever she is, only told us because she knew we wouldn’t arrest you.” 
 
    “I was thinking about arresting him,” Oberon shrugged. 
 
    “Yes, he was, which is where he got that bump on his head.” 
 
    “It didn’t knock me out.” 
 
    “It wasn’t supposed to.” 
 
    “I think it was.” 
 
    “Well, it sure shut you up though, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Maybe I’m just biding my time.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re just—” 
 
    “Okay!” said Frotwoot, half-laughing and half-snapping again. “So it’s just the five of us! That’s fine! We saved the queen with just five people, so—” 
 
    “We saved a janitor.” 
 
    “… Yes, Oberon, we saved a janitor, which enabled us to save the queen.” 
 
    “I know. Why didn’t you just say that?” 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” Thania cut in firmly before Frotwoot could voice his own exasperation. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Frotwoot, turning halfway around to face the park. “We can’t just go in through the gates, because it looks like they’re locked, and we can’t fly in because the fire’s… well…” 
 
    “What?” everyone but Frotwoot said at once. 
 
    “… It’s magic.” 
 
    There was a moment of stunned silence, and then a sound like the air being let out of a rubber balloon. 
 
    “No, I’m serious!” Frotwoot insisted, focusing on Thania because she’d been the one who’d made the noise. “It’s like, smart fire, or something, and—” 
 
    “Definitely a concussion,” said Oberon, spreading his wings and taking off into the sky. Had it been almost anyone else Frotwoot might have tried to stop him, but as it was he let Oberon find out for himself, and no one was laughing half a minute later when he plunged down for an emergency landing in the river, presumably to put out the fire that had ignited the grease in his hair. 
 
    “Are you okay?!” asked Roebin, splashing down from off the riverbank to help him. 
 
    “He’s right,” said Oberon, brushing Roebin aside to stand up on his own and stare at Frotwoot. “How can you be right?” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t answer, as he’d already told them the truth, and let them each draw their own conclusions for a moment before nodding at Oberon and saying, “So yeah, that’s the situation. You come up with a plan yet?” 
 
    “Weren’t they asking you?” Maeve whispered to Frotwoot. 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t know why,” Frotwoot muttered back, while Oberon climbed back up onto dry land and looked past everyone to silently assess the situation. “Oberon’s the ‘plan’ guy.” 
 
    “You were here first,” sneered Thania, though she was also being quiet, as that was generally the best thing to do when Oberon was thinking. “I thought maybe you might’ve come up with something before you got your concussion, or did your drugs, or went crazy or whatever. My mistake!” 
 
    “I don’t have a—!” 
 
    “Shh!” Roebin shushed them both, and after that no one said anything else until Oberon turned back around to announce, with all the gusto of a bored teenager requesting a cleanup in the seafood aisle of a grocery store they worked in: 
 
    “Okay. Here’s the plan…” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Figuring they’d wasted enough time already, Maeve, Frotwoot, and the other squires worked as quickly as they could, doing as Oberon said and hurrying up to the lighthouse behind the park to chip away at the mortar surrounding the front and bottom row of stones with their swords until Oberon declared they’d done enough. Then, hurrying inside, they each drove their swords through the softest patch of mortar they could find at their respective eye levels, holding onto them for dear life by the hilts once they did—each of them except for Thania, that is, who sheathed her sword and starting punching experimentally at the stones that made up the lighthouse’s back wall, occasionally stopping and going back to a particular stone when Oberon said “Do that one,”, at which point she would use her troll strength (waning though it was in the sunset) to punch whatever stone he’d indicated completely out before continuing the (probably very strange-sounding out of context) process. After having her do this about eight or nine times, Oberon nodded and said “Okay, now,” and Thania, grinning like a maniac, sprinted from the back wall to the front to ram into it with her shoulder at full speed. This finished what remained of the weakened mortar outside, sending the second of row of stones sliding forward and off the first, and it also pulled loose the no longer very well-connected stones above and below the ones she’d hadn’t punched in the back wall, creating a giant, crumbling hole that rapidly spread to either side, all of which—combined with her momentum—sent most of the lighthouse toppling, face-first, onto the ground, where it immediately slid down/tore up the hill until it went crashing through the fence surrounding Pixie Land and came to an abrupt, incredibly noisy stop. 
 
    “… Woo!!!” Frotwoot whooped, only having hesitated to look around from where he was crouched on the wall that was now a floor (and in which the sword he was clutching was still embedded) to make sure no one had died or something before he did. “Yeah! All right! That was awesome! Is everyone okay?” 
 
    “No,” whimpered Roebin, but everyone ignored him (because he was fine) and starting doing some whooping of their own. Once the adrenaline had worn off a bit and everyone had calmed down, they recovered their swords and ran up toward the ceiling to find Thania, who’d gone bouncing up there shortly after they’d taken off down the hill but was now standing in the hole where the roof and the giant lamp had been before becoming the pile of stone and glass rubble in front of her. 
 
    “Oh good, you all made it!” she said chipperly over her shoulder. “Now which one of you’s going to test to make sure the fire isn’t going to follow us as soon as we leave here? The sun’s down all the way now, so I’m not going to do it.” 
 
    Stepping forward in silent, wide-eyed shock, Frotwoot pushed past her to see that dozens of Pixies and Redcaps were fighting for their lives in the distance, dozens more were lying very still all over the ground, and that fire (the non-magical, non-flying kind) was everywhere. He’d been in innumerable gang fights since this quest had started, he thought, but never like this. This looked… bad. Like, really, really bad. Super bad, even. There would be no retreat this time. No laughing about it later at the Pixie Party. One side was going to die, and one side was going to live. And, by the looks of things, the Redcaps were well on their way to being the side that lived. 
 
    “It’s fine,” he said firmly, drawing his sword and stepping through the former ceiling with barely an upward glance at the apparently airborne-only magical balls of fire (he winced a little, too, of course, just in case, but not enough so that anyone would notice). “Let’s go.” 
 
    The other squires and Maeve quickly followed suit, but by the time they had Frotwoot had already rushed forward into the thick of things, catching five or six Redcaps by surprise and saving the lives of the Pixies they were fighting before anyone even noticed he was there. Directing his fellow Pixies to the hole the lighthouse had made in the fence, he moved on to the next fight, where he pretty much repeated what he’d just done, but then he got a better idea and climbed to the top of a dried-up old fountain to cup his hand around his mouth and shout, “PIXIES! SPREAD THE WORD! THERE’S A HOLE IN THE EAST FENCE!” 
 
    There was a pause as this information was digested by those in earshot, and then, following Pixie protocol, several voices echoed his own, spreading his message word-for-word across the park until it was so far away Frotwoot couldn’t even hear it anymore. A nearby Redcap snarled and came at Frotwoot with an axe, but it was too late—the Pixies had already stopped desperately standing their ground and were flooding with renewed hope toward this new route of escape. Dodging the axe so that it only put a dent in the fountain instead of him, Frotwoot countered by jump-slicing his magic sword clean through the Redcap’s head, knocking him out, and as soon as both he and the Redcap’s body hit the cobblestones he turned to his embattled friends and said, “Guys! Help them get out! I’m gonna go find Pix!” 
 
    “Ummm… should we be taking orders from someone who’s not even a knight anymore?” Oberon wondered aloud, but Frotwoot barely heard it, as he was already running against the flow of the fleeing crowd, pausing only occasionally on his way to helpfully slice or stab at a Redcap. 
 
    “Crossley!” an angry voice called out during one of these pauses, and Frotwoot turned to see a phooka in a bloodstained baseball cap jump up onto an overturned food cart and dramatically tear off his shirt. 
 
    “Uh… yeah?” 
 
    “It’s me!” said the phooka, looking slightly irritated at this response. 
 
    “Oh. Uh-huh. Cool. Who’re you?” 
 
    “Who am—?! I’m the one who started all this! The one who mugged you as a cover for killing you!” 
 
    “The—? Oh yeah, right! How’ve you been?” 
 
    The phooka’s entire body seemed to flare up with rage, which wasn’t unexpected, as Frotwoot was just messing with him now. “You humiliated me, Crossley! I was supposed to be Blinn’s right hand man, but then you and your Pixie knight ruined it, and I’ve been nothing (NOTHING!) but the butt of every joke she’s made ever since! That’s all gonna change now, though, Crossley! Because when I kill you, and I bathe my hat in the fresh, warm blood that gushes from your throat, I’ll take it to her, and I’ll show her that I’m—URK!” 
 
    He’d stopped short like that because Frotwoot had flown forward at that point to run him through, and once he’d made sure that he’d landed his apparent “archenemy” safely behind the food cart Frotwoot got up and continued on into the park the way he’d been going before. Eventually he spotted Shaylee, crouched near the gate to the rollercoaster, and when he looked to see what she was crouching for he saw that it wasn’t so much a “what” as it was a “who”: i.e., Rumo. 
 
    “Oh my gosh!” breathed Frotwoot, rushing forward only to come to an awkward stop a few feet away as Shaylee (who seemed to be applying pressure to a wound) turned her head to glare at him in distinctly unpleasant surprise. 
 
    “What the fie are you doing here?” she demanded. 
 
    “I’m, um… here to help.” 
 
    “Who? Us? Or the knights?” 
 
    “There aren’t any knights here,” Rumo scoffed weakly, before furrowing his brow and looking around a bit to confirm. “Are there?” 
 
    “No, there aren’t, I was just—I was just tryin’ to make a point, Rumo, okay?” 
 
    “Point doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it still would’ve worked if you’d’ve just shut up!” 
 
    “What happened?” Frotwoot interrupted, knowing from experience that if he didn’t this little back and forth of theirs could go on all week. 
 
    “Blinn,” Rumo and Shaylee said together, but then just Rumo said, “She messed me up again, man. Cut open all my old wounds and told me not to close ‘em again. Said I looked ‘prettier’ this way.” 
 
    “We’ve gotta get you to a hospital.” 
 
    “How?” asked Shaylee, pointing her chin up at the floating balls of fire that stood sentry over the park. “There’s no way outta here, with those fyin’ things…” 
 
    “There is now. Go to the east fence. Me and some of my, uh… knight friends put a hole in it.” 
 
    Shaylee eye’s lit up in triumph. “Oh, so there are knights here!” 
 
    “Still didn’t make sense when you said it,” Rumo shook his head. 
 
    “No, but see, it did, idiot, because—” 
 
    “Shaylee!” Frotwoot cut her off, laughing in disbelief. “He’s freaking dying right now! Just get him outta here!” 
 
    Shaylee, as always, quite clearly didn’t appreciate being told what to do, but she (and Giles, who, as always, Frotwoot hadn’t really noticed) promptly did it anyway, shifting Rumo to a nearby old sandwich board (Giles had apparently found) advertising “hilarious personalized caricatures” and lifting him up on it like a way too short stretcher. “What’re you gonna do?” she asked Frotwoot, grunting under Rumo’s weight as they started to leave. 
 
    “I’m gonna find Pix.” 
 
    “Why? You gonna arrest him?” 
 
    “What? No. No way.” 
 
    Shaylee looked mildly surprised at how much she seemed to believe him, and so, after exchanging looks with her fellow founding Pixies as if to see if they believed him too, she jerked the back of her head toward the roller coaster and said, “He’s up there. And Elf—” She glanced back in the same direction she’d indicated, then turned back to Frotwoot to finish her sentence with a face suddenly full of uncharacteristic worry: “Hurry.” 
 
    Looking up as he stepped out of the way to let them leave, Frotwoot squinted through the smoke and flames that surrounded the bottom of the roller coaster’s biggest loop to see a shape that was probably Pixley clashing swords with a shape that was more than likely Blinn while a shape that was definitely Puck zipped around them like an angry bee. He briefly considered taking a cart up to meet them, but then he realized that would be stupid and flew up instead, landing imprecisely but safely (somehow) on the small target that was a nearby stretch of rotted track. From this vantage point he could see that Puck was desperately trying to help Pixley, only to be deflected by Blinn every time, and just as he was wondering what he could do to help that Puck couldn’t Blinn noticed him, and as her eyes went wide and her lips twisted into a smirk Pixley followed her gaze to finally give Frotwoot that look he’d been missing of having just seen a ghost. 
 
    “Kid?” said Pixley, turning fully around to face him and forgetting, apparently, that he was in the middle of a fight. Blinn didn’t forget, though, and as she lunged forward to stab Pixley through the heart by way of his back there was nothing Frotwoot could do but watch… but, as it turns out, there was something Puck could do, and—to Frotwoot’s simultaneous guilt, relief, and horror—he did it: 
 
    He flew in front of the sword. 
 
    “NO!!!” cried Frotwoot, snapping Pixley out of it just in time for him to see Puck’s wings slow to a stop and for the body they were carrying to fall, limply, from the air. Without a word, Pixley dove after him, and before Frotwoot could decide if he should, too, Blinn caught his eye… and shrugged sheepishly. 
 
    “Oops.” 
 
    Reflexively taking a step back as she took a step forward, Frotwoot raised his sword and forced himself to stop moving as she casually climbed, jumped, and walked over to where he was. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how much trouble you got me into?” she asked him playfully, when they were about two yards apart and, suddenly, he found himself moving backwards again. “I told the magic men you were dead. And then, after weeks of not being able to go home to the field office or report back in again, I get a call from my handler telling me you’re not only alive, but that you stranded him here! I mean… what the fie, man? Are you trying to make me look bad?” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t answer. She still had her sword (as much as she was trying to downplay it by swingling it like a toy at her side), and until she didn’t he couldn’t risk letting himself become distracted. 
 
    “It’s okay. I forgive you. But, y’know, still… if you ever feel like you wanna make it up to me, somehow, you could always just…” She tossed her sword aside, letting it fall into the flames below. “Die.” 
 
    Furrowing his brow in utter confusion, Frotwoot twisted his body around without thinking to let his eyes follow the path of the discarded weapon, realizing far too late that in doing so he had, in fact, allowed himself to become distracted. 
 
    (He realized it when Blinn knocked his sword out of his hand and punched him in the face.) 
 
    “You know what the worst part was?” Blinn asked rhetorically as she followed up with another punch that knocked Frotwoot on his back, and then kicked him in the stomach to keep him down as soon as he started to get back up. “It was when he called me incompetent. Me! Incompetent! At killing! I would’ve killed him, just to show him how wrong he was, but then he tried to insult me more by saying I was ‘obviously’ gonna need a little extra help to take you down, and when he told me what he had in mind, well…” She kicked Frotwoot in the face, cutting in a gash in his cheek. “I still killed him, but not until he’d finished showing me how it worked.” 
 
    Having been unsuccessfully scrambling away from her this whole time, Frotwoot was surprised to find himself no longer being kicked and thus able to get shakily back to his feet. Blinn had stopped, it seemed, and was waiting for him to look at her before putting her hands on her hips and showing off the magic lantern that was strapped to her back like she was some kind of fashion model. 
 
    “Remember this?” she asked, smiling and waggling her eyebrows at him a couple of times. “This is how you tracked me down, isn’t it? Well, did you know that in addition to being a great lure for drugged out sleepwalkers and an attractive, affordable accessory for the modern Seelie woman, that it also works as a weapon?” Holding her hands out so that her long sleeves slid down, she showed Frotwoot what appeared to be a pair of fingerless leather gauntlets with bulbous amber discs set into the palms and an also-amber tube running down the inside of her forearms from the bottom of each one to, presumably, connect back to the lantern. “That’s how I killed that pervy old wizard. It’s how I set all these fires. And now—now that I’ve proven I can beat you into submission without it—it’s how I’m gonna kill you.” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t need to be told twice, and so, as she was bringing the discs in her palms together to bathe him in magical fire, he was already ducking and flying forward to tackle her around the midsection, missing the stream of flame that issued out of her gloves by just enough to scorch his shirt instead of his skin. As they landed on the track a loud, metallic groaning sound filled the air, and when Frotwoot heard it he craned his neck around (while Blinn laughed maniacally beneath him) to see that the roller coaster’s second biggest loop had taken the concentrated burst of heat that had been meant for him and had, as a result, finally reached its melting point. It lurched forward at first, collapsing in on itself in the direction of the now-weak point that had been hit, but then, in an instant, it cracked, fell apart, and spread out, the top unfurling to fling chunks of flaming wood and slagged steel through the air that blocked any hope Frotwoot had had of an airborne escape while the base (such as it was) continued to disintegrate in such a way that it quickly spread to the rest of the roller coaster, bringing it—and everyone still on it—crashing down into the flames. 
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    “… Well, that sucked,” Frotwoot stated the obvious to himself once everything had stopped falling. As soon as he could (and after Blinn had tried to cut his arm off for trying to catch her) he’d kicked his wings into high gear and started flying around like crazy to dodge the deadlier-looking pieces of former roller coaster that had been coming his way, but despite his above-average efforts he hadn’t been able to evade all of them, and had been knocked out of the sky about forty feet up by a wooden beam that now had him pinned. Using the extra strength his wings gave him when he was lifting something (that is, that extra strength he’d need if he ever got ridiculously fat), he easily shifted it out of the way, but as soon as he did all the other hunks of flaming wood that it had been holding up started to cave in, and it was only with a lot of scrambling, praying, and sheer dumb luck that he emerged unscathed from that tumbling death trap to the (relatively) clear stretch of dirt and dead grass that lay outside. Mountains of fire and twisted wreckage surrounded him, as he seemed to have landed roughly in the middle of the plot where the coaster had once stood, but since it wasn’t anywhere close to him he didn’t pay it much thought, consumed as pretty much his entire being was at the moment with coughing up smoke so hard it brought him to his knees. 
 
    “Frotwoot?!” said a voice that sounded just like Pixley’s, and in an instant someone who looked just like Pixley was by his side, confirming beyond all but a very unreasonable doubt that it probably was, in fact, Pixley. “Are you okay? Can you stand?” 
 
    Frotwoot responded with a hacking fit, and when he was done Pixley (having deftly dodged the germs that had been spewing forth) reached under his arm to help him to his feet. 
 
    “Where’s Puck?” Frotwoot asked, his voice ragged and his head swimming as Pixley continued to shoulder half his weight and carry him away. 
 
    “I don’t know. I lost track of him when the roller coaster came down.” 
 
    “Should we, like… find him?” 
 
    “Maybe later. First we’ve gotta—” Pixley looked sharply to one side, and pushed Frotwoot away from him just in time for a burst of magically-directed fire to miss and burn through only the air that was now between them. 
 
    Staggering for a moment only to inevitably fall down, Frotwoot looked in the direction of Blinn’s laughter to see her standing high up on a heap of wood, and as he did she started blanketing the grass with a steady stream of fire, starting with where he and Pixley stood, cutting them off, and following them each one at a time as they ducked, weaved, and ran to avoid it. After repeatedly tripping over his own feet and just plain losing his balance a couple of times, Frotwoot (who, based on the preceding sentence, was pretty sure he had a concussion) almost wasn’t in a state of mind to even notice the difference when he tripped over something sticking out of the ground, but, when he scrambled back up to his to feet to briefly see what it was/not be burned alive, he was most certainly glad he did notice it, because what it was was his salvation—or, more specifically, it was the hatch down to the tunnels. “Pix! Over here!” 
 
    Having gotten both Pixley and Blinn’s attention, Frotwoot was forced to open the hatch and crouch down behind it to shield himself from the incoming blast of fire that naturally followed. Swearing in frustration, Blinn then made the mistake of switching targets to the now-sprinting Pixley instead of keeping the flame where it was to block his and Frotwoot’s downward path, resulting in her hitting neither of them and both of them escaping underground. 
 
    “Come on,” said Pixley, clapping Frotwoot on the back as soon as they’d landed and rushing off into the tunnels to lead the way. No sooner had Frotwoot started to follow than a pillar of fire shot down from above the scorch the ground he’d just been standing on, and as they rounded the first corner at the end of the hallway his wings—if they hadn’t been made of magic—would have been burned off by the volley Blinn fired as soon as she’d set down, catlike, on the same spot. 
 
    “So it’s true,” said Pixley, as they ran. “You’re from Earth.” 
 
    “Uh… what?” 
 
    “It has to be. You’re here. You’re alive.” 
 
    Frotwoot tried to see how that followed logically, but even without the concussion he was pretty sure he couldn’t. “Well yeah, but—” 
 
    “The only other option is that Golly was wrong, and she only would be wrong if you were dead, because that’s the only thing I can think of that would cause her to have the kind of psychotic break to make her believe something so strange.” Pixley’s voice was weirdly calm, Frotwoot thought, considering the circumstances. And, you know, the subject. “That’s what I thought must’ve happened, because I didn’t believe you were from Earth, or that you’d just walk out on us, and even if you did walk out on us it wouldn’t explain why she thought that, so I could only assume—with the knowledge and worldview I had—that she was crazy and you were dead.” 
 
    “… Right,” said Frotwoot, delayed by his bewilderment as much as by the salvo of flame they’d just done a running duck to dodge. 
 
    “But you’re not dead, so Golly must not be crazy, and so, therefore, you must be from Earth. Unless,” Pixley paused his deduction to grab an unopened can of soda off the floor, spin to throw it at Blinn’s head, and continue without even seeing if it hit (it didn’t, but it forced her to shoot it instead of them), “You faked your death. But you wouldn’t do that, I don’t think, and even if you would it’s obvious you didn’t, because why would you come back? I can’t be because things went bad. They’ve been bad. Also, your hair’s exactly as long and the dye in it’s exactly as red as it was the last time I saw you, and your shoes haven’t deteriorated in any way, so this suggests to me—as much as I’m struggling to believe it, ironically, now that it’s more than just a matter of faith—that The Dryadic teaching that ‘time flows differently between dimensions’ must be true, and that when you went back to Earth (for whatever reason you did that) it wasn’t all that long (for you) before you left. 
 
    “Furthermore,” Pixley went on, pulling Frotwoot out of the literal line of fire to go down a hallway that Frotwoot had always thought was a dead end, but in which Pixley blew his mind by opening a secret passage to some kind of narrow crawlspace. “Knowing, as I now do, that you’re from Earth, I can also deduce that your friend, ‘Swifty’ is, too. Not only that, I have reason to believe (whereas I believed it without any real reason before, aside from a hunch about your reactions to certain things and you calling her by the wrong name once) that she’s actually the long lost Princess Maeve, and that the reason you got involved in the quest against the Unseelie Court in the first place was to stop her from getting into trouble. Somehow, that quest must’ve ended badly between you, because after taking down the Seelie Court you didn’t see her again until you found her living with the Pixies.” Pixley stopped for a moment, listening, and when he and Frotwoot heard nothing but Blinn mockingly calling out their names in the distance, he seemed to determine that the secret passage gambit had worked and stopped moving altogether. “I also thought that maybe you’d taken on this quest to help her, somehow, but you seemed genuinely surprised that she was there, so I don’t think that had anything to do with it. You were just doing exactly what Golly said you were doing, and trying to find The Dryad’s Holy Grimoire to see if it could help you get home.” For the first time since he’d started talking, Pixley looked at him. “Did I miss anything?” 
 
    “Uh… wow. Dude. Not really, no. I mean I didn’t go to Earth, I went to some other place in-between, but—” 
 
    “All right. So why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    Frotwoot was quite taken aback to hear that level of hurt in Pixley’s voice, especially after it had been so calculating and emotionless mere seconds ago. “I–I’m sorry, dude, I… I didn’t think you’d believe me.” 
 
    “You’re right. I wouldn’t have. But still…” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    There was an uncomfortable silence for a moment, as both faeries looked at the unfinished floor, and then Pixley looked up and said, with a somewhat sad version of his usual smile, “Just don’t die again, okay?” 
 
    “I won’t. Well, I mean… I’ll try. But I definitely won’t lie to you again.” 
 
    “Good.” Pixley froze for a moment, clearly conflicted, then shook his head with a silent laugh and gave Frotwoot a fast, but very tight hug. “All right,” he said, breaking it off with as little of a germaphobic shudder as he could probably manage. “Let’s go get this chick.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded and dutifully followed farther into the crawlspace, but a second or two later something occurred to him and he said, “Wait… why? I mean, we’re not knights anymore, so… couldn’t we just, like… leave?” 
 
    “I couldn’t. Could you?” 
 
    “… No,” Frotwoot chuckled. “I guess not.” 
 
    They walked in silence for another second or so more, and then, “But wait, so what’s the plan for after, then? You’re not gonna stay a Pixie, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I have much choice.” 
 
    “But what about Mab?” 
 
    Pixley sighed. “I don’t think I have much choice in that, either.” Suddenly, Pixley stopped, and he gestured for Frotwoot to stay still and keep quiet while he peered out a little hole in the wall next to what appeared to be another secret panel. “Blinn’s in the main room,” he whispered. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” Frotwoot whispered back, angling to see. 
 
    “She’s burning your piano.” 
 
    “What?!” Pushing Pixley out of the way, Frotwoot watched in horror as Blinn washed the piano he and Shaylee had spent so much time and effort fixing up in flame. When she was done, she walked around it a bit as if to admire her (still-flaming) work, then pounded at the keys like a toddler and sang “Goodness, gracious, great balls of fire!!!”, which seemed to amuse her to no end. 
 
    “Hmm,” she said after a few mock-thoughtful seconds, sticking her bottom lip out and looking around. “So I guess that didn’t work. You think I’ll have more luck luring him out if I start burning you?” 
 
    There was a muffled cry, and Frotwoot’s somewhat hyperbolic horror turned to real horror in an instant as he watched Blinn pull a bound, gagged, and bloodied Maeve out from behind one of the many, many scattered couches, dragging her by her hair into the center of the room. 
 
    “Here, actually: Why don’t you scream first?” said Blinn, taking the makeshift gag off and tossing it aside. “Make him come running. If you do it really loud, I might not kill you. Bear in mind, though, that’s a pretty big ‘might’.” 
 
    “I’ll never do anything to hurt him,” Maeve snarled defiantly, trying (and failing) to rip her hair free of Blinn’s grasp. “Go ahead and burn me. I won’t scream for you, even then.” 
 
    “Pfft! Yeah, I doubt that,” scoffed Blinn, and as she let Maeve go and took a step back to engulf her in magical fire, Frotwoot burst out of the crawlspace. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    “Frotwoot, no!” Maeve cried. 
 
    “Frotwoot, yes!” Blinn grinned, pointing the lantern’s flame-emitting discs at him, now. “Did you see what I did to your piano? Did you hear my joke? It was pretty good, right?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, it was great,” said Frotwoot, raising his hands in temporary surrender. “What, did you go to Earth and steal that joke from my grandpa?” 
 
    “What? I don’t—? What do you mean? Because the song’s old, or—?” 
 
    “No, because the joke was so bad.” 
 
    “Oh.” Blinn actually looked a little angry at that, which was good, as it seemed to distract her from noticing Frotwoot’s involuntarily glance over her shoulder at Pixley—who, as planned, was sliding stealthily out of the crawlspace via another hidden panel on the other side of the room. “Well, you know, I usually save my best stuff for people who aren’t about to die. Except for the dwarf. I gave him a pretty good one.” 
 
    Frotwoot’s blood froze in his veins, and it took all of his willpower not to look at Pixley again as he, too, froze. “The… dwarf? You mean Puck?” 
 
    “You see any other dwarves around here? Yeah, Puck; up top, right before I found you and Widgeon, He was still bleeding from that other poke I gave him, trying to crawl away. I told him the funniest dwarf joke I could think of, and then—” She ran her finger across her throat, making the accompanying guttural noise that usually went with that particular gesture, and as she did Pixley struck, roaring with rage and bringing her discarded, non-magic, totally lethal sword down toward the back of her head… only for her to immediately spin around and block it with a sword made of fire. “There you are!” she grinned, staring with malicious delight into Pixley’s eyes as their blades (both real and ethereal) locked together. “I knew you had to be around here somewhere. Wanna finish our sword fight? You know, the one we keep having that you keep cheating your way out of because you’re scared I might win?” 
 
    Pixley’s rage suddenly went cool—but no less dangerous—and he silently pushed her back a few feet and adopted a ready stance with his (her?) sword as if he were agreeing, in that wordless way, to fight on her terms. Blinn threw her head back and laughed, clearly delighted to be getting her way, and as the two of them circled each other in preparation Frotwoot rushed over to pick up Maeve and (after a failed attempt at carrying her) drag her to safety. 
 
    “Frotwoot, my purse!” 
 
    “Your what?” said Frotwoot, dropping her behind a sturdy-looking pinball machine and crouching down to start cutting her bonds. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand! I dropped it, and—” 
 
    “Yeah, no, I think I understand.” 
 
    “No! You don’t! It’s got the book in it!” 
 
    While Maeve eagerly rubbed the feeling back into her freed wrists and ankles, Frotwoot’s eyes went wide. “… ‘The book’? You mean—?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Why’d you bring it with you?!?!” 
 
    “I couldn’t just leave it there! That neighborhood’s not safe!” 
 
    “ ‘Not sa’—? We are literally in the middle of a gang war, here!” 
 
    “Well… yeah. But no one’s stealing anything…” 
 
    Frotwoot opened his mouth to argue, thought better of it, and turned to peek out from behind their cover instead. Pixley and Blinn had stopped circling and started fighting, and as hard as it was for him to look away from that brutal display of grace and violence, Frotwoot did eventually manage to do so long enough to spot Maeve’s purse. It was lying on its side, half its contents spilled out near Puck’s favorite chair, and while seeing half of The Dryad’s Holy Grimoire sticking out of it like some common receipt was a little alarming, it was nowhere near as alarming as the fact that Puck’s favorite chair was on fire—especially since that fire was slowly (but surely) spreading. 
 
    “Okay, wait here,” said Frotwoot, rising to get it only to be pulled back down by Maeve. 
 
    “What? Why? What’re you going to do?” 
 
    “I’ve—” Frotwoot paused for a second, his eye having been drawn to something particularly awesome Pixley was doing, then, after a quick and deeply impressed “Geez”, he shook his head and continued, “I’ve gotta go get the book.” 
 
    “Why can’t I come with you?” 
 
    “Uh… I don’t know. Aren’t you like… hurt, or something?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay, yeah, come with me, then. Just stay low and try not to get Blinn’s attention.” 
 
    “Why? You think she’ll attack us?” 
 
    “If she thinks it’ll distract Pix? Yeah, I do. She’s not exactly winning right now.” 
 
    Crouching down and waiting for an opening, Frotwoot and Maeve (with Frotwoot leading) crept from cover to cover along the furniture, doing their best to stay out of the action until they reached the chair and the purse. About halfway there Pixley drove Blinn off the top of a couch so that she almost stepped on Maeve’s head, and Blinn’s counterattack nearly cut Frotwoot’s arm off, but other than that it was a pretty clear shot, and Maeve’s purse was just starting to catch fire when Frotwoot arrived to stamp it out and rescue The Dryad’s Holy Grimoire. 
 
    “Got it!” he sighed in relief, grinning at Maeve and holding it out to show her. She let out an involuntary little squeal, and whether it was that (it was probably that) or Frotwoot’s sudden exit from “stealth mode” that caught Blinn’s eye (yeah, no… he was pretty sure it was what Maeve did) they couldn’t ever really know (except for Frotwoot, he knew), but either way her eye was caught, and they both instantly regretted their carelessness. 
 
    “Oh, hey! I almost forgot about you!” Blinn said to Frotwoot. “Here, play with this!” 
 
    Knocking the discs on her gauntlets together, Blinn formed a fireball in her free hand while continuing to fend Pixley off with the sword in the other, and she whispered something to it (the fireball, that is) before hurling it off toward Frotwoot. It hadn’t been a very hard throw, or a very straight one, but by the way it was moving Frotwoot could immediately tell that that didn’t really matter. It would get where she wanted it to go. 
 
    Because it was tracking him. 
 
    “Oh fie,” he said wearily, tossing Maeve the spellbook and taking off running as the fireball hurtled after him. It started slow, but picked up speed as it went, so that by the time he ducked into the crawlspace it was going so fast it practically blasted the wall apart to get to him. Once he was back out in a wider passageway he was able to increase his own velocity by using his wings, and that got him going at about the same top speed as the Frotwoot-seeking flame. This left him a little room to breathe, which was nice, but it also left him with no margin for error, which was considerably less so. Realizing that the situation as it was was untenable, he started to thinking of a way out of it, and while he was thinking he had to take a tight turn, and the rattling sound in his pocket that resulted from his banging his leg against the wall reminded him of something that just might be that way. 
 
    “Koldiron!” he exclaimed, whipping the forgotten pill bottle out of his pocket and looking at it like it was the Holy Grail. Popping off the lid, he started to raise it to his mouth to take all six of them that remained, but then the helpful… whatever it was that had given him the magic he needed when he needed it stopped him with what he could only describe as a vision: A vision of the koldiron taking his wings, protecting him from the fireball but not dissipating it. Of the fireball following him until the koldiron wore off—following him even into water, even into the ocean itself—and of him burning to death when it did.  
 
    “Ahh! Lame!” Frotwoot said when the vision had ended, quickly stopping himself from taking them. What was he going to do now, though, he wondered? What other way out of this was there? There didn’t seem to be any highly disturbing vision forthcoming for that. He waited for a second, just in case there was, but he got the sense that the help he was getting—whoever, or whatever was giving it to him—had its limits, and that it had just reached them. At least for the day. 
 
    Either way, he now knew what he shouldn’t do, so he immediately got his brain to work on figuring out what he should do. After a few very stupid ideas were discarded (most of them involving the pool aboveground, which his vision had already discounted as a possibility but his common sense kept telling him should be the answer) he stumbled across about half of one that made him look at the warning label on the koldiron pills, which read (in part): 
 
      
 
    WARNING: 
 
    For internal use only! Direct contact with tablets may disrupt enchantments and/or magical constructs! Keep out of reach of familiars and children! Do not take if pregnant! Do not— 
 
      
 
    Frotwoot stopped reading at that point, as he was pretty sure he’d already gotten what he needed, and experimentally took a single koldiron tablet and flicked it at the fireball behind him. As soon as it made contact with it the fireball got smaller and slower, and he nearly threw the rest of the bottle at it as a result. 
 
    But then he got a better idea. 
 
    “All right, fine!” Frotwoot heard Blinn yell before he could see her, and when he could see her it was as he re-entered the main room, where she’d apparently been knocked on her backside by Pixley and was now getting revenge for it by blasting a stream of magical flame his way. “You win! You’re better with a sword than me! But you’re still gonna die, because I’m evil, and evil people cheat!” 
 
    Pixley deftly avoided the first stream, took cover behind the same couch where Maeve was hiding so as not be burnt by the second, and by the third stream it was becoming quite clear that he was running out of non-ignited and/or dangerously blazing places to go. Pouring on the speed, Frotwoot barely got into the main room himself before the way he came in was covered in flames, but if what he had in mind worked it wouldn’t matter… and if it didn’t it wouldn’t matter either, he supposed, just in a rather more nihilistic way. 
 
    “Well! Look who’s back!” said Blinn, turning to look at Frotwoot while continuing to fire (no pun intended) on Pixley. “Still haven’t given in to the inevitable, huh? You know, Crossley, that’s why I like you. It’s also why I hate you. So why don’t you stop playing with my emotions and just—” She stopped short as Frotwoot came flying at her, headfirst, and what she was saying quickly turned into screams as he arced his flight over her head so that the fireball hit her full in the chest and started burning through her to get to him. Landing as gracelessly as ever, Frotwoot scrambled back to his feet to run back over to her, and once he had a clear shot at the inside of the magic lantern on her back he threw the koldiron, bottle and all, straight into it… and breathed a ragged sigh of relief as the magical fire inside of it—as well as all the magical fires it had made—promptly vanished from existence. 
 
    “Graaargh!!!” Blinn roared, spinning toward Frotwoot and clapping the discs in her palms together. Nothing happened, of course, much to her uncharacteristically panicked (and, for Frotwoot at least, deeply satisfying) surprise, so, still not understanding, she furrowed her brow and clapped them together again. And again. And again and again and again, faster and more desperately each time, until finally Pixley kicked her in the face and made her stop. 
 
    “Whoa!” said Frotwoot, not having been expecting that. Pixley ignored him, turning Blinn’s sword upside down and raising it over his head in both hands, so it was pointed toward her chest, and as soon as Frotwoot realized he was about to bring it down, he ran into his line of sight and repeated, “Whoa! Hey! Dude! What’re you doing?!?!” 
 
    “I think you know what I’m doing, kid,” said Pixley, hesitating, for now, but keeping his sword hovering right where it was. “If you don’t wanna be here for it, fine. Go. Take the girl and leave. But don’t try to stop me. This is something I have to do. I have to.” 
 
    “Why? Dude, she’s beaten. We beat her. All we’ve gotta do is tie her up, and—” 
 
    “And what? Send her to the dungeon? The one she keeps breaking out of without a trace?” 
 
    “She can’t do that anymore. The magic man who was helping her is dead.” 
 
    “What about her gang? What about that squire they threatened to break her out last time? You think they won’t try that again? You think they don’t have a million other tricks they can use?” 
 
    “Dude, we can’t—” 
 
    “SHE KILLED PUCK!!!” Pixley snapped, whirling to face Frotwoot and bringing his sword down so quickly that everyone in the room flinched… but only bringing it down, as it turned out, to reposition it so that he was holding it normally (i.e., upright and in one hand) with its tip pointed at Blinn’s throat. 
 
    “… I know. I know. And we’re gonna make sure she pays for it. But we have to do it the right way. Y’know, like… the way that doesn’t make you a murderer, too.” 
 
    “What’s it matter? I’m already a criminal. I’ve already… lost everything; thrown my whole life away. Why shouldn’t I make it official, and avenge my best friend in the process?” 
 
    “Because it’s not who you are.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “No! You’re—you’re a knight! You’re a good guy!” 
 
    “No I’m not,” Pixley scoffed, smirking, but humorlessly. “I tried to be, but I never really was. No matter what I did, no matter what I said… I was always a Pixie. This is where I belonged. This is always who I was. Everything else was just daydreams and delusions.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Then what have I been doing here for the past six weeks, then?” 
 
    “I don’t know, you—you were trying to do what you thought was right. Just like a knight’s supposed to. Just like you’re doing right now.” 
 
    “This is him trying to do what’s right?” Blinn half-laughed/half-croaked in disbelief. 
 
    “You’re still alive, aren’t you?” Frotwoot pointed out, taking a moment to scowl at her before softening his expression back up for his continued appeal to Pixley. “You think Puck wouldn’t have already killed her by now? You think Rumo wouldn’t have? Shaylee? Fie, man, you think Rocky wouldn’t have?” 
 
    Pixley shook his head, but not in a way that seemed to say he disagreed. “What’s your point?” 
 
    “My point is—” Frotwoot began, pausing for a second to collect his thoughts and to pray that sounded as good out loud as they did in his head. “—Is that you’re letting what your life used to be hold you back. That you’re letting it mess up what you could be, because you don’t think you can change. But you can. Everybody can. Everybody should, because if we don’t change, we don’t grow, and we don’t get better. We miss things. We miss life. 
 
    “I mean, look at me: The whole time I’ve been here—y’know, on Seelie—I’ve been trying to get home, and I was so focused on that I almost didn’t notice that this is my home now, too. I still love Earth, don’t get me wrong. I still wanna get back there to see my family and junk. But when I go back, I’m not gonna be the same guy I was before. It’s not gonna be the same home it was before. I might not even feel like I belong there as much anymore. But that’s okay, right? We don’t have to just belong in one place all our lives. We don’t even have to stay where other people think we belong. If we wanna be someone else, if we wanna belong somewhere else, we can. We can be anything we wanna be. But not if we always keep looking back. 
 
    “You say you’re a Pixie? That this is what you are? Okay. Cool. I’m a kind-of-okay guitarist, but I’m not just that. Not anymore. I’m a knight now. You’re a knight. You’re like, the coolest knight ever, even! No, seriously; you fight like you don’t even have to think about it. You figure things out, like… like my whole life story, basically, without me even having to say a word! And when there’s a major quest that needs solving, who do they call? That jerk Feeorin? No, they call you. That’s gotta feel pretty rad, right? 
 
    “Look, I’m not gonna tell you what to do, because it’s your choice. You get to be who you want to be. I know you think letting Blinn live’s gonna be like, ‘betraying’ Puck, or whatever, but it’s not. That’s just a holdover from the guy you used to be, from the old life that you think you have to go back to. But you don’t. That’s not you. That’s past you. You’re now you. Whatever you wanna be, you can be. You can be a knight, who used to be a Pixie… or you can be a Pixie, who used to be a knight. It’s up to you. But either way, I seriously hope something I said got through to you, because I’m running out of things to say, here, and if I don’t stop soon I’m gonna start dropping cliche’ bombs like ‘two wrongs don’t make a right’ on you and I don’t think anybody wants that.” 
 
    Pixley smirked, this time not so humorlessly, and after staring Blinn down for a very tense, very long-feeling five seconds he held out his free hand to Frotwoot and said, “Give me your sword.” 
 
    Frotwoot did, and as soon as Pixley had it in his hand he twirled it around and drove it through Blinn’s chest, casting her own, much more deadly sword aside in the process. 
 
    “I’m still not a knight, you know,” said Pixley, as Maeve finally got up out of hiding and Frotwoot hugged him with about a dozen relieved claps on the back. 
 
    “Yeah, me neither,” said Frotwoot, letting Pixley go and giving him some space so he wouldn’t have a panic attack. “But y’know, I actually think we can fix that. I’m just gonna need to lie one more time…” 
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    “—This was the scene yesterday as knights from all four of the city’s orders responded to reports of fires and gang violence at the abandoned amusement park known as ‘Pixie Land’,” the local news reporter’s voice droned over a shot on the television of Pixie Land’s ruined front gates. “When the knights arrived, there were no fires to be found, and the only evidence of violence were the various injuries and casualties that inflicted on both members of the Pixie gang, and on their newest rivals, the Redcaps.” 
 
    The shot changed to Frotwoot, Pixley, and Maeve emerging from the tunnels, with an unconscious Blinn in tow. As they did, Mab rushed to meet them, and after glaring at Pixley for a while, and listening to words the camera couldn’t hear him say, she shook her head, broke down, and embraced him. While all this was being shown, the voice continued, “Sir Pixley Widgeon, thought to have defected from the Knightly Order of the Gecko back to the gang that he had formed, has been revealed to have been working under glamour in order to cut off the Redcaps’ distribution of a drug called ‘Pixie Dust’. His squire, Sir Frotwoot Crossley, was also revealed to have been working under such a glamour, and as such both faeries’ knighthoods and reputations have been reinstated, Dame Golrocca Rustigark, as well, was—” 
 
    “I can’t believe that worked,” said Maeve—not on the television, of course, but in Frotwoot’s apartment, where she was watching it and where Frotwoot—while working on the ring portal set up behind the couch on the floor—was listening to it. 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged. “Like Mab said, it sounds truer than the truth.” 
 
    “Did you feel bad about having to lie again?” 
 
    “I’d feel worse about letting my fake death ruin Pix’s life, so… yeah, no. Not really.” Finishing up, Frotwoot got up off of his knees and (out of reflex more than anything else) dusted his hands. “It’s ready.” 
 
    Maeve jumped up out of the couch and whirled around to look. It pretty much looked the same as it always did, Frotwoot thought, but nonetheless, her eyes still went wide with wonder. “Can I… can I go through it now?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think so. Just make sure you take your stuff.” 
 
    Nodding dazedly, Maeve picked up the bag she’d filled with the things she wanted to bring with her from Tirnanogue and stepped to the edge of the circle like someone about to skydive for the first time. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with me?” 
 
    “I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “Right,” Maeve nodded again, looking away. “And do you think—do you think that when we both get there that we can still… be friends?” 
 
    “We can try,” Frotwoot laughed. “I want to. But that’s kinda’ up to you.” 
 
    Maeve looked back at him, smiling. “I want that, too.” 
 
    Frotwoot smiled back, and after a second or two had passed he held out his arms for a nice, friendly hug, which Maeve happily gave him. Then, stepping into the center of the ring, she waved goodbye, and Frotwoot activated the portal to send her back to Earth, and to tell his friends and family that he’d be right there. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “—Body of the Pixies’ leader, the dwarf known only as ‘Puck’, was not found, though knightly reports and Blinn’s own confession indicate that he was slain. Other members of the Pixies, particularly those members of Puck’s ‘inner circle’, were granted special amnesty from the queen for their help in completing Sir Pixley’s quest, and are expected to receive counseling to help them reintegrate into society. Whether or not they accept that help is—” 
 
    “Rumo won’t,” said Frotwoot, glancing up at the TV on the ceiling over the counter of the flower and gift shop he’d stopped in at after work a few hours later, the same report having been playing almost nonstop (with only minimal updates, like this one) since that morning. “Shaylee might. Giles… man, I don’t really know Giles.” 
 
    “Me neither,” said Pixley, who’d stopped in with him and was currently driving the shop’s employees crazy by going through each bouquet to find a set of flowers with all their petals. “He doesn’t really matter, though.” 
 
    “Yeah…” said Frotwoot, looking at the selection of “flowers” in front of him. “Hey, do you think Golly’d even actually like any of these? They all look like weeds.” 
 
    “That’s what goblin flowers look like.” 
 
    “I know, but… they look… bad.” 
 
    “That won’t matter to her,” said Pixley, apparently missing the irony as he rejected yet another bouquet for not being his rather insane definition of “perfect”. “They’re just a symbol. And if you’re really worried about it, just get her some candy.” 
 
    “I always get her candy. This is supposed to be special.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you mean. Here,” Pixley stepped away from the despairing florist in front of him to take something out of his pocket and hand it to Frotwoot. “Look at this. Is this good?” 
 
    “Wha…?” said Frotwoot, opening the little box he’d been handed to drop his jaw even farther than when he’d been handed it. “Is this… ? Dude, is this an engagement ring?” 
 
    “Are you asking because you can’t tell, or—?” 
 
    “I’m asking because I can’t believe it!” Frowoot exclaimed, grinning at him for a second before looking back at the ring. “Is this why you wanted to come with me when I said I was gonna go get Golly some flowers? Because you need flowers to go with your ring?” 
 
    “That’s what you’re supposed to do, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know! Probably! Man! No wonder you want the flowers to be perfect! When did you get this?” 
 
    “A while ago,” said Pixley, taking it back when it was offered while the shop’s employees, realizing now that he was looking for flowers to help him propose to the queen, immediately got to work looking for something even more perfect than what he’d been looking for in the background. “I think maybe the first time I saw her smile.” 
 
    “Wow. Dude. Definitely tell her that.” 
 
    “I figured I should give it to her now, so she’ll stop being mad at me. And I’m pretty sure the statute of limitations for the theft has run out.” 
 
    “…And definitely don’t tell her any of that.” 
 
    Pixley smirked and laughed his silent laugh. “Anyway, you think it’s special enough? For a queen?” 
 
    “Yeah, probably. I mean, it’s just a ‘symbol’, right?” 
 
    “… Right.” 
 
    Frotwoot snorted, breaking his deadpan after only having held it pretty much the bare minimum amount of time for it to qualify as such. “No, seriously though, man: It looks great.” 
 
    “It does? Oh, good. When you said the thing about the ‘symbol’ I thought you were saying it looked as bad as those goblin flowers look.” 
 
    “Nothing looks that bad. I mean look at these things, they’re like—” 
 
    “Hey wait, so which one of us is gonna be the best man?” a third, and very familiar voice suddenly broke in from behind them. Frotwoot and Pixley whirled, not believing their ears, only to see Puck standing alive behind them, and believe their eyes even less. “I know the kid’s been more your best friend lately, but I was your best friend first, and for longer. That’s gotta count for something, right?” 
 
    “Puck!” said Pixley, his joy overwhelming to the point where he didn’t seem to have even heard anything he’d said. “I don’t—? How’re you—?” 
 
    “Blinn was lying,” said Puck, taking off his baseball cap for a second run his hands through his no longer red, bleached-blond hair. “She never even saw me after I fell. Once the coaster came down, and we got separated, I did what I always do and ran away. But then I thought about the Elf, here, and how he came back, even though he was home free, and—” Puck shook his head and sighed irritably. “And so I came back, too. Not that it did any good. By the time I’d bandaged myself up enough to keep from bleeding out it was too late for anything but for me to hear the Elf’s little speech about ‘being whatever we wanted to be’.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you come out?” asked Frotwoot, thinking how much easier it would’ve been to talk Pixley out of killing Blinn if he’d known that Puck was alive. 
 
    “I wanted to see what Pix chose. And when he chose what he did, I realized… I could choose that, too. I didn’t have to be an outcast anymore. I didn’t have to be a criminal. It was up to me, and so I decided the best way to take control of my life again was to just… disappear. Leave the Pixies and the life I had there and never look back.” 
 
    “You don’t seem very ‘disappeared’ right now,” Pixley pointed out. 
 
    “Well yeah, because I felt bad! I didn’t want you guys crying over me for the rest of your lives.” 
 
    “So what now?” asked Pixley. “You just came to say goodbye, and… what? Then you’re gone again?” 
 
    “Maybe. I don’t know. You guys wanna hang out first or something?” 
 
    Frotwoot and Pixley exchanged bemused looks, and then Pixley turned to Puck and said, “What’d you have in mind?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “—Pixie Land, thought to be deserted after yesterday’s events, lit up tonight with activity as what has been described by the word on the street as ‘one last Pixie party’ was held in what remained of the park. Pixies and non-Pixies alike came together, celebrating and mourning what many have called ‘the end of an era’, although some witnesses have claimed that the occasion was meant to be more of a bachelor party, though who the bachelor in question might be is still unconfirmed. In other news—” 
 
    “Mom?” Golly’s voice came up from the stairs, prompting Frotwoot to turn the TV in her room off and jump up from the chair behind her desk, ugly goblin flowers at the ready. “Can you grab my bags? I’ve gotta go get dressed!” 
 
    “Dressed?” Golroc’s voice called back from outside, as Golly had apparently left the front door open. “What’re you gettin’ dressed for? It’s the middle of the night, and we just got off the boat!” 
 
    “I’ve gotta go see Frotwoot!” 
 
    “Frotwoot can wait till morning, dear!” Golly’s mom chimed in tersely, her tone suggesting quite clearly that she’d been hearing about “Frotwoot” all day and had gotten sick and tired of it long before now. “It’s time for bed!” 
 
    “I’m gonna go see Frotwoot,” said Golly, her voice much closer now, and as she turned her head back to face where she was going she came into view, freezing in her own doorway when she saw Frotwoot standing inside. 
 
    “Hey, Golly.” 
 
    Thawing in an instant, Golly let out a girlish squeal and charged into Frotwoot’s arms. Once he’d stopped staggering, he held her tight, and as soon she looked up from his chest and they locked eyes she started to kiss him all over his face, not stopping until the grand finale that was the long, passionate kiss on his lips. 
 
    “I’m sorry I went away so long,” said Frotwoot, when his mouth was free to speak again. “And that, y’know… I made everybody think you went crazy.” 
 
    “That’s okay. Happens all the time.” Grinning, Golly stepped back, holding onto his hands for as long as she could, until she let go to reach into her dresser and pull out pants and a shirt. Seeing this as an opening to ask a question that had popped into his mind as soon as he’d seen her, but that had taken a much lower priority than everything else they’d just done, Frotwoot averted his eyes while she changed and said: 
 
    “Um… what’re you wearing?” 
 
    “This is what everybody wears in Goblo.” 
 
    “Is it… really hot there?” 
 
    “Yeah. What, you don’t like it?” 
 
    “No, I like it, it’s just… y’know. I’ve never seen you in a loincloth before. Or a… chestcloth, or whatever that… that thing on your, uh… chests—I mean ‘chest’!—is.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. And with that reaction you probably never will again,” Golly assured him/crushed his dreams, pulling her t-shirt down over her jeans and giving him clearance to look at her again by wrapping him up in another hug and giving him another, even longer kiss. “Fie, I missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you, too.” 
 
    “So… did you find what you were looking for?” 
 
    “I did. She’s right here in front of me.” 
 
    Golly giggled and shook her head. “Shut up, you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I found that, too. Here, let me show you.” 
 
    “What…?” said Golly, keeping her arms mostly wrapped around his neck as he bent over to press the ring portal’s activation stone. As soon as it did, and the circle of stones around them started to hum and light up, knocking aside the dirty clothes from the floor he’d draped over them as camouflage, Golly’s hold on his neck dangerously increased as she looked around them in confusion. “Gah!!! Frotwoot, what’s—? What’s going on? What’s happening?” 
 
    As the last two stones started to light up, and the spell began to take effect, Frotwoot smiled at Golly in a way he’d never smiled at anyone else before, and said, “I’m taking you to meet my parents.” 
 
    And with that, in a flash of bubbling amber light… they were gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Once upon a time, a faerie boy and a goblin girl stepped through a magical portal to our world. 
 
    “Whoa!!!” Golly (the goblin girl) exclaimed, craning her neck and twisting her body all around as the bubbling amber light faded to take in their new surroundings. Finally she seemed to realize it would require no craning or twisting if she just left Frotwoot’s (the faerie boy’s) arms, and as she burst away from him to explore in wide-eyed wonder Frotwoot stayed right where he was, his eyes wide for a different reason: 
 
    Wherever they were, it wasn’t Earth. 
 
    “What the fie…?” he muttered, furrowing his brow and holding his hands out to the universe in askance. Then, having effectively cut through his initial shock with that inquisitive bit of fantastic profanity (and having realized that, as usual, the universe wasn’t going to answer any of his questions), he quickly followed his girlfriend’s path across the floor of the bare, black-stoned castle room they’d appeared in to look with her through the bars of the panoramic window set into the wall in front of them. A weird skyline consisting mostly of lopsided, gravity-defying towers and strangely-colored smoke was all he could see first, which didn’t really tell him much about where they were so much as where they weren’t, but then he spotted what looked like a Nazi Germany-esque propaganda billboard with a picture of a stern old man in robes and a pointy hat on it and suddenly… he knew. 
 
    “Is this Indiana?” asked Golly. 
 
    “No,” said Frotwoot softly, taking her by the hand and backing away from the window. “No, it’s not. Come on. We’ve gotta go.” 
 
    “Why? Where are we?” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t answer her, figuring there’d be time enough for that once they were safely away, but as he whirled around to sprint with her back to the ring portal they’d come in through the black and amber-runed magic stones slid mechanically into the floor, vanishing out of reach beneath a solid, also-stone panel that slid over them before he could stop it. “Crap!” 
 
    “This is Chicago, isn’t it?” said Golly, standing over him uncertainly as he struggled in vain to pry the panel back open. “You said it was more dangerous there, right? And that the buildings were a lot bigger?” 
 
    “No, Golly, this isn’t Chicago.” 
 
    “Where is it, then?” 
 
    Frotwoot opened his mouth, let it hang like that for a moment to listen as footsteps came pounding down some unseen hallway, then jumped to his feet to draw his sword and finally put that open mouth to use to say, “… I think it’s a trap.” 
 
    Before Golly could even think of ruining his dramatic moment by pointing out that she’d said “where”, not “what” (but don’t worry, she’d get a chance to think of it later), a sparkling point of amber light appeared with the sound of a lit fuse about halfway up the wall nearest them. It immediately split into two sizzling lines that arced down toward the floor in opposite directions until they’d drawn what looked like some sort of door, at which point the stones between them disappeared and an actual doorway was, in fact, formed, revealing a narrow hallway and a bored-looking young man dressed in all-black robes and the pointed hat of a wizard. By then Frotwoot and Golly had ducked instinctively into the corner, so he didn’t see them at first, but as he turned his head to call back down the hallway, “Told you! Just another glitch!” they finally caught his eye and he did a double-take before reaching into his robes for what Frotwoot could only assume (and frankly, hope) was a weapon. Lunging forward, Frotwoot ran him through before they could find out either way, and as the amber-edged, magically non-fatal sword knocked him out like it was supposed to, something it wasn’t supposed to do happened; something… unusual. Instead of rolling back in his head and closing, the magic man’s eyes lit up with flashes of literal, bubbling amber light, and when the light had faded he looked over at Frotwoot with a smile, winked, and then—finally—slid off his sword to hit the floor and lose consciousness, dropping the little amber-runed whistle he’d been pulling from his pocket somewhere along the way. 
 
    “What… ?” said Frotwoot, but he didn’t have much time to wonder about it beyond that before the magic man’s friend (or friends) starting throwing fireballs and lightning bolts through the open doorway, one of the latter only narrowly missing him because Golly yanked him out of the way. 
 
    “Babe!!! What the fie is going on?!” she demanded, pushing him up against the wall like a TV detective interrogating some punk on the street as the onslaught of deadly spells continued. “Where are we? And before you say ‘a trap’, a trap’s a thing, not a place, so don’t!” 
 
    “Golly, I don’t—!” Frotwoot shook his head to clear it, which didn’t work, but he continued on as if it had. “I think it’s the dimension where, like… the magic men live! ‘Magicka’ or something like that!” 
 
    “What?!” Her grip became slightly tighter, and her claws extended a little at that. “Why?! Why are we here, and not where we were going?!” 
 
    “I don’t know! Like I said, I think it’s a trap!” 
 
    “For who? You?” 
 
    “Yeah! I mean… probably! These guys totally hate me!” 
 
    “Why was that again?” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged, and as he did, nicking himself on the tips of her claws, Golly seemed to realize that she wasn’t treating him very gently just then and let him go. 
 
    “All right, well… I love you, so give me your sword real quick and I’ll save you from them.” 
 
    “What?! Why don’t I save you from them?” 
 
    “Babe… come on.” 
 
    “What ‘come on’? I’m getting pretty good at fighting, now.” 
 
    “Better than me?” 
 
    Frotwoot’s male ego desperately wanted him to be able to answer “yes”, or even “maybe”, but as the spells stopped coming and the magic men who’d been casting them started wondering aloud if they’d hit them, the danger of the situation forced him to put his ego aside for now and say, “… Okay, fine. Take it.” 
 
    Golly did, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek to make him feel better as she did, and then, as the magic men in the hallway poked their heads into the room to see if they were still standing, she twirled the sword around into a “ready” position and sprang into action. 
 
    The first (and nearest) magic man went down with a quick, vertical slice through the head, and the second one lost the use of their hand (the one they were throwing fireballs with) just before losing the use of the rest of their body via a flawlessly-executed one-two slash. The third was a bit more clever, having hung back a few feet to see what happened to his friends before he went in, but after firing a few more lightning bolts at her (that she dodged) he ended up getting knocked out anyway as Golly deflected one of the bolts with her sword so that it hit him square in the chest, lifting him off his feet and leaving him wide open for the non-killing killing blow to the heart that followed. 
 
    “… I could’ve done that,” Frotwoot scoffed jokingly at her as he got up from his half-crouch where he’d been peeking around the doorway to join her tentatively in the hall. “You know, like… in a video game, or something.” 
 
    Golly smiled and rolled her eyes with what Frotwoot felt was a very undue amount of humility and handed him back his sword. “Okay. So what now?” 
 
    “Um… we leave?” 
 
    “Well yeah, duh. But how?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I’ve never been here before. Maybe we can, like… get the ring portal back open? Now that nobody’s trying to kill us?” 
 
    Golly nodded gamely and the two of them turned back around to see what they could do about the panel that had slid over the portal. Moving it with just the strength of their arms didn’t work, as it turned out they were neither strong enough nor had anything to grab onto, and prying it open with the sword didn’t work either, because there didn’t seem to be any gaps to slip it through between the panel and the floor. So, having run out of mundane options, Golly popped her claws and tried to cut a hole in it only to immediately recoil and cry out in pain. 
 
    “What the—?! Are you all right?!” Frotwoot asked, rushing to catch her before she hit the floor but only getting there in time to help her back up into a sitting position and hold her. 
 
    “I couldn’t cut it!” she told him, clutching her hand and staring at it in disbelief. “I—I couldn’t even scratch it! That’s not—! How’s that possible?!” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Frotwoot, but then he looked at the panel again and as a combined bolt of recognition and realization he said, “Oh wait, no. Yeah I do.” 
 
    Golly furrowed her brow and looked up at him to prompt him to go on. 
 
    “It’s made of ‘koldiron’. The stuff that blocks magic. Your claws are magic, so—” 
 
    “It hurt!” 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. But that’s what happens when us people with just normal old fingernails try really hard to scratch something that can’t be scratched.” 
 
    “What’s the point of that?!” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged and—Golly’s voice having gone unintentionally but extremely funny there for a second—tried not to laugh. “To stop you from breaking them off.” 
 
    Golly shook her head in bewilderment, then let her claws shoot back into her fingers so Frotwoot could take her by the hand and help her get back up. “So what do we do?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I mean… maybe there’s like… a control room somewhere…? Like, with a switch to make it go back, or…?” 
 
    “Yeah, okay. That sounds good,” said Golly distractedly, popping her claws out, in, out, and in again as if testing to make sure they still worked. “Let’s go find that.” 
 
    “Are you all right?” asked Frotwoot as they started quickly but carefully down the narrow, mostly shadowy but sporadically sunlit castle corridor in front of them. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m great. Actually kind of relieved, really.” 
 
    “ ‘Relieved’?” 
 
    “Well yeah, I mean… you didn’t really give me a lot of warning before you whisked me off to go ‘meet your parents’.” 
 
    “That’s not—!” Frotwoot protested, pausing to chuckle a bit despite himself at her inaccurately doltish (… or at least he hoped it was inaccurate) impression of his voice. “I just thought—I was just trying to be, like… y’know… spontaneous, and like… romantic, or whatever.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, yeah, I know, babe. I know. And that’s great. I love that. But I just got off a boat, Frotwoot. A boat.” 
 
    “… So?” 
 
    “So?! I look awful!” 
 
    “No you don’t. You look beautiful.” 
 
    “You always say that.” 
 
    “It’s always true.” 
 
    Golly scoffed. “Well, thank you, but still.” 
 
    “Okay. Sorry. Next time we go to another dimension, I’ll let you shower and put on some makeup first.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask.” 
 
    Frotwoot grinned at her, and then as he looked back to focus on where he was going he realized that they’d reached a wall. But as he and Golly swore aloud and skidded to a halt, the wall re-formed itself before their eyes, shifting shape and stone more and more as they got closer to it, until finally it wasn’t a wall at all, but a spiral staircase leading up into the ceiling. 
 
    “Why do all the walls around here keep changing into other things?!” asked Golly. 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged, and since it had been a rhetorical question anyway they started carefully up the stairs without wondering anymore about the answer. As they went Frotwoot noticed an amber bubble or two of magic floating past his head from behind them, and when he looked back he saw that the stairs were changing back into not-stairs more and more with every step they took. He stopped immediately to show Golly, and as soon as he did the change stopped, too. Shaking their heads at each other in uneasy awe, they continued, but every now and then they each (sometimes separately, sometimes together) looked back over their shoulders to make sure the mind-bending weirdness they were leaving in their wake was still happening. It always was. 
 
    “Oh! Fie!” said Frotwoot as they reached the top of the stairs, as he’d almost just run face-first into another wall. “You think this one’ll change, too?” 
 
    Before Golly could answer, her chance to speak was interrupted for the second time today by a point of sparkling amber light that split it into two lines to form a magic door. This time, though, no one was standing on the other side of it, but there were a half dozen or so magic men sitting in chairs and working at various consoles in a room that ) reminded Frotwoot of nothing more than an air traffic control tower. Except, you know… more magic-y. 
 
    “Coven 49, this is control, come in Coven 49,” one of the magic men (who, in this case, was more of a magic woman) said droningly into the headset she was wearing under her pointed hat. 
 
    “Coven 12, you’re clear for teleportation. Repeat, Coven 12, you’re clear for teleportation,” said another. 
 
    “An emergency enthrallment team is en route to your ring, Coven 106. Please remember next time not to bring so many trolls back at once before local sunset,” said a third, and at that point Frotwoot stopped focusing on what everyone was saying and let it fade into background chatter as he stepped forward to look past them—through the aforementioned window that sat above the long line of also-mentioned consoles—to see what was simultaneously one of the most amazing—and the most horrifying—sights he would ever see. 
 
    From top to bottom, from corner to corner, the impossibly huge room that lay beyond was filled with ring portals, starting on the floor and expanding upwards via a jumbled spider web of stone ramps and platforms. At any given moment it seemed at least one of those portals was being activated somewhere in the room, and when it was for the purpose of someone coming in it was always to reveal the arrival of two or more magic men (whose departure, of course, was what one tended to see when it was for the purpose of someone going out) variously pushing and/or dragging both groups and individuals of not-so-magic men, women, and children from all the different races of Seelie ahead of and/or behind them. Some of them were resisting, some of them were crying, some of them were even trying in desperation to talk their way out of whatever this was, but all of them—each and every last faerie, goblin, brownie, sprite, phooka, and troll among them—were in chains. 
 
    “This is where they do it,” Frotwoot muttered, almost forgetting that Golly was there, too, until he noticed her pulling him back into the stairwell, at which point he redirected his dazed mutterings in her direction. “This is where they make us slaves.” 
 
    “Coven 49 isn’t responding,” the magic (wo)man who’d first spoken said to the room at large as she took off her headset and got up out of her chair. “I’m going to go check on them.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you!” said another magic man, jumping up a little too eagerly, like a man with a crush; but that detail didn’t matter as much as what happened next, which was that they both (after the magic woman had taken a moment to roll her eyes) turned directly toward where Frotwoot and Golly were standing, and froze in their tracks as soon as they saw them. 
 
    Oh, shoot, Frotwoot thought, as Golly readied his/her sword and the magic people raised their hands to cast their spells into the little box that he and Golly had inadvertently trapped themselves in, the stairs back down forming far too slowly for them to do anything but stand and fight, Coven 49 must’ve been the guys we knocked out! Fie!!! How’re we gonna—?! 
 
    And then, as an invisible wall of force knocked him back into the very visible wall of stone behind him, he thought no more. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Gah!!!” cried Frotwoot as he woke back up, tangled in a blanket and lying halfway out of bed. Bringing his legs down to the carpet to join the rest of him, he sprang to his feet as quickly as the blanket would allow him to and looked around in confusion. This was his room. Not the one in the tower of the Knightly Order of the Gecko, or the one he’d been renting in downtown Tirnanogue, but his actual room, the one he’d grown up in, the one on his house on Grace Street in Rensselaer, Indiana. 
 
    “Frotwoot? What was that noise? Are you okay?” 
 
    Whirling toward the sound of his sister’s voice, Frotwoot saw her poking her head in through his door, and it was all he could do to speak her name through the roaring wave of euphoria that washed over him at the sight of her. “Molly?” 
 
    “Did you fall out of bed again?” she asked, switching from worried to sassy in an instant, pushing the door the rest of the way open so he could see her putting her hands mock impatiently on her hips. 
 
    “Uh… yeah, I guess I did,” he said, furrowing his brow and wondering why he’d felt so happy to see her, and so confused about being in his own room. Didn’t he see her every day? Was he supposed to have been somewhere else? It felt like he should know, that the answer was hidden just out of reach somewhere in the back of his mind, but when he tried to concentrate on remembering it all he saw was… bubbles. Amber bubbles, filling his head and spilling out of his eyes. 
 
    “Hey, kids!” Jack Crossley’s voice interrupted from the bottom of the stairs, making Frotwoot refocus and immediately forget the thing about the bubbles. “You want some breakfast? We’ve got some pancakes and bacon I wouldn’t feed to my worst enemy for you down here!” 
 
    “Dad?” Frotwoot said softly, grinning and catching his breath in disbelief but—again—not knowing why. 
 
    “Children, don’t… don’t listen to your father,” Bunmi Crossley’s voice soon followed, in that unique mix of annoyance and amusement Jack had always managed to bring out in it. “He’s just being silly.” 
 
    Frotwoot had started moving without thinking as soon as his mother had started talking, so Jack’s response sounded a lot closer than the rest of the conversation. “ ‘Silly’? Kids, is it ‘silly’ to only want the best for you? To try to protect you from the sicknesses and perversions of the world that your mother had inexplicably allowed to seep into our home? Is it?” 
 
    “It’s healthier, Jack!” 
 
    “That may be so! But is it pancakes and bacon? I think not. Wheat pancakes and turkey bacon, Frotwoot, can you believe this?” He was saying this directly to Frotwoot now, as he’d just come to a stunned stop at the bottom of the stairs. But… why he was stunned? What was going on here that was making him feel so weird? 
 
    “No,” Frotwoot laughed, happy tears in his eyes that he barely even noticed as another wave of bubbling amber light flashed out from within and behind them to wash the last of his doubts away. “No, I can’t.” 
 
    And then, with that, just like they would any other day, the Crossley family sat down around the table for breakfast. 
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    The next few weeks went by like a dream, and it was such a nice dream that it probably should have made Frotwoot suspicious enough of it to try to wake himself up. Nothing he said or did ever seemed to make his parents angry, for instance, which—in case you didn’t know—was pretty unusual for a teenager, no matter how good the teenager in question was or how patient their parents might be. Molly never criticized the way he was playing with the dolls she handed him, even when he was wrapping Shaving Fun Ken’s feet in little strips of toilet paper and making him quip like John McClane. And when his friends Wes and Astrid argued, it was only ever in the funny way that he liked, as opposed to the awkward, uncomfortably aggressive way that made him want to die. 
 
    Every now and then, though, a crack would appear in this seeming perfection that was now his life that strained credulity just enough to make him stop and wonder. Like when school started up again, and he got an A on a math test. He had never, ever gotten anything better than a B- on a test in a subject that wasn’t related to music, especially not in math, where he typically considered himself to have “nailed it” if he got a D. But as he was sitting at his desk, glancing occasionally up at the grade and going over his definitely wrong answers in confusion, his teacher rushed over to take the test back and apologize, explaining that she’d mixed his up with someone else's. He’d actually gotten an F. All was right with the world again. 
 
    The next such crack appeared when he tried to watch TV, and there was nothing on he hadn’t seen before. No new shows, no new movies, no new commercials, not even the news was new. But then, just as he was starting to get really suspicious about it, Wes and Astrid came bursting into the room (even though Frotwoot hadn't heard anyone knock or anyone answer the front door) to turn off the TV and tell him that their band, Starfishy Sky, had just been invited to compete in a Battle of the Bands at The House of Blues in Chicago. Freaking out, Frotwoot quickly forgot all about his (comparatively unimportant) rerun conundrum and ran off to Astrid's garage to practice and put a set together with his friends. When he came back to it, hours later, Jack and Bunmi were watching something he didn't really want to watch, and when he woke up the next morning Molly was watching something he wanted to watch even less. And so on and so on, day after day after day, until finally—without even knowing it—he'd pretty much given up on ever watching TV at his house again. 
 
    After that the cracks didn’t exactly stop, but the ones that appeared were much smaller, and the things that distracted him from them were much less dramatic. Whenever there was the idle mention of a fairy tale, or of internet trolls, or of someone’s mom looking “kind of like the Green Goblin from Spider-Man”, or, heck, even when he just felt like drinking a can of Sprite, Frotwoot would get a phone call, or his computer would crash, or Astrid would start hitting Wes so hard he needed to intervene, or a can of something else he liked better than Sprite would appear in a place he could've sworn there'd been nothing before. 
 
    Eventually, along with getting smaller, the cracks also got a lot less frequent, as if reality were learning from its mistakes and correcting them before they could be noticed. There was no more mention of fairy tales, as Molly suddenly “outgrew” them and started to read Twilight or something instead. Everyone was now kind and sincere on the internet (yes, everyone; and yes, even on Twitter). Wes rather uncharacteristically saw the light and cut a large swathe of stupid jokes about how ugly a certain band member’s mother was from his razzing repertoire. Sprite was replaced at every restaurant in the Midwest with Sierra Mist. That group of kids who played Dungeons & Dragons every day at lunch were all accepted into college early. Jack’s mom stopped saying “Well, golly gee whiz” every time she saw how “big” Frotwoot and Molly had gotten over the week at Sunday dinner. The Pixies (one of the Crossley mens’ favorite bands) were involved in such an insidious scandal that all their albums were thrown out of the house and no one Frotwoot knew even wanted to think about them anymore, let alone listen to them. And Bunmi developed an allergy so severe to something in brownies (no, not nuts, apparently, something else) that they couldn’t even have them in the house anymore. 
 
    The only problem with all this preemptive crack-correcting was that Frotwoot still noticed it every time it happened, and while he’d always quickly forget whatever it was that he’d noticed (usually, as before, through the sudden arisal of some unlikely crisis, good fortune, or distraction) he’d remember it just as quickly whenever another one popped up, and in remembering would sense… what? A connection? Some unknown, unseen link? It was hard to put into words, because he never got much time to think about it before something caught on fire or he won backstage concert tickets or whatever, but it was like there was something there he couldn’t quite put his finger on that tied all these weird little instances together, something deep down inside of him that he could feel but couldn’t quite reach. It reminded him of when he was younger, and had used to imagine that he’d once had wings, except that this time, whenever he tried to talk to his mom (AKA his live-in psychiatrist) about it, she never seemed to know what to say, and would always seem to get an emergency call in the middle of the conversation from one of her patients that had been thinking about committing suicide or something similarly drastic. This only had to happen a few times before Frotwoot gave up on trying (unlike the TV thing, which he’d been much more persistent about), and it wasn’t long after that before he came to the rather unpleasant realization that—as nice as this new, idyllic version of his life was—thinking too hard about it was just going to make him feel alone. 
 
    So, he stopped thinking about it, and even though he knew (better than most) that that kind of avoidance wasn’t psychologically sound, for a while, at least, it worked out great… until something happened at school that left too big a “crack” in reality for him to ignore. Something that, really, was more of a someone. 
 
    “Pix?!” Frotwoot muttered to himself, furrowing his brow and staring at what he could only assume was the substitute teacher for his Language Arts class, as they were an adult in a jacket and a tie who’d just walked into the room like they owned it—or were at least renting it. “ ‘Pix’?” He repeated again to himself, though this time it was more to wonder why he’d even said it in the first place. Did he know this guy? He didn’t know why he would, or how he could forget knowing someone with both black and red hair. Which was kind of punk rock, now that he thought about it… Oh! Hey! Maybe he was in another band! One that they’d opened for or seen at a show or something! Yeah, that was probably it. But what was ‘Pix’? Was that the guy’s name? Because that wasn’t a name, that was an abbreviation. And why would he—? 
 
    “Good morning, class,” the man cut into Frotwoot’s scrambled thought process as the bell rang to signal everyone who wasn’t the teacher to shut up. “I’m Mr. Widgeon, and today we’re going to be talking about how only one of you is real. You can tell who it is because he’s the only one acting like that was a strange thing for me to say, while the rest of you are just acting the way he vaguely remembers you acting in the background on any given day. That’s because that’s all they are, Frotwoot, they’re just background. Background and memories. You’re under a spell, and it’s too busy maintaining everything in the false reality it’s created for you to focus on each individual illusion’s thoughts and actions. Right about now it’s going to notice that something’s wrong, that there’s another real person here, and—” Suddenly, the fire alarm went off. “Yep. There it is. See how everyone’s ignoring me and running out of the room? Have you ever seen kids do that before? No, they usually assume it’s a drill and wait for the teacher to tell them what to do. But that’s the thing, the spell you’re under doesn’t want you to listen to me, so—” 
 
    “There he is, officers!” the principal interrupted, pointing at Mr. Widgeon from the door. Two policemen, of course, were backing her up, and as they moved to arrest him she rushed over to where Frotwoot was standing frozen halfway out of his desk to take him by the hand and start gently pulling him away. “Oh, Frotwoot, thank goodness you weren’t hurt! Come on, sweetheart, follow me! Mr. Widgeon is a very dangerous man, and—” 
 
    “ ‘Frotwoot’?” Frotwoot repeated her own pronunciation to her, narrowing his eyes into hers while simultaneously trying to keep at least one of them on the remarkably unconcerned-looking Mr. Widgeon. “You don’t—You’ve always called me “Fruitwoot’. You’ve never—” 
 
    “Right. You’re right, yes. And I’m sorry for that. But recently I realized that I was saying it wrong, and—OH!!!” 
 
    This last had been preceded and somewhat overlapped by the sound of a gunshot, which Mr. Widgeon had redirected away from himself and to the floor with one hand (via the gunman’s wrist) before slamming the cop who’d fired it’s head into the blackboard (and then the desk) with the other. As his partner slumped unconscious to the floor, the second officer immediately took aim only to find that his target had already moved in to about an inch away from his weapon’s barrel and started to fire rapidly in a panic. Dodging diagonally to the side, Widgeon kicked the gun out of the officer’s hand and landed a backhanded blow to his head all in one spin before finishing it with the quick theft and immediate utilization of the officer’s own nightstick. Once that was done the principal screamed, and—as if that were a signal—several more police officers swarmed in (more officers, in fact, than Frotwoot thought even existed in Rensselaer). 
 
    “Think about it, Frotwoot,” Mr. Widgeon said loudly over the gunfire, with a smirk, as he slid across the top of the desk to take cover on the far side. “Does this seem real to you?” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t know how to answer that, but apparently it had been rhetorical anyway, because in the next instant Mr. Widgeon flung his ill-gotten nightstick through the window in front of him and leapt out of it before the broken glass had even finished falling to escape out into the bushes below. Scrambling back out of the classroom, the police could be heard for quite a while yelling police-y things at each other about APB’s and pursuing the suspect, and the principal said something to Frotwoot about going to the office to call his parents—which is probably why, he thought numbly, she was currently dragging him in that direction—but he was so shocked and confused after all that had just happened that he could barely hear them, could barely focus on anything but the broken window and the strangely-familiar madman that had just fled (or was it flown? He kind of looked like he’d been flying) through it, and all he could seem to say to sum up his feelings on the matter was, “What the fie?!?!” 
 
    It wasn’t until the principal had left him at the front desk to go use the office phone that Frotwoot furrowed his brow at himself, looked around at nothing in particular, and repeated, with the same tonal shift from incredulous to quizzical that he’d had with the word “Pix”: “What the ‘fie’?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Over the next few days, Frotwoot should have had a lot of time to think about what had happened, because “what had happened” had led to the emergency closure of every state-run school in Jasper County. As it was, though, whenever the twenty-four hour news cycle and social media weren’t telling him what to think (i.e., that an escaped mental patient with the unlikely—and possibly fake—name of Pixley Widgeon had illegally entered the school in a “chilling” attempt to kidnap a student), his parents were actively encouraging him not to think about it, at least not too much. Apparently they knew something about the situation he didn’t (or so they said), and didn’t want him accidentally uncovering any “repressed memories” until they’d decided on the “right way” to ease him into doing it themselves (or so they also said). 
 
    Of course, such an ominous warning just set to Frotwoot thinking about it even more, but after a certain point he realized that it had also gotten him thinking about it in a different direction, and he was just starting to remember the whole thing about “cracks in reality” repairing themselves, and wondering why the TV news was only “new” when it was covering something that had directly happened to him, when suddenly (as in, at the exact moment of his remembrance), Jack came into his room and told him they were ready to talk. 
 
    “Hello, my love,” Bunmi greeted Frotwoot as he and Jack took their seats at the dining room table. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Uh… weirded out?” 
 
    “I’m sure. This has been a very… weird week, hasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Bunmi waited, as if she expected Frotwoot to say something more, but by the long, heavy way she sighed when he didn’t it was clear she’d actually just been hoping he would. “All right. So… early on in my career, I treated the man you met the other day—Mr. Widgeon—at a mental health facility for troubled teens in Indianapolis.” 
 
    “What? Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m afraid so. He had a, er… variety of issues that I won’t go into—(“Doctor-patient privilege,” all three of them almost reflexively chanted the familiar phrase in unison, Jack and Frotwoot each doing their own dead-on impression of her voice and hand movement as they did, and Bunmi, after being taken aback for a beat, rolling her eyes at them and trying not to smile too much as she pointedly continued)—Issues that, I’m very sorry to say, and as you could probably see, I didn’t have much success in helping him with. But still, I suppose he must have taken a special liking to me (not like that, Jack, hush), because when I left to take the job here at the clinic he asked if we could stay in touch. I debated for a while whether or not I should say ‘yes’, as this request presented something of an ethical issue, but I must admit, I’d taken a special liking to him as well (ah-ah! Don’t you start either, Frotwoot; this is serious, you silly boys!), so, against my better judgment, I gave him my e-mail address and told him we could. 
 
    “Not long after, I met you and Jack. Obviously, I never talked to him about you—” She pre-emptively shot each of them a stern look to indicate that no, she wasn’t going to say “doctor-patient privilege” again, and that if they didn’t want trouble then neither should they. “—So when he was released from the facility and found that I’d gotten married and adopted a child he took it rather… oddly. To say the least.” 
 
    Jack scoffed. 
 
    “I said ‘to say the least’, Jack.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but I still don’t think that covers it.” 
 
    “Which is the very purpose of the expression.” 
 
    “Right, but—Okay, look, Frotwoot,” Jack scooted his chair closer to the edge of the table to rest his clasped-together hands on it and look his son directly in the eye. “I don’t wanna freak you out, but… if I don’t freak you out, then I’m worried you might not get just how freaky this all is. So… this is probably gonna freak you out, okay? Fair warning.” 
 
    Bunmi covered her eyes with her hand and shook her head while Frotwoot chuckled uneasily, “Yeah, uh, dad, you probably should’ve warned me before that warning.” 
 
    “What, you’re already freaking out?” 
 
    “A little bit, yeah.” 
 
    “I haven’t even gotten to the really freaky stuff yet.” 
 
    “Could you, then?! Please?! So I can at least know what I’m freaking out about?!” 
 
    “Right, you’re right. Sorry. Okay. Here goes: Ten years ago, when that… that freaking psycho got out of the looney bin—” 
 
    “Those are not acceptable terms, Jack,” Bunmi scolded him. “You know that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. And you know what? I don’t care, Bunmi! After what that freak did to my son—!” 
 
    “Also not an acceptable term!” 
 
    “What’d he do to me?!?!” Frotwoot demanded, panicking as his mind started running through a variety of exclusively horrible possibilities. 
 
    After a long pause, and a sorrowful, almost as long look between them, they told him. 
 
    And it was worse than anything he could have imagined. 
 
    “Just remember, my darling, we’ll always love you,” Bunmi told him about an hour of time and a liter of tears later, giving his hand a squeeze and kissing him on the head as she and Jack finished walking him back up to his bedroom door. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” said Frotwoot, smiling faintly because he knew they needed to see it even if he couldn’t feel it. “I’ll always love you guys, too.” 
 
    Bunmi gave his hand one more squeeze, and Jack awkwardly tousled his hair, and then finally both his parents left him alone in the hallway to go back to bed themselves. Frotwoot watched them go, dearly wishing despite his exhaustion that they wouldn’t, then slipped into his room in a daze to pick up his electric guitar and plug in his headphones to play it at his desk. Before he could put them on, though, and start strumming out his feelings the way Kevin Bacon might dance out his, the door swung closed in front of him to reveal the man who was now his worst nightmare standing behind it. The man whose horrors he’d just spent the last hour hearing about. The man, quite frankly, who he was glad he couldn’t remember, and who he wasn’t in any rush to form any new memories of any time soon. The man whose name you’ve probably already guessed, and just wish I’d get on with it already. 
 
    The man called… Pixley Widgeon. 
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    “Gah!!!” cried Frotwoot, jumping up in surprise (and tossing his guitar to “safety” for some reason). Pixley didn’t move, just stood there leaning up against the wall, waiting, and once the initial shock of seeing him had passed Frotwoot noticed something that made him furrow his brow and look around the rest of his room in confusion. “… Did you—Did you clean up in here?” 
 
    Pixley smiled, bounced off the wall, and took a few unexpectedly non-threatening steps forward. “What’d they tell you? Was it whatever you were most afraid of, the thing you least wanted it to be, but maybe just a little worse? Or was it a combination of things, mixed together and around, to make it seem more ‘real’, and less like they were just taking it straight from your own imagination?” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Are you saying ‘what’ because you want me to repeat it, or because you don’t understand it?” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Okay, so, as I understand it, this… dream world you’re caught up in, this… (what’d I call it before? It’s not really a dream, exactly, so—Oh right) spell,” Pixley “clarified”, or so he seemed to think. “It’s intelligent, but only up to a point. It can’t create anything on its own. Everything in here has to come from you, because you’re the only thing in here that’s real—other than me, of course. So what that means, kid, is that whatever those, um …sorry if this is offensive, but, things that’re pretending to be your parents just got finished telling you about me (unless it was the truth, which I doubt) could pretty much only have been drawn from whatever imagined scenarios the spell saw in your mind while you were sitting there, waiting for an answer from them, wondering what it could be, and that it determined—from your own mental reactions to said scenarios—would scare you away from me the most while also still being believable enough not to make you suspicious, effectively making you answer your own question, which is all that it—as an only mostly intelligent spell—is able to do,” He paused for a moment, presumably to take another breath before he fainted, then furrowed his brow at him and asked, “Does that make sense?” 
 
    “DAD!!!” Frotwoot shouted, jumping up, over, and onto the other side of his bed. “DAD!!! DAD, HELP!!! CALL THE POLICE!!! GET MOM AND MOLLY OUT OF HERE!!! THAT FREAKY WIDGEON GUY’S HERE AND HE’S—!!!” 
 
    —Not… doing anything? Frotwoot finished his thought much more silently than he’d started it. 
 
    “They can’t hear you,” Pixley told him, opening the door and revealing nothing but the quiet, empty hallway that should definitely not, under the rather noisy circumstances, have laid beyond. “The spell wasn’t designed to monitor you when you’re unconscious.” 
 
    “There’s no—! I’m not unconscious!” said Frotwoot, edging back against the wall and very nearly bumping the tacky but beloved Elvis lamp he’d gotten one year in Graceland off his bedside table. 
 
    “Yeah you are. I knocked you out as soon as you walked in the room.” 
 
    “What? Nuh-uh!” 
 
    “No, I did,” Pixley said calmly, reaching behind his back to pull a dagger out from his waistband and show it to him. “You just didn’t feel it, because I did it with this.” 
 
    Frotwoot’s eyes went even wider than they already had and his heart dropped into his stomach as he stared at the wicked-looking blade incredulously. “I’m pretty sure I would’ve felt that.” 
 
    “Sure, but that’s just because you don’t remember what amber from The Dryad does to a weapon.” Pixley “reasoned”, tilting the dagger to show Frotwoot what did indeed seem to be an amber edge. “I do remember, though, and since I’m the one who imagined it into being it works for me the way I expect it to.” 
 
    “You… ‘imagined’ it… into ‘being’.” 
 
    “Right. Because I’m not under the spell, which means I can break into it from the outside and—while you’re dreaming, at least—manipulate it.” 
 
    “… Right.” 
 
    Pixley sighed, but with a slight smirk that showed he maybe understood just how crazy he sounded. “Okay, kid. Let me show you.” 
 
    At those words Frotwoot braced for something awful, but got something weird instead as the walls of his bedroom swirled and shifted and reformed into no interior walls at all, but into a city that looked both medieval and modern at the same time. 
 
    “Gah!!! What the—?!?! What is this?!?!” 
 
    “This is Tirnanogue. Capital city of the Seelie Court and home to its queen… or king, depending on the year. It’s a queen right now, though. She’s my girlfriend.” 
 
    “Oh, cool. That’s great. Good for you, man. But how?!?!” 
 
    “… How’d I get a girlfriend, or how am I showing you this?” 
 
    “Wha—?” Frotwoot waved his hands around a little as the strange-looking people and equally strange horses that filled the streets passed by (and through!) them as if they weren’t there. “Are you serious?!?!” 
 
    Pixley nodded and furrowed his brow. “So… the second one.” 
 
    “Yeah!!!” 
 
    “Okay, got it. It’s just they’re both actually pretty good questions, if you know me at all, and you kind of have a tendency to care about things that don’t matter more than the things that do, especially when it comes to things like relationships, but I guess since you don’t know me right now, or don’t think you do, then—” 
 
    “Dude!!!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Pixley laughed mostly-silently at himself, holding his hands up in apology. “I usually just think those kinds of things. It’s a lot harder not to think out loud when I’m in a place where everything I’m doing is the result of my thoughts, and since I’m told I’m pretty neurotic it’s… yeah. Sorry. I’ll try to stop.” 
 
    “Your … ‘thoughts’? What place? You mean like, this… ‘Tirnanogue’ place?” 
 
    “No. Like the place that’s your mind. Which is where we are.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “You’re only seeing Tirnanogue right now because I’m remembering it at you. We’re not actually there.” 
 
    “So… we’re still in my room.” 
 
    “No. We’re in a dungeon in Magicka.” 
 
    Frotwoot took a deep breath, but instead of screaming or something he just blinked, his panic having reached a point where it was turning him numb.“ ‘Magicka’.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where is ‘Magicka’?” 
 
    “Another dimension.” 
 
    “Oh.” Frotwoot looked around. This was a dream, then. Right? Just a dream. “Why are all these people not… normal people?” 
 
    “They are, here. Or there. Since we’re not there, we’re—” 
 
    “In Magicka, right. And in my mind. So… what are they?” 
 
    “Faeries, goblins, trolls, sprites, brownies, and… oh, there’s a phooka,” said Pixley, pointing to each example as they passed. “You and I are faeries.” 
 
    Frotwoot snorted. “What?” 
 
    Pixley replied by holding out his hands and spreading his glittering gossamer wings, and as soon as he did something… resonated with Frotwoot. It was like hearing a few notes from a song you hadn’t heard since you were a kid, or smelling a smell (a pleasant smell, that is, like your mom’s old perfume or your dad’s old aftershave) that you hadn’t smelled in just as long. It felt familiar, and it felt right, and suddenly… he wasn’t so sure this was a dream. 
 
    But then he remembered what his parents had told him. 
 
    “Wait, no!” snapped Frotwoot, holding out a warning finger and taking a step back, even though Pixley had given no indication of moving. “This isn’t… my parents told me about this, how you kidnapped me, and took me to the woods, and you… you pretended we were elves, or something, and—!” 
 
    “We are Elves,” Pixley said calmly and carefully, which in turn calmed Frotwoot, which, in turn, freaked Frotwoot out, because why would anything this stranger did or said be able to calm him right now? “But I don’t think it means what you think it means. It just means we work for the government.” 
 
    “The—? No, this isn’t right. This isn’t real. This is just, like, a nightmare I’m having, where I’m uncovering the memories I buried but remembering them the way you brainwashed me to. Because you’re a freak, just a… freaking freak. And you’re not real, and—” 
 
    “Kid—” 
 
    “NO!!!” As Frotwoot cried out, actual cracks appeared in the unreality that surrounded him, and as Pixley started forward in response Frotwoot closed his eyes, concentrated on waking up, and then suddenly… he was awake, lying face down on his bedroom floor. “… Just a dream,” he sighed to reassure himself, because he remembered that that’s what people in TV and movies tended to do in this sort of situation. It wasn’t nearly as reassuring as he would’ve liked it to be, though, what with how very real and familiar that “Tirnanogue” place had seemed, and with how there was really no explanation for why he’d passed out in the middle of the floor, and possibly also because TV and movies are fake. 
 
    Whatever the reason, the point was that it didn’t work, and all chances of him being assured—“re” or otherwise—vanished entirely as soon as he got up to get undressed and noticed the fresh hole in the back of his shirt. 
 
    A hole the size of a dagger. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Elves? In the woods? A magic spell?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Frotwoot nodded, avoiding Wes and Astrid’s eyes as they walked to the train station with all their instruments. He hadn’t told his parents about his “dream”, and most certainly wasn’t planning on telling them that he thought air-quotes belonged around it, but after spending all morning at home agonizing about what was real and what wasn’t he decided he’d better tell somebody something before his fear of going crazy came true. 
 
    “That’s nuts, man.” 
 
    “I know,” Frotwoot said sharply, wondering if the “spell” he was supposedly trapped in had read his mind and decided to bluntly hit his fears with all it had or if Wes was just being Wes. “That’s why he was locked up. But that hole in my shirt, man, that’s—” 
 
    “So what, Crossley, you don’t think we’re real?” Astrid cut him off, clearly trying (and failing) not to sound offended by it. “We’re just, like, evil magical constructs trying to trick you, or something?” 
 
    “No!” Frotwoot said reflexively, but not exactly honestly. “I mean… are you?” 
 
    The torrent of slaps, punches, and profanity Astrid unleashed on him at that point actually made for very convincing evidence of her identity. 
 
    “Okay, okay, stop! Geez!” Frotwoot laughed, only lowering his guard (and his hands) when “stop” she did. “I don’t really know what to think, all right? This is all just so… messed up, and I don’t have anyone else to talk to about it.” 
 
    “What about your mom?” asked Wes, who’d retreated to a safe distance and was just now, at a jog, returning. “Isn’t dealing with messed up stuff, like, her job?” 
 
    “Yeah. It is. But if she’s not being honest with me—” 
 
    “Of course she is,” said Astrid. “You can’t call someone a liar just because you had a dream that told you they were.” 
 
    “I’m not. I’m calling her dishonest, and I’m calling her that because no matter what’s true, here, she is.” 
 
    Wes and Astrid exchanged glances, then said as one, “Huh?” 
 
    “Okay, so let’s say elf guy’s crazy: That means my mom knew about it, she knew what he did to me, and she never once told me. That’s pretty dishonest, right? Not to mention unethical. Now, let’s say he isn’t crazy: That means she’s just part of a spell designed to make me think this fake world is real, and would say anything to keep me thinking that. So, yeah. Dishonest either way.” 
 
    Frotwoot’s friends were silent for a moment, and then Wes asked, “What if you’re the one who’s not real?” 
 
    “What? How does that make sense?” 
 
    “How does what you’re saying?” Astrid chimed in. “Look, Crossley, obviously you’re really screwed up about this, but Wes says there’re gonna be record executives at this gig tonight, so if you could just, like… compartmentalize it till after our set, that’d be great.” 
 
    Frotwoot snorted. “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    Astrid stopped to stare at him, forcing him to stop as well lest he run right into her. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing, it’s just… record executives? At that hole we’re always playing at that can’t even decide on a name?” 
 
    “Okay, first of all, it’s not a ‘hole’, it’s a ‘dive’,” said Wes, completely without irony, as he’d developed a venue classification system specifically for this purpose. “And they’re gonna be there for us, bro! They liked what they saw at The House of Blues, and after I put the ol’ charm screws to ‘em over e-mail they liked us even more; said they wanted to see us one more time, just to make sure our awesomeness that night wasn’t a fluke.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Yeah, right. And us playing at The-freaking-House of Blues was totally believable, too, and not at all like one of the biggest dreams we’ve had for ourselves since we were twelve.” 
 
    “So what, man?! Dreams come true sometimes! Just deal with it! Gosh!” 
 
    Frotwoot wasn’t sure enough of his own suspicions just then to keep arguing with his friends about them, and he was pretty sure he’d only really brought them up to be talked out of believing in them anyway, so for the rest of his and his band’s trip into the city he dropped the subject from conversation and did his best not to think about it very much, either. 
 
    Unfortunately…  
 
    “Dude, are you still thinking about what that crazy guy said to you?” Wes asked him as they were setting up on stage some walking, a train ride, and some more walking later. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Stop!!!” Astrid commanded him with a tone of voice somewhere between “whiny” and “angry”. 
 
    Frotwoot blinked dramatically. “Oh, okay… wow. Thanks, Astrid. I never thought of that. You should be a psychologist. You’ve got a gift.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “No, really! Look at me! I’m cured! Have you ever thought about maybe interning with my mom at her office, or—? Ow-w.” 
 
    “You deserved that,” said Wes as Astrid stalked off to the other side of the tiny stage. “Seriously though, man… I know you’re getting eaten up inside about this, but as far as I know I’m real, okay? So that’s at least two of us. And if some imaginary record executives just so happen to want us to sign an imaginary contract, well… at least we’re livin’ the dream together. Right?” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head. “See, that’s the problem. Everything’s going too perfect for us lately. We’re just a crappy little cover band. Why would something like that happen to us unless it was a dream?” 
 
    “Hey! We’re a slightly above average cover band, thank you very much! And who cares if it’s real or not? It feels real. And if we never wake up, then it is real. And if we do wake up, then what’s it matter? No harm no foul!” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “Dude: Don’t. I’m trying to be understanding, here, but I swear, if you mess up our big break I’ll go over there and tell Astrid what you said about her that night after you broke up.” 
 
    “… Wait, what? I don’t—What’d I say about her?” 
 
    “Nothing, really. You were totally lame and wouldn’t give me any dirt at all. But I’ve got the whole show to make up something bad, so you just watch it!” 
 
    Frotwoot rolled his eyes and got down to some last-minute tuning, and when the show finally started a couple of minutes later he realized that this was it. This is where reality, for him, proved itself. If none of this was real, if this was all just some kind of magical “illusion”, or whatever, designed by some outside force to keep him distracted and happy, then nothing would go wrong. Starfishy Sky would play a killer set, the audience would love it, and the record executives Wes was freaking out about would beg them to join their label, and they’d probably even do it without making them sell out, because, y’know… why not? If all of this was real, on the other hand… well, he didn’t actually know what would happen in that case, as this sort of thing had obviously never really happened to him before, but he was pretty sure it wouldn’t be quite as great as if it were fake. Either way, it was time for him to find out, and as he raised his pick for the first strum of the first song, hoping beyond hope that the show they were about to play tonight was real, he never could have imagined that by the final strum of the final song that he’d be wishing that it was all a dream, and that he’d wake up from it right then and there. 
 
    “Hoooly crap,” sighed Frotwoot as the stage lights went off and some of the more polite members of the crowd gave him and his band not so much a “round” of applause as a “semi-circle”. “That was bad.” 
 
    “What was that?!?!” Wes demanded of both him and Astrid, climbing out from behind his drum set and throwing his drumsticks to the floor in anger. “That wasn’t us!!! That was—that was us, like, ten years ago!!! When we sucked!!! Because that sucked!!!” 
 
    “Hey man, we weren’t the only ones missing cues and playing bum notes!” Astrid reminded him, looking as if she’d like to throw something, too, but settling on taking her much more expensive bass off her shoulders extra-violently instead. “And I didn’t forget any of my lyrics! Did you, Crossley?” 
 
    “Guys, chill!” Frotwoot chuckled nervously, as he was apparently the only band member aware of the fact that they were still on stage and that everybody was still staring at them. “It’s cool. These things happen. Let’s just pick up and go home.” 
 
    “What about the executives?” asked Wes. 
 
    “Are you serious?!” said Astrid, but even as she mocked him with her words a man in a suit and sunglasses caught their eye from backstage as he smiled and slow-clap applauded them, prompting them to take a break from picking up and join him. 
 
    “Wes Cameron?” the suit said to Wes, either guessing correctly or just remembering that the one with the mohawk wasn’t also the one with the weird name. “Ed Haines, Valpo Media Group. We talked over e-mail.” 
 
    “Wha—?” Wes began, but then pivoted into an excited jump that ended with him landing to face his friends and scream, “YEAH!!! I told you guys!!!” 
 
    “Wait wait wait, ‘Valpo Media Group’?” said Astrid, furrowing her brow and casually shoving Wes aside. “Isn’t that, like, a talent agency?” 
 
    “It is,” the suit said proudly. 
 
    “You said they were record executives,” Frotwoot pointed out to Wes as he helped him to his feet. 
 
    “Well… yeah! That’s what they said!” 
 
    “No, Mr. Cameron I think you’ll find that if you reread our correspondence that that’s not precisely what I said,” the suit said smoothly, as if he’d said it before, and often. “What I said was that we were a world-class multimedia agency specializing in undiscovered talent that also runs a small, independent recording label as part of our efforts to help our clients secure a traditional contract.” 
 
    “… Oh,” said Wes, nodding slowly and looking confused while Frotwoot and Astrid exchanged quick, wary looks that held no confusion at all. 
 
    “You see, it’s difficult to sell potential,” the suit went on, wrapping his arm around Wes and pulling him away from his friends like a wolf separating the only sheep that hadn’t had the sense to run from the rest of the flock. “But a finished product? That’s easy. We just hand someone at, say… RCA(?) an album—clean, polished, and ready to sell—and then boom! We’re in like Flynn! Makes sense, right? It’s like we’re handing them money. Now, with a deposit of just three thousand five hundred dollars, you and your band will gain unlimited access to our state of the art recording studio and world-class audio production team for a full month, no strings attached, and then after that it’s just one hundred and fifty dollars per session. You can’t beat that! Meanwhile, I will be busy personally promoting your band and getting you paying gigs all over the Midwestern United States, which will have the double effect of—” 
 
    “Wait wait wait,” Frotwoot cut in, circling around the suit and Wes to stand in front of them before they could get any farther away. “You want us to pay you to be our agent?” 
 
    “No! No no no! Of course not! What incentive would I have to get out there and work for you then? No, see, what you’ll be paying for is the recording sessions. Those do tend to cost money, you know.” 
 
    “But it’s your studio!” Astrid cut in as well, from the side. “ Your studio and your label! Why would you rent time in your own studio to clients?” 
 
    “Why? I’ll tell you why, young lady: Because at Valpo Media Group, we care about quality. And in the music industry, my friends, quality doesn’t come cheap.” 
 
    Frotwoot and Astrid exchanged another pair of looks, at least twice as wary and for about a second longer than before, then, as one, they took Wes by the front of his shirt and pulled him out of the suit’s sleazy clutches. 
 
    “All right, okay, I know what you’re thinking,” the suit went on without missing a beat while the band went back to gathering up their instruments. “You’re thinking, ‘What kind of distribution does their label have’? Well, see, if you’d have let me continue, I would have told you about our exclusive deal with over a dozen independent record stores that—” 
 
    “Record stores?!” Wes took his turn interrupting him, although in a markedly more positive way than his friends would have. “You can get us into stores?! Guys, are you listening to this?!?!” 
 
    “Are you?” laughed Frotwoot, shaking his hand and walking past the suit with his guitar and his amp. “Come on, Wes. This guy’s a freaking con artist. And a pretty goofy one, too.” 
 
    “But—!” Wes began, only to trail off as Astrid took him forcibly by the arm and dragged him away. 
 
    “That’s all right,” the suit assured them, staying where he was as they rapidly moved away from him. “Really. It’s okay. You kids are gonna make it. I know you are. I just wish I could be there to help you make it there faster.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Astrid called over her shoulder, pairing it with an obscene gesture that seemed oddly appropriate, given the circumstances. 
 
    The suit didn’t try anything else, and the band didn’t say another word to each other until they were on the train, at which point Wes excitedly held up his phone to show them it was ringing. “Hey guys, look! He’s calling! I think he forgave us!” 
 
    “Oh, yay!” said Astrid, snatching the phone away from him and throwing it out the window. The stunned silence that followed was itself followed by a depressed silence, and that lasted pretty much the entire train ride until Astrid finally broke it at the platform: “So what do you think, Crossley? Still think we’re in a dream world?” 
 
    Frotwoot snorted and smiled darkly, which was going to be his only answer to her, but then he thought of something and she must have seen whatever that thought did to his face because she stopped walking and immediately pressed him for more. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “No, Crossley, what is it?” 
 
    “I don’t wanna say,” Frotwoot shrugged, and as he started to walk away she yanked on the guitar slung across his back to return him (after some stumbling) more or less to his starting position. 
 
    “Crossley: What?” 
 
    “It’s really nothing! Okay? It’s just… I kind of feel like tonight went too bad, you know? Like, the dream, or whatever, was overcompensating.” 
 
    “Are you serious? Crossley, that’s—! Gah! I mean, we’ve played bad shows before!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know! That’s why I said it was nothing.” 
 
    “No, you said it was ‘nothing’ because you didn’t want to tick me off!” 
 
    Frotwoot held out his hands and made a face to indicate that yes, of course ticking her off was something he didn’t want. 
 
    Astrid sighed. “Crossley… do you really believe none of this is real?” 
 
    “No,” said Frotwoot, pleasantly surprising himself when he realized that—for now, at least—that felt like it might actually be the truth. “No, I guess not. I just… I just want all the crazy stuff that’s happening to be explained. And it’s bugging me that it’s not.” 
 
    “What’s to explain?” Wes chimed in, looking up from the task of changing all the settings on what had formerly been Astrid’s phone to match those of his old one (which, once she’d cooled down a bit, she’d wordlessly—and guiltily—given this one to him to replace). “A crazy guy who messed with your head when you were a kid came back and now he’s messing with your head again. Oh, and also I’m an idiot, apparently, and our band kind of sucks! Boom! Explained!” 
 
    Frotwoot and Astrid barely even had time to register their surprise at this uncharacteristic negativity on Wes’ part before he shoved his new phone into his pocket, hitched up his drum caddys, and just as uncharacteristically pushed past his friends toward home. 
 
    “… Dude, are you all right?” asked Frotwoot, as both he and Astrid rushed to catch up with him. 
 
    “Oh yeah, bro, I’m great. I just had the worst night of my life, and all you guys wanna do is talk about how you literally think the whole world revolves around you.” 
 
    “What—? I don’t think that!” 
 
    (“And if he did it still wouldn’t be ‘literally’…” Astrid added—pretty much just for herself,) 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry, okay?” said Frotwoot. “If you wanna talk about how much tonight sucked we can do that. Like, that guy, pretending to be a record executive, and then an agent? What the heck was that, right?” 
 
    Wes frowned at him with an unconvinced-looking sideways glance. “Yeah, that was totally lame. Possibly the lamest thing ever. But you’re still thinking about your thing, aren’t you?” 
 
    “What? Why do you care what I’m thinking about? I’m talking to you right now, about this.” 
 
    “But deep down you’re still thinking about it.” 
 
    “Whatever, dude,” Frotwoot scoffed, picking up the pace so he wouldn’t be side-by-side with him anymore. After a few steps he got the funny feeling he was being watched, and when he turned around to confirm it he saw Astrid and Wes staring intently at him, neither one of them looking quite the way they should. As soon as they noticed him looking back at them they went right back to normal, and while the whole process had only taken about a millisecond it had been more than long enough to give Frotwoot the chills. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Astrid. “You look kind of freaked out.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m… I’m fine,” Frotwoot lied, not so much to deceive as in anticipation of it soon being true. “Mind’s just playing tricks on me.” 
 
    “Yeah, we noticed,” Wes murmured, earning himself one of Astrid’s patented punches in the arm. And that sure seemed like them now, Frotwoot thought, fighting against his most basic survival instincts to turn his back on them again and continue to walk home instead of run. But, tricks of the light (or mind, or whatever) aside, something still wasn’t right here. Like, why did Wes care so much about what he was thinking? He’d wanted Frotwoot to drop it, and he’d dropped it, but then Wes just kept picking it right back up. That wasn’t like Wes. He didn’t have the attention span for it. And wanting to dwell on something negative? That was even less like him. It was almost if— 
 
    “Almost if what?” said Wes. 
 
    “Gah!!! What?!” Frotwoot cried as he whirled back around in alarm. 
 
    “What you were saying. ‘It’s almost as if’ what?” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and continued to walk (but backwards now) as he mentally rewound the conversation a few seconds. “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “Yeah you did,” said Astrid. “Right after you said it wasn’t like Wes to be such a crybaby, or whatever.” 
 
    “He said ‘to dwell on the negative’,” Wes snapped. “I’m not crying? Do I look like I’m crying?” 
 
    “I could make it so you are.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that!” Frotwoot repeated, but more incredulously this time. “I was thinking it!” 
 
    “Thinking it out loud, maybe,” Astrid countered, while Wes grumbled about the double standard of her getting to hit him all the time without him ever getting to hit her back. “But you definitely said it.” 
 
    “Why? Why would I say that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You’re acting weird. I think we’ve established that. And you wanna hit me Wes? Go ahead. Let’s have a full-on fistfight, see who wins.” 
 
    “Uh… I’m good.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Frotwoot, throwing up his hands again. “Well I didn’t mean to say it, so—” 
 
    “So you think you don’t have to finish it?” Wes cut him off. “Nah, man. This crap’s affecting all of us. I think it might even be what threw us off tonight. If you don’t finish that thought, you’re—yeah, you know what? You’re out of the band!” 
 
    “No I’m not.” 
 
    “Yeah, no he’s not,” Astrid quickly and disdainfully agreed. “But come on, Crossley! We’re your friends! We wanna help you through this!” 
 
    “All right! Fine! What was I gonna say was (well, what I was gonna think was, because I’m still pretty sure I didn’t say it) was that it was almost as if Wes wasn’t letting it go because the spell wouldn’t let him. And I only think you were able to hear that in the first place because the spell’s in my mind and can read my thoughts.” 
 
    “Okay, wait, so I’m confused,” said Astrid, while Wes raged in silent frustration behind her. “Are we the spell? Or are we under the spell, or—?” 
 
    “THERE’S NO SPELL!!!” Wes exploded. “CROSSLEY’S JUST GONE CRAZY!!! THAT’S ALL IT IS!!! I MEAN, THE GUY USED TO THINK HE HAD WINGS!!! WHY’RE WE EVEN LISTENING TO THIS?!?!” 
 
    Anger bubbling up inside him, Frotwoot stepped forward only for Astrid to coolly position herself between the boys. “Oh yeah? So what about the shirt then, man?” 
 
    “What shirt?!?!” 
 
    “The one with the knife hole in it,” Astrid reminded him. 
 
    “Oh, riiight, yeah! The magical shirt that’s supposed to prove all our lives are a lie! Well, hmm, uh… I don’t know, man! Maybe there was just, like, already a hole in it?! Y’know?! It’s not like everything you wear is freaking bulletproof, or anything!” 
 
    “Oh, okay, yeah, fine, that makes sense,” Frotwoot nodded, turning to walk away again but still glaring daggers at his friends—if that was even who they were. “Case solved! I’m crazy! You win! Can I go home now?” 
 
    “Not without me you’re not,” said Wes, pushing past Astrid to follow and glaring his own daggers right back. “I gotta see this shirt, that’s messed everything up like this.” 
 
    “Why? You’re just gonna say it’s just a hole!” 
 
    “Exactly! Because that’s all it is!” 
 
    “Fine! Let’s go!” 
 
    “Fine!” 
 
    “FINE!!!” 
 
    Having now officially reached the point where no more “fine”’s needed to be said, the members of Starfishy Sky covered the last few blocks to Frotwoot’s house via an impromptu race, though it was a race in which only two of them actually seemed to be competing. Reaching his front door first, Frotwoot took a moment to pose victoriously before getting out his key to let Wes (the angry second place finisher), Astrid (the tired-looking, not even trying third place finisher) and himself in. As soon as he’d done that, though, Wes barreled past him and a second race began, Frotwoot and Wes each taking turns pulling the other down as they made their way up the stairs to Frotwoot’s room while Astrid yawned and trudged on behind them. In the end it was Wes who “won”, but since he didn’t know where the shirt they were there to see actually was it didn’t really matter, and Frotwoot relished taking his time and making him wait. 
 
    “Come onnn, Crossley!” Wes whined. “Where is it?” 
 
    “Hmm? Where’s what?” asked Frotwoot, looking up mock-quizzically from his bean bag chair where he was pretending to read his dad’s latest issue of Rolling Stone magazine. 
 
    “Crossley,” Astrid said sternly. 
 
    “Oh, right! The shirt that’s gonna prove I’m not crazy! Yeah, hold on.” Crossing the room, Frotwoot opened his closet to reveal the overflowing laundry basket inside and—after a few seconds picking around—found the r-shirt he was looking for. Wiggling his fingers through the hole, he turned around and handed it to Wes with a smirk. “There. You see?” 
 
    Holding it up so that the front was facing Frotwoot, Wes studied the back of the shirt for a moment, looking confused, and silently shared his confusion with Astrid as she got up to study it with him. Eventually, after what seemed like an unusually long time to be looking at a hole, Wes handed the shirt back and said simply, “Uh… dude?” 
 
    Frotwoot snatched it back, and after flipping it around to see what all the confusion was about he was suddenly overcome by the sensation that the floor and the walls had started to spin around him, forcing him to his knees while the muted cries of his friends barely reached him through the sound of his own pulse pounding through his brain. 
 
    The dagger hole was gone. And all he could do was stare at where it was supposed to be in shock. 
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    The first thing Frotwoot did when he could breathe again was go straight to his parents and tell them everything. The next several things he did went by in a blur, probably because they were out of his control and were more a case of things being done to him. It started almost immediately with Bunmi giving him the first closed-door, serious psychotherapy session he’d had with her since she and Jack had adopted him, which led to her referring him the next morning to a more impartial colleague, which led to him getting put on a variety of prescription drugs, which led to him feeling weird for a while, which led to him realizing that taking the drugs only seemed to make him forget things that seemed suspicious, which led to him not taking them anymore, which led to a blow up when his parents found out, which led to him pointing out that they couldn’t possibly have found out unless something was watching him when he was alone, which led to them asking what he meant by that, which culminated in him freaking out and being committed to a mental institution. 
 
    “Well,” a voice said from outside his padded cell. “That escalated quickly.” 
 
    Frotwoot bolted upright on the floor and—once the initial shock of waking up in a straitjacket had worn off—struggled awkwardly to his feet (straitjackets having a tendency to make almost everything into an awkward struggle) to see out the little window at the top of his door. “Mr. Widgeon?!” 
 
    “ ‘Pix’,” Pixley corrected him with a gentle smirk. He was dressed like an orderly, and was pushing a cart full of pills. “You pretty much only call me ‘Pix’.” 
 
    “What’s going on? Is this real? Am I still in my room with you, dreaming, or—?” 
 
    “Sorry kid, but no. You are dreaming, just not in your room.” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed until it turned into a groan. “… The spell thing?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Lightly banging his head against the wall, Frotwoot considered his options for a moment then turned back to Pixley to ask, “So, are you here to break me out? Because—real or not—that’d be awesome.” 
 
    “No, not yet. You still believe in this reality too much. The mental blocks that the spell’s put up with those beliefs as their base are too strong for me to break through.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, I don’t really understand it either. But look, we don’t have a lot of time before the spell notices I’m here, so—” 
 
    “I thought it couldn’t notice you when I’m sleeping.” 
 
    “It can’t. But you’re not. I can’t get in that way ever since you kicked me out. All I can do now is make myself look like I’m part of the illusion while it’s on maintenance mode.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Pixley laughed silently in agreement. “But listen, these pills they want you to take?” He picked a bottle up from his tray and shook it a little to illustrate. “Don’t. They’re not really pills. They’re… what was it? Oh, right: ‘Pieces of magical psychic energy’ designed to rewire your brain until it forgets everything that’ll stop you from being compliant. You were probably hit with a dose of it when you first fell under the spell, which is why you don’t remember who I am, but ever since you started to doubt the world around you your unconscious mind put up its own magical psychic defenses to keep it from hitting you again. Which means that now, for it to work, you have to let the magic in willingly, i.e., by taking the pills. So, again: Don’t. Okay?” 
 
    “… What?!?!” 
 
    “Oh, fie,” Pixley muttered not-to-him, looking back down the hallway as the sound of rapidly-approaching footsteps came echoing up it. “Look, I’ll be back as soon as I can, all right? Just, uh, hang in there, don’t take the pills, and remember, kid, no matter what they tell you: You can fly.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and took half a stumbling step back as if those last three words had pushed him, because it sure felt like they had, but before he could so much as pointlessly say “What?” again in response Pixley turned to greet the first of a pair of brawny, onrushing orderlies with a pill tray to the face. He immediately followed that up by turning the tray flat to jam it into the other orderly’s ribs, and after the first orderly had to be hit again with a one-handed tray-chop to the neck he went right back to the second one, and then the first one, and then the second one again, and so on, in a series of increasingly inventive, brutally violent, and (absurd as it seemed) completely tray-based ways. When both orderlies were finally down for the count (and the poor, weaponized tray had finally cracked) several more of their fellow mental health professionals could immediately be heard charging in from the opposite direction to join the attack, but Pixley had already taken off running by then—having started running, in fact, before the last of the two orderlies had even hit the ground. Frotwoot pressed his face up against the glass to see as much of what happened as he could, but once the horde of angry people in lab coats and scrubs had run past there really wasn’t very much more to see. And then, for a while, there was silence. 
 
    Until: “… I can fly.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t really have occasion to talk to anyone again until they let him out of his cell for his first group therapy session the next day, when the doctor in charge asked him to introduce himself to the circle of young, apparently mentally ill people of which he was now a part. The orderly who’d seated him had just finished removing his straitjacket when the request had been made, though, so he was a little preoccupied by the overwhelming need to stretch and bend his arms any which way he could and didn’t immediately process it. “What?” 
 
    The doctor blinked agitatedly but smiled patiently. “I said, Frotwoot, would you like to introduce yourself to the group?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked around and resisted the urge to say “no”, because that would be mean. “Uh, yeah. Hi everyone. I’m Frotwoot, and… I don’t think I belong here.” 
 
    The doctor closed his eyes for a couple of seconds, probably to roll them underneath. “Well, Frotwoot, I can’t say I’ve never heard that before, but I can say that I’ve never met anyone who said that that couldn’t benefit from a little help.” 
 
    “Yeah, but like… this is different. And I know you probably hear that a lot too, but it is. Because this guy that everybody keeps saying I’m hallucinating (except when they’re saying I’m not)?he reminded me of something last night that made it all make sense. Something that I’ve always known about myself, something that everyone’s always said is wrong, but that I’ve always known is true, and it only fits with his story, not theirs.” 
 
    “ … Right. Well, moving on—” 
 
    “I can fly,” Frotwoot cut him off. “I’m from a different world, and I can fly. I know one, and so I believe the other. And nothing you can tell me will—” 
 
    “What kind of name’s ‘Frotwoot’?” a girl’s voice asked from two seats away, and when Frotwoot turned to look at the beautiful blonde girl it had come from leaning forward in her chair to look at him he was shocked that he hadn’t noticed her sitting there before. 
 
    “Uh… my mom’s Nigerian,” Frotwoot gave his stock answer once he’d stopped blushing and gotten the ability to speak back. Then, for some reason he couldn’t quite explain, on some instinctive impulse he’d never had before, he added what he usually only ever told people when he got to know them better (i.e., the truth): “Or I mean, that’s what we tell people, because it’s easier, but it’s not really a Nigerian name and I already had it when she adopted me.” 
 
    “Wow,” the girl chuckled, her smile melting something inside of him. “That’s… honest.” 
 
    The doctor cleared his throat to get their attention back, but then proceeded to start talking to other people in the group anyway, leaving Frotwoot and his new friend to smile and make flirty eyes at each other for the rest of the hour. Or most of the hour, anyway; because at about five minutes till noon, he realized what had happened. 
 
    “Wanna spend free time together?” the girl asked Frotwoot, catching up with him as they and everyone else were shepherded towards the recreational area. 
 
    “No, no way,” Frotwoot replied, picking up speed and doing his best not to even look at her. “I know what you’re doing. You’re trying to distract me.from getting out of here. But I’m not gonna let you, I’m—” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Wanna make out?” 
 
    Frotwoot stopped dead in his tracks, suddenly faced with the greatest dilemma a growing boy trapped in a dream world could ever know. Fortunately, before he had to face it, and learn what kind of man he really was, the fire alarm went off, and in the panicked stampede that ensued the beautiful girl lost track of him and Pixley Widgeon was able to pull him into a broom closet. 
 
    (Which felt uncomfortably metaphorical at the moment, but hey, what can you do?) 
 
    “You were right,” Pixley told him, locking the closet from the inside and turning around to pry the already-loosened grate off an air vent. “The spell was trying to distract you. And your rejecting it like that gave me the opening I needed to get back in here. Good work, kid.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded in a daze, looking around the closet for about half a second until he realized there wasn’t actually anything in there to look at. “Yeah, uh… thanks. I don’t know how I did it, though, man. She was pretty hot.” 
 
    The grate now off, Pixley turned back to him with a knowing smirk. “Well, she looked just like your girlfriend would if she weren’t green, so I’m not surprised you think that. Here, let me give you a boost up into this vent.” 
 
    “Wait, girlfriend?” Frotwoot stopped everything to focus on what mattered. “And also wait, green???” 
 
    Pixley just shook his head at him with an even wider smirk and gently pushed him toward the vent. So Frotwoot, agreeing on some level, at least, that this wasn’t the time, reluctantly kept the dozens of questions that were swirling through his thoughts to himself (for now) and let Pixley boost him up into the vent like he’d said. Pixley followed right up after him on his own, and once they’d endured the awkward process of the older man having to climb over him and get in front so he could lead the way, they were off! 
 
    Off, that is, toward… uh… 
 
    “Hey, dude? Where’re we going?” 
 
    “The roof. It’s how I got in.” 
 
    “Is there a ladder down to the ground up there, or something?” 
 
    “… Something.” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t know what that meant, of course, but before he could ask, the frenzied voices of orderlies running around looking for him prompted him to keep quiet instead. After all, if he could hear them, then— 
 
    “They’re up here!” a beefy orderly who’d stuck his big, bald head up through a grate in the vents just as Pixley was about to crawl over it called out to his comrades, his look of triumph only lasting as long as it took Pixley to punch him out and clear the way. The pace naturally quickened at that point, and things got considerably more tense and violent (Frotwoot even having to kick a guy who’d grabbed him by the ankle at one point), but in the end they still wound up on the roof. 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” said Frotwoot, panting for breath, laughing, and stretching out the cramps in his muscles once he’d clambered out onto the weather-worn gravel. “I can’t believe… I just spent… five minutes… crawling through air vents… and didn’t quote Die Hard… even once.” 
 
    Pixley, who seemed much less cramped and out of breath than he did (or, in other words, seemed much less out of shape), took one look at the storm clouds forming overhead and motioned urgently for Frotwoot to follow him. “Come on. We’re running out of time.” 
 
    “What? Why? Because of the storm?” 
 
    “Yep. Because of the storm. The spell’s getting angry. Or… more hostile, at least. It knows you’re close to not believing in it anymore and wants to stop that from happening.” 
 
    “What, by hitting me with lightning or something?” As Frotwoot asked that, thunder crashed from somewhere nearby and heavy drops of rain started to pour like bullets from the sky. And Frotwoot nearly jumped high enough to greet them on their way out. “Gah!!! Whoa, hey, no!!! I believe in you, spell!!! I totally do!!! Please don’t hit me with lightning!!!” 
 
    “It can’t hurt you, kid,” Pixley assured him, even as the thunder rumbled again as if to show it was considering it. “It’s not designed for that.” 
 
    “Can it hurt you?” 
 
    A bolt of lightning split the sky, right in front of the edge of the roof they were headed to, and Pixley didn’t need to answer him to confirm the implied threat. So he didn’t. 
 
    “It’s just in our minds, though, right?” Frotwoot went on, slowing down a bit even as Pixley inexplicably continued forward. “How can it hurt you if it’s just in our minds?” 
 
    “Because it’s just in your mind; my mind isn’t supposed to be here. That makes it vulnerable.” 
 
    “To what, like, a headache?” 
 
    “No… more like to brain damage. Or brain death.” 
 
    “ ‘Brain’…?” Frotwoot mouthed in horror as another bolt of lightning struck the Northern Indiana countryside to the right. “Dude, what? Why don’t you just leave?” 
 
    “Not without you,” Pixley said firmly, stopping at the edge of the roof. Frotwoot stopped too, and when he saw that there was nothing waiting for them there but a sheer drop he staggered back a bit as well. 
 
    “Where’s the ladder?!” 
 
    “There is no ladder.” 
 
    “How’d you get up here, then?!” 
 
    “I flew.” 
 
    Remembering the older man’s wings, Frotwoot nodded slowly in a weird mix of grudging and hopeful acceptance. “Right. So… are you gonna fly us off, or—?” 
 
    “Oh, my love,” a third voice said from nearby, and Frotwoot whirled to see Bunmi coming out of a covered stairwell, flanked by a couple of orderlies, the doctor from the group session, and an armed police officer. “Of course he’s not. How can he, when you know as well as I do that people can’t fly?” 
 
    “Mom…?” Frotwoot began, but before he could get any further the police officer drew his weapon and fired, hitting Pixley square in the shoulder and—very nearly, as he spun—right off the roof. “Geez!!!” cried Frotwoot, falling to his knees next to Pixley to check on him, for all the good it did; just as he thought, the man had been shot. “Dude!!! What’d you do that for?!?!” 
 
    “He was making a threatening move toward you while you weren’t looking,” Bunmi said soothingly, taking a tentative step forward. “I fear he may have been about to throw you off the roof.” 
 
    “Kid, listen to me,” Pixley said through gritted teeth. “I can’t fly us off because you don’t believe I have wings yet. When I was flying in you weren’t here, so your concept of reality didn’t matter. It wasn’t dictating the rules. But now that you are—” 
 
    “Leave my son alone!” Bunmi snapped, and as she did thunder roared along as if in agreement. 
 
    “I saw your wings, though! In my dream!” 
 
    “Exactly. In your dream. What you believe is real couldn’t dictate the rules there, either. But here it does. Do you understand?” 
 
    “… Not really?” 
 
    “Frotwoot! Get away from there! Don’t let him trick you!” 
 
    “There’s only one way out of this,” Pixley went on, squeezing Frotwoot’s shoulder in what felt like an oddly familiar way… only to then frantically wipe his hand on his own pants in a somehow even more oddly familiar way. “And I think you know what it is.” 
 
    “Shut up!” the police officer ordered, and he was suddenly close enough now that he could ensure compliance with a savage kick to Pixley’s face. Frotwoot jumped up in anger, ready to retaliate, but before he could Bunmi (also suddenly closer than she realistically should have been) grabbed him and spun him around. 
 
    “Frotwoot, please, listen,” she pleaded, tears running down her face. “I know you’re confused, and that what your life’s become in the past few days not being your real life must be rather appealing right now, but it doesn’t have to be this way! I can help you! I will help you! That’s why I’m here. The hospital’s asked for my help in treating you, and I promise you, my love, I will stay at your side, sleep in the bed next to yours, eat when you eat, play when you play, until I’ve given you all the help you could possibly ever need!” 
 
    “We’re here to help too, kiddo,” said Jack, which was weird, because Frotwoot was positive he hadn’t been there until he had. He was now, though, and Molly was, too. “We can’t stay in the hospital, but we’ll be here every weekend, no matter what, until you feel good enough to come home.” 
 
    “ ‘Well’ enough,” Bunmi corrected him. 
 
    “Well enough,” Jack amended, but in a goofy voice and while rolling his eyes. 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t know what to say, and apparently neither did Molly, because she just ran forward at that point to hug him. But as she did, and as the warm feelings of familial love and acceptance that he’d been missing so much washed over him, Frotwoot couldn’t help but notice the police officer murmuring into his shoulder mic as he got up from handcuffing the still-unconscious Pixley, gun still in hand, only to fall suspiciously silent when he saw Frotwoot noticing him, as if he didn’t want him to hear what he had to say. 
 
    “Frotwoot?” said Bunmi, trying (and failing) after a long, awkward silence to redirect his now-narrowed gaze from the police officer. 
 
    “What’s gonna happen to him?” Frotwoot demanded of whoever might have an answer, gently moving Molly aside to get protectively closer to Pixley. “Are you just gonna toss him off the roof? Shoot him right here, execution-style?” 
 
    “Frotwoot!” both of Frotwoot’s parents said sternly in unison. 
 
    “What? Is that rude? To ask if the guy who already shot and kicked an unarmed man if he’s gonna keep violating his constitutional rights? Oops! Sorry, dude, my bad. Didn’t mean to be rude. Hey, while you’re here, though, how much would it cost a ‘respectable businessman’ to get someone like you in his pocket? Do you have, like, a price sheet? Are you bought? Is it a rental deal? Rent to own? Or do you just abuse your authority as a hobby?” 
 
    “Frotwoot, you don’t understand,” said Bunmi, stepping forward while Jack pulled Molly back. “Pixley Widgeon is a very dangerous man. He’s—he’s a murderer, and—” 
 
    “Oh, he’s a murderer now? Really? And that’s just coming up?” 
 
    “We were trying to protect you—” 
 
    “Right, just like you’re protecting my little sister by bringing her up here on a roof in a lightning storm with a freaking ‘murderer’! That totally makes sense! You know what?” Frotwoot had to wait a moment before he could tell them “what”, as the police officer had just made a sudden move in his direction, but once he’d dodged it and gotten himself close enough to the roof’s edge to ward off any further such “moves” he continued, “I think I figured out why you’re all so bad at lying: It’s because I’m bad at lying, and all this comes from me! Just like he said! And you know what else? Even if you weren’t, I’d still believe him, not you, because while everyone else was trying to tell me everything I knew was a lie, he was the only one here who told me something that I’ve always known about myself was true, ever since that day I fell from the sky!” 
 
    Frotwoot’s family looked in askance at each other, then at the police officer, then at the hospital staff, and then, finally, at him. “What was it?” asked Jack for all of them, in a defeated voice that wasn’t anything like his own. “What did he tell you?” 
 
    Frotwoot held out his hands and smiled wide. “That I can fly.” 
 
    And with that, he spread his wings, leapt off the roof, and flew… 
 
    … Directly into a wall, the giant metal birdcage he was barely fitting in breaking apart in the collision. 
 
    “… Ow,” he said pointedly to the wall, extricating himself from the cage’s remains as Pixley—no longer shot, no longer unconscious, and, most importantly, no longer unfamiliar—rushed across the floor to check on him. 
 
    “Kid! You did it! Are you okay/” 
 
    “Yeah,” Frotwoot said uncertainly, not sure if his head hurt because he’d just given himself a concussion or because of all the memories that were flooding back into it. “Yeah, I guess so… but dude! Pix! Are you okay? How’d you know all that stuff about magic? And how’d you even get into my head in the first place?” 
 
    “I had help,” Pixley replied, nodding in the direction of someone in the shadows, who looked as if they didn’t particularly want to be seen. 
 
    Chuckling puzzledly, Frotwoot squinted into said shadows to see the person who’d helped him—which didn’t really work, of course, since his eyes were already accustomed to the low, dungeon-like light. So, with a reluctant sigh, the hidden person stepped forward, and aside from being dressed in the pointed black hat and robes of a magic man (i.e., the enemy) Frotwoot wasn’t sure why they’d been reluctant. until the relevant memory popped back into place in his brain just in time for Frotwoot to look at the face between the hat and robes and realize that he knew it, even though he’d only seen it once before. “… Tree Guy?!?!” 
 
    “Yea,” the magic man chuckled weakly. “Verily.” 
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    For a moment, Frotwoot stood frozen by indecision, a dozen possible reactions (and just as many questions) running through his mind. But then the shock of seeing his worst enemy in the flesh started to wear off, raw emotion took over, and—just like that—he knew exactly what he wanted to do. 
 
    “Now behold, Frotwoot, I knowest what thou art thinking, and—” 
 
    Whatever The Dryad had been about to say was simultaneously muffled and cut short by Frotwoot’s fist hitting him across the mouth. 
 
    “Whoa, hey! Kid! Stop!” said Pixley, moving swiftly to get between them as The Dryad crumpled to the floor and Frotwoot stepped forward to continue the assault. “Stop. Okay? Listen: I know you and this guy have had your differences in the past—” 
 
    “ ‘Differences’?! Dude, he tried to steal my body! Like… a bunch of times! And when he couldn’t steal it, he used it to try to destroy the Seelie Court! Those aren’t just ‘differences’, man, those are… like—!” 
 
    “—But he saved you,” Pixley finished firmly, as if Frotwoot hadn’t interrupted him (which was good, because had actually been struggling to think of a better word than “differences). “And he saved me, too. Whatever he did to you before, he’s helping us now, so until that changes I’m gonna need you to follow my lead as your knight and treat him as… an ally.“ 
 
    “Yea, as an ally; for in sooth, that is what I am,” said The Dryad, pulling himself up against the dingy stone wall and checking his mouth for blood. “So cease thou thy sucker-punching.” 
 
    “Stop talking like that!” Frotwoot snapped over Pixley’s shoulder, because Pixley was too quick for him to go snap it in The Dryad’s face. “You already told me it was an act, remember? To make you look like a dork. so I wouldn’t take you seriously? And how are you even here?! You’re supposed to be a tree!!!” 
 
    “There will be time enow for explanations later,” The Dryad assured him, straightening out his robes and dusting himself off. “For at this time there is none. Sir Pixley: Be thou ready.” 
 
    Pixley nodded, and just as Frotwoot was about to ask what (“the fie”) was going on the heretofore invisible door to the dungeon magically sizzled open in the stones behind him to reveal a small contingent of magic men pouring into the room. Spinning around to face them, Frotwoot almost immediately spun back around to see why Pixley had just gone hurtling past him in the opposite direction, lifted off his feet and speared on the tip of a bolt of lightning, and when he’d finished spinning he didn’t see The Dryad, like he’d (not unreasonably) expected, but another magic man. The same magic man, he realized, who he’d run through with his sword when he and Golly had first gotten here, and who’d winked at him before going down—just as he was winking at him now. 
 
    “… Huh?” 
 
    The next thing Frotwoot knew he was being blasted off his feet himself, only to be hauled back to them a moment later in glowing, magically-conjured chains. 
 
    “Good work, sorcerer,” the magic man who’d done the hauling said to the (not currently, but historically) winking magic man as he dragged Frotwoot past him. “When we heard the alarm go off we didn’t expect someone to already be here. Were you in the area, or—?” 
 
    “Quiet!” another, more authoritative-looking magic man barked from across the room, where two other magic men were struggling to restrain an also magically-chained Pixley. “No more talking! The Archmage gave specific instructions not to speak to, or around, his special prisoner!” 
 
    “Ooo, I’m a special prisoner?” said Frotwoot, who was starting to feel rather cranky—and thus sarcastic—about this whole situation as he was shoved up next to his friend to have their chains linked together. “Awesome. But wait, does that mean I’m not allowed to talk, too?” 
 
    “Well… no, but—” 
 
    “Ah-ah-ah! You talked to me! That’s against the rules!” 
 
    “… What? No no no, that’s—! That’s not—!” 
 
    “He did it again,” said Pixley, shaking his head as if at a tragedy. 
 
    “Hoo boy, he sure did! Dude, I’m telling the Archmage on you.” 
 
    The authoritative magic men started to protest, but his underlings were watching him closely now, so instead he closed his mouth, literally harrumphed, and pushed his prisoners toward the still-open door. 
 
    “Okay dude, so what’s going on?” Frotwoot asked Pixley quietly as they were marched down a somewhat more brightly-lit corridor toward an upwardly-spiraling staircase. “Who’s this guy pretending to be The Dryad? Or is he pretending? And how’d you hook up with him? Where the fie did he go? And how’d you get here? Did you find the ring portal in Golly’s room, or—?” And with that unfinished question, the last of Frotwoot’s clouded memories came into sharp, horrifying focus. “Oh my gosh, dude!!! Where’s Golly?!?! Is she in one of those cages too, or—?!?!” 
 
    “Shut up!” the authoritative magic man commanded. 
 
    “You shut up! You’re not supposed to talk ‘to, or around’ me, remember? But hey, as long you’re breaking the rules, WHERE THE FIE IS MY GIRLFRIEND?!?!” 
 
    “Silence!” said the magic man, but he didn’t say it in English; he said it in what Frotwoot knew to be the language of magic, casting a spell that did just what it said, effectively putting Frotwoot’s voice box on mute. Scream and rage as he might, nothing came out, so eventually Frotwoot gave up, heartened not even a little by Pixley’s soft-spoken assurance that it was okay, that Golly was okay, and they’d talk later. He knew half-truths when he heard them. 
 
    Once they were up the staircase, they entered into a small room with no visible doors. This wasn’t particularly unusual around here, of course, but what was unusual was how long and complicated the process of making a door appear was. By the time it was done Frotwoot got the impression that they were inside the magical equivalent of a vault, and when they stepped out of it that impression was confirmed and underscored by the massive door of (probably Koldiron) bars that stood outside of it and that needed three keys held by three separate people to open. Once they’d passed through that, though, there was nothing else to see but plain, dark, stone corridor, and while the authoritative magic men wordlessly directed most of his men down it in one direction he—and a couple of volunteers—continued to lead Frotwoot and Pixley on their perp walk down the other. They’d gone only a few feet before Frotwoot realized that there were actually three volunteers, and he only realized that because the third one came up behind them to give them an entirely unnecessary shove and then put his hands on each of their shoulders to keep them going, also unnecessarily, at the same pace they’d already been going. Turning his head to scowl at whoever it was in indignation, Frotwoot saw that his manhandler was the (this time currently) winking magic man, and as his scowl turned to confusion the magic man subtly moved his thumbs up from the faeries’ shoulders to rest them at the base of each of their necks. 
 
    “Look thou forward, Frotwoot,” The Dryad’s voice came into his thoughts. “Give no indication that thou art hearing my words. For behold, through the magic of tactile telepathy, I am speaking to thee, and yea, by touching thy friend, I am linking thy thoughts to his thoughts as well, and to my thoughts, and—” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, whatever, I remember how it works,” Frotwoot snapped mentally, moving his lips as little as possible—but still moving them, as he’d never really figured out how to send his thoughts to The Dryad without at least mouthing them first. “So what’s going on, here? Are you really the tree guy? Like, in disguise, or something?” 
 
    “Yea, verily. I am he who thou didst know as ‘tree guy’, though now thou mayest call me Finvarra.” 
 
    “Why not ‘The Dryad’?” 
 
    “Ah-ha! So thou canst say it! When last I didst travail with thee in the flesh, thou didst act as if thou wert incapable of calling things by their proper names, including my name, which was—” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Right, yeah, I sure did. Where’s Golly?” 
 
    “Did—Didst thou not want an answer to thy previous question?” 
 
    “I don’t really care, no. Where is she? Do you know?” 
 
    “We don’t,” Pixley’s mental voice chimed in. 
 
    “So what’re we doing?! Let’s go find her!” 
 
    “It might be wise to effect thine own escapes first.” 
 
    “Okay. How? Let’s do it!” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Pixley. “The Dry—Finvarra has a plan.” 
 
    “What, to betray us? Because that was his last plan…” 
 
    “Behold, Frotwoot, how one who didst once worship me didst demur from using my honorific to instead call me by mine given name! This is significant, for it may now serve somewhat to answer thy question as to why I no longer wish to be called by that very same honorific, and—” 
 
    “Don’t care. What’s the plan?” 
 
    The Dryad sighed mentally and obviously had to take a moment to compose himself before answering. “The plan will become clear to thee when it needs to be, Frotwoot. I do not withhold it from thee to be ‘annoying’, as thou art now thinking, but because The Archmage may yet choose to read thy mind, and should he do so then the plan may then be thwarted.” 
 
    Frotwoot rolled his eyes, and took a moment to compose himself as well. “So what’re we talking for, then? If you’re not gonna tell me anything?” 
 
    “I have tried to tell thee many things!!!” 
 
    “Yeah, kid, he really has,” Pixley agreed, earning himself a withering look of betrayal from his squire (being Pixley, though he just furrowed his brow at him and shrugged in response, as if to say, “What? What I said was true. You can’t be mad about the truth”). 
 
    “All right, fine,” Frotwoot snarled, which must have looked really silly just then since his words weren’t spoken aloud. Luckily, as they were busy going up some stairs. no one was looking at him. “Tell me some things. Like, how are you here? And why do you keep talking that way?” 
 
    “Ah! Well! As it so happens, my dear Frotwoot, the answers to both thy questions can be found in but one memory, which I shall now remind thee of, for behold, it is a memory we both share! Cast back thy mind to our last meeting, and what didst transpire between us then…” 
 
    Frotwoot obediently thought back to what he was talking about, and as he did The Dryad cried/thought, “Behold! The magic of memory transference!” and suddenly it was as if they were there again, him and The Dryad, fighting each other in “the realm of the mind” to save Seelie from/keep Seelie under the tyranny of the magic men. Psionically-formed swords clashed clumsily together, neither of their wielders gaining the upper hand, until finally The Dryad changed his sword to an axe, and Frotwoot—knowing now that they could do that—changed his sword to a gun, shooting The Dryad in the head and dissolving the spell. 
 
    After that, the then-real world (but now-just-memory world) of Maeve Titania’s ecclesiastical dorm room at the Dryadic Temple of Tirnanogue had re-formed around him, and Frotwoot remembered the relief he’d felt, thinking that it was over, only for The Dryad’s voice to then come into his head and sinisterly assure him that it was not. The ring portal that had been set up to trap him in that “realm of the mind” in the first place started to fire up again, and, thinking fast, Frotwoot had drawn his real sword and plunged it into the last stone of the portal just as The Dryad’s mentally-projected, amber-conducted energies had entered, causing a big explosion that had literally sent Frotwoot flying. 
 
    When he’d flown back, to see if The Dryad was okay, there was no answer from the tree. 
 
    It was empty. The Dryad was gone. 
 
    “Yea, those are thy memories,” The Dryad cut in, pulling him (and Pixley, apparently, what with the way he was blinking and looking around him in disorientation and confusion) back out of the memory at what seemed to be the exact same second they’d entered it. “And based on those memories, it is easy to see why thou didst believe me to have perished. But behold, I did not, for the amber in thy sword was my blood, and it was me, and thus I was able to enter into it and live on… albeit in a much more confined space. And when thou didst run it through the belly of the man whose body I do now possess, I didst perceive in him a weaker magical mind than mine own, and didst seize the opportunity to usurp it.” 
 
    There was a brief break in the conversation as another group of magic men who were passing them by tried to say hello, only for the authoritative magic man to get in their faces and confuse them with a series of harsh-looking (but apparently meaningless) hand gestures until finally they just gave up, shook their heads in disgust, and walked on. 
 
    “Okay, wait, so… you’ve been in my sword this whole time?” 
 
    “Yea, verily. For I could not leave, as the foes thou didst do battle with with it during thy quest against the Redcaps were but my Tuatha, whose brains are incompatible with mine own.” 
 
    “What about Pix? You’re talking to his brain right now.” 
 
    “Yea, but only by using thine own as a bridge.” 
 
    “Oh, okay… wait, what? So does that mean I can do all this, like… mind magic stuff with magic men and fairies and goblins and everyone else, too?” 
 
    “No. Thou dost require me as an intermediary.” 
 
    “Why? I’ve got a magic brain too, remember? Can’t I be my own intermediary?” 
 
    “Technically, he already is the intermediary,” Pixley pointed out. “The only reason I can hear you right now is because Frotwoot’s mind is compatible with both of ours. Right?” 
 
    “Right!” said/thought Frotwoot. “So the magic half of my brain should be able to use the fairy half of my brain to talk to other fairies!” 
 
    The Dryad was silently thoughtful for a moment, then, “… Oh. Oh, my. That’s… thou mayest be right.” 
 
    “Yeah, dude, I think we mayest,” said/thought Frotwoot, mentally filing away the knowledge of his potentially universal telepathy for future consideration. “But anyway, what’s the deal with you still talking like that?” “You said the answer to that was in the same answer for how you’re here.” 
 
    “And indeed it is. For you see, when thy sword was driven through the amber that my mind was active in, and that same amber did explode, parts of my consciousness were disrupted and merged together, particularly the parts that contained my true persona and the one that I did use to deal with thee; yea, even the one that doth speak ‘like this’.” 
 
    Frotwoot and Pixley took a moment to absorb this, then Pixley said, “So… you’re brain-damaged?”  
 
    “Nay! Not ‘brain-damaged’! Merely… er… confused.” 
 
    “Because of the damage.” 
 
    “Yea, verily.” 
 
    “To your mind.” 
 
    “Yea.” 
 
    “Which came from your brain.” 
 
    “Yea, I—Wait, no, that’s not—!” 
 
    Frotwoot suppressed a snicker, and The Dryad briefly tightened his grip on his neck, making him flinch a bit in mild (but totally worth it) pain. “In any case, though I do continually try to overcome this affliction (as yea, I am trying even now), I canst not seem to make any progress, hence my… er, unusual speaking patterns.” 
 
    “So is that why you’re helping us?” asked Frotwoot, as they were led by their captors into an elevator. “Because the ‘you’ that pretended to be my friend is mixed up with the ‘you’ that wasn’t?” 
 
    “I was always thy friend, Frotwoot! I told thee as much before, when we did do battle in the realm of the mind. Though I admit that it was at first my intention to use and discard thee, I grew fond of thee throughout our adventures, and did fully intend to return thee thy home when all my works on Seelie had been accomplished.” 
 
    “Right, and what were those ‘works’ again? Oh, yeah! Helping the magic men keep everyone enslaved!” 
 
    “Aye. And that is my shame to bear. For behold, at that time I saw no other way to preserve my own life, than to do as the Archmage commanded. But now that I am here, and in a body, I see now that there is another way; and lo, it is by that way that I may seek to atone for what I have done.” 
 
    “… You mean by helping us.” 
 
    “Yea, verily.” 
 
    Frotwoot wasn’t sure he believed him, but since their minds were connected just then he tried not to think too hard about that and instead changed the focus of his inquisition to Pixley. “All right. So how’d you get here, man? Did the tree guy—I mean, ‘The Dryad’ go back to Golly’s house and get you?” 
 
    “He’s not The Dryad,” Pixley said/thought firmly. “I know that’s who he says he is, and that might even be who he thinks he is, but he’s not. And no, he didn’t; I got here by myself.” 
 
    “Dude… I know you’re all, like… religious about this and stuff, but he is The Dryad. He came out of that big tree and everything.” 
 
    “Maybe. But he’s still not him.” 
 
    “What? Who is he then?” 
 
    Pixley shrugged, and when it became clear that that was all the answer he was going to get Frotwoot looked to The Dryad, who also shrugged, but more tragically. “And so you see, Frotwoot, why I no longer wish to be addressed by that which was once my title of reverence and respect; for my actions have been so despicable that even such a one who was raised in the Dryadic faith, and didst never turn from it—yea, even such a one as Sir Pixley—doth not believe that I am who I say I am, simply because of them! How then am I worthy of such a title? I say unto you that I am not, and until Sir Pixley hath judged that I am, my given name—yea, even that of ‘Finvarra’—shall suffice.” 
 
    “Oookay, uh… that’s… cool… I guess. But Pix, you know this is really him, right? You saw it in my memories. He’s not just, like, some crazy wizard hobo I fought, he really was in the tree. And in the amber in the magic rocks, and in everything else, and—” 
 
    “Look, I don’t wanna talk about this, kid,” Pixley cut him off, as if his body language weren’t already making that screamingly obvious. “All right?” 
 
    Frotwoot started to object, to try to (gently) convince his friend that he was wrong, but then a stray thought that Pixley had clearly been trying to repress flew past the filter of their shared mental link like an out of control firework, and suddenly, Frotwoot knew: This wasn’t ignorance. It wasn’t even cognitive dissonance. It was denial. Because he knew. Pixley knew. And there was no point in trying to convince someone of something they already knew. “All right. So, uh… how’d you get here?” 
 
    “Behold!” cried/thought The Dryad. “The magic of memory transfere—!” 
 
    “No stop,” Pixley said out loud, twisting away from him before he could complete the spell. “I’m sorry, it’s just you’ve been touching me for a really long time, and now you wanna get into my memories and that’s—No.” 
 
    The procession came to a halt to stare at Pixley, and before all the non-friendly magic men could think too hard about what he’d said Frotwoot shrugged and did his best to save it. “That’s cool, man. I’ll stop touching you. And you don’t wanna keep talking about your childhood, that’s fine. I could barely hear you, anyway.” 
 
    The magic men exchanged puzzled looks with each other, and the authoritative one opened his mouth to speak, but all Frotwoot had to do to stop any questioning that might have come forth from it was raise a disapproving eyebrow at him and shake his head. 
 
    “I’ll tell you later,” Pixley muttered to Frotwoot as he fell back in line and the march continued. The Dryad didn’t put his hands back on their shoulders, a very communicative sequence of looks, nods, and other things between him and the faeries prompting him to make himself scarce instead, and by the time they reached the sky bridge at end of the next corridor he was gone. Which worked out fine, really, since the view from the top of said bridge was almost enough to make Frotwoot forget he’d ever even been there in the first place. 
 
    “Whoa,” Frotwoot not-so-eloquently opined, staring wide-eyed at the bustling city that surrounded him. Vaguely Victorian buildings and towers rose up to incredible heights, connected by crisscrossing bridges of their own, while smoke and smog in colors Frotwoot had never seen before partially obscured the streets below. Strange cars covered in intricate amber runes could be spotted here and there wherever the streets weren’t obscured, equally strange-looking people on the bridges and sidewalks casually performed miraculous acts of magic for what appeared to be reasons of minor convenience, and menacing, wizardly propaganda like the Nazi-esque billboard that Frotwoot had seen when he’d first gotten here shared space with normal (well, relatively normal) business signs and advertisements for things like “grimoire stores” and “Aine Knockaine’s Instant Beauty Potion”. “Whoa!” Frotwoot repeatedly in a slightly different, more injured tone as the authoritative magic man yanked him out of his reverie by quite literally yanking him forward via the split magical leash that had suddenly appeared around the middle of his and Pixley’s chains. “All right, okay, I’m going…” 
 
    Halfway across the bridge, it occurred to Frotwoot that they could probably just fly away, but as he looked to Pixley and spread his wings, Pixley shook his head “no”. 
 
    “What? Why?” Frotwoot whispered. 
 
    “Finvarra has a plan. Remember?” 
 
    “No, I don’t! ‘Cause he wouldn’t tell it to me! Do you know what is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then how do you know he has one?!?!” 
 
    “Why would he help us at all if he wasn’t gonna help us all the way?” 
 
    “I don’t know… because he’s a jerk?” 
 
    Pixley smirked and laughed his silent laugh, but then still said, as recriminatingly as he could, “A ‘jerk’ who’s our ally.” 
 
    “We’re still going with that? Trusting the brain-damaged false tree god to get us out of this?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed. “Okay. You’re the knight.” 
 
    The authoritative magic man yanked on the chain again, this time to shut them up, and so they and everyone crossed the rest of the bridge in silence, which was broken only by the guards standing outside the door to the tower at the other end, which oh my gosh, Frotwoot thought as he looked forward and up for the first time, how did he not notice this huge freaking tower?!?!” 
 
    “Halt!” said both of the guards. “State your—“ They guards looked at each other, each motioning for the other to be the one to go ahead and talk, until finally the one on the left rolled his eyes and said, “State your business at The Grand and Most Holy Tower of the Archmage!” 
 
    The authoritative magic men went into his confusing hand gesture routine again, and there was a lot of shrugging and asking why he just didn’t talk until finally Frotwoot broke down and said, “He thinks he’s not allowed to talk around me.” 
 
    The guard on the left looked at Frotwoot as if just noticing him for the first time, and asked (as the authoritative magic man started to enthusiastically jump up and down in front of him, pointing to his nose with one hand and to Frotwoot with the other), “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I guess ‘the Archmage’ said so…?” 
 
    The guards exchanged looks, and then the one on the left touched his index and middle finger to the side of the authoritative magic man’s temple. What Frotwoot could only assume to be a telepathic conversation between them proceeded to take place (as what was described in the previous sentence would have been very weird, otherwise), and at the end of it the guard’s eyes were wide. 
 
    “What? What is it?” said the guard on the right, and his colleague did the same finger-thing to his temple, at the end of the which the guard on the right blanched, and both guards hurriedly opened a magical door in the tower behind them. 
 
    “Really?” laughed Frotwoot as they passed the guards on the way in. They gave him no answer, resuming their posts and staring resolutely straight ahead. 
 
    Inside the tower was what appeared to be some kind of reception area, with marble floors, wizard statues, and a grand, candle-filled chandelier. Two opulent wooden staircases led up to offices and elevators on either side, meeting as a walkway at a pair of huge, black doors in the middle, and between them sat a desk with a beautiful young woman wearing the pointy hat and robes Frotwoot was starting to get used to, but colorful instead of black, the hot pink of the fabric adorned with amber-embroidered stars and moons. 
 
    “Welcome to The Grand and Most Holy Tower of the Archmage!” she greeted them chipperly. “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    The authoritative magic man had barely even gotten started before Frotwoot ended the pain: “Yes, Frotwoot Crossley and friends, 4:30. Here to discuss why the fie he put me in a birdcage. Also, you’re not allowed to talk to us.” 
 
    The magic… woman’s jaw dropped, but only slightly, and then she smiled as if he hadn’t said anything unusual at all and motioned for them to go ahead up the stairs. As they started climbing, Frotwoot glanced back at her and saw that she’d picked up a phone and was whispering urgently into it. When she saw him looking at her out of the corner of her eye she got noticeably more nervous, and Frotwoot had to wonder just what it was about him that was freaking people out so much. Was it just because he had the “brain of a mage”, as The Dryad liked to put it? Was it because he could do magic, and wasn’t supposed to? Or was it something else? Like the voice he’d heard sometimes, giving him the words to spells he didn’t know? 
 
    Whatever the reason, he was pretty sure talking to the Archmage was the best way to find out, but his anxiousness to learn the answer couldn’t compare to the dread he was starting to feel now that the crankiness he’d woken up with was finally starting to wear off. The big black double doors in the center of the joined staircases suddenly seemed to loom ominously before them, giving him a sick, heavy feeling of something… oppressive. Powerful. Evil, even. The feeling only got worse as they got closer to it, and Frotwoot tried to tell himself that it was just wood—creepy wood, sure, but still just wood—only have any hope of calming himself down by the doors creaking open in front of them, by themselves, before anyone in his and Pixley’s escort could so much as knock. 
 
    “Sit them down, please,” a regal, male voice came from somewhere inside. “Sit them down and leave.” 
 
    The magic men did as they were told, leading Frotwoot and Pixley into the massive combination of an office, library, laboratory, and who-knows-what-else that waited inside to sit them down roughly in a pair of chairs facing an incongruously small desk in the middle of the room. Frotwoot looked around as the magic men left the way they came in, trying to see where the voice had come from, but it wasn’t until he looked back at the desk in defeat that he saw a man appear as if out of nowhere in the desk’s plush red chair. 
 
    “How do you do?” 
 
    “Gah!!!” Frotwoot replied, kicking at the air and knocking himself and his chair backwards. 
 
    “As you may have gathered, I am the Archmage,” the man—a tall, thin, distinguished-looking elderly man in white, amber-embroidered wizard’s robes, matching pointy hat, and a gnarled wooden staff topped with an amber orb—said smoothly, magically sitting Frotwoot right back up with a whispered word and a wave of his hand. “You may not have gathered what that means, however, so I shall tell you: It means that I am the most righteous and powerful mage in existence, and, as such, have been charged with overseeing the physical, spiritual, and magical needs of my people.” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t know what to say that, so he didn’t say anything. This seemed to suit the Archmage just fine. 
 
    “Tell me, Frotwoot: How did you wake up?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked to Pixley, and Pixley shook his head. 
 
    “Ah, I see. No matter. I can just take the knowledge I need from you. Hold still.” 
 
    Frotwoot looked to Pixley again as the Archmage got up to walk around the desk, but this time Pixley just shrugged. The sick, heavy feeling from before intensified, but just as the Archmage reached out to touch his temple for what Frotwoot presumed to be some tactile telepathy—which, despite The Dryad not telling him his escape plan, would still reveal the existence of said plan, along with the disguised identity of The Dryad, which couldn’t be good—a magic word popped into his head, dispelling the heaviness and the darkness like a breath of fresh air carried on a ray of light. As soon as the Archmage made contact with his skin Frotwoot softly said the word, and as soon he did he could feel his mind walling itself off, stopping the old wizard in front of him from doing anything more than just standing there… touching him awkwardly. 
 
    The Archmage’s eyes went wide, first with surprise; then with fury. Snapping his hand back, he spun around on his heel to pound savagely on his desk for a moment, then spun back around to point his staff in Frotwoot’s face and roar, spitting all over him in the process, “HOW?!?! How did you do that?!?! It’s not possible!!! You don’t even know what you are!!!” 
 
    Slowly opening his eyes, Frotwoot fought through the fear and the stress, took a deep, bracing breath, stared straight back at him, and said, voice shaking only a little, “I don’t know, man. What am I?” 
 
    The Archmage blinked, the fury that had overwhelmed him rapidly fading as he was quite clearly taken aback by the earnestness of Frotwoot’s question. Standing up straight, he slowly walked back around behind his desk, eased himself into his chair, and regarded Frotwoot for what felt like a very, very long time before finally answering him, with a reluctant, rueful sigh, “My grandson.” 
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    Frotwoot was aware of Pixley’s eyes on him, but he couldn’t turn to see the (no doubt) incredulous look on his face if he’d wanted to. All he could do was stare at the Archmage in front of him, half-heartedly wondering if he’d heard him wrong but knowing deep down that he hadn’t. 
 
    “… How?” 
 
    “Not the usual way, fortunately. Despite his later lapses in judgment, my son never stooped so low as to sully himself with that faerie wench. No, you were created magically. In a lab.” 
 
    Frotwoot glanced sharply to his left, then nodded at it. “What, that lab?” 
 
    The Archmage snorted. “No, Frotwoot, not that lab. I had yet to become the Archmage, and so did not yet have access to this most holy tower. You were created in my home, in the suburbs, by myself and a small group of apprentices from the university.” 
 
    “… Romantic.” 
 
    “Yes, well, ‘romantic’ or not, it was most certainly done for love.” The Archmage gestured, and a sepia, photo-like image of a smiling, young, pointy-hatted man with a nebbish face and Frotwoot’s big brown eyes appeared in the air beside him. “Your father, you see, had just been diagnosed with a rare, incurable disease that would soon rob him of all but his mind, rendering him helpless and completely immobile for the rest of his natural-born life. At first, I sought only to discover a cure, but when it became clear that it had yet to be discovered for a reason I turned my mind to alternative solutions, most notably the creation of a man-like construct in which I could implant his brain.” The Archmage gestured again, and the picture of the young man disappeared to be replaced on the other side of him by the goofiest-looking excuse for a robot Frotwoot had ever seen. “Obviously, that course didn’t prove fruitful, or you wouldn’t exist today, but as I was lamenting my failure, stumbling through the streets of this city drunk and full of sorrow at the fate from which I had failed to spare my son, I passed the local cinema and was seized by a sudden urge to distract myself with a film.” Another gesture, and a movie poster appeared on, again, the opposite side, depicting a scene from some kind of action movie with a grizzled wizard, fireball in hand, looking cautiously around a corner as if expecting an attack, the words “Deadly Enchantments 4” printed in big, dynamic, action movie letters underneath him. Frotwoot thought it looked rad, and wanted very much to hear more about it (you know, after he was done hearing some more about his true parentage or whatever) but, “The film was awful, of course, as such films tend to be, but as I was leaving the theater the trailers started, and the first one that showed immediately caught my attention, cutting through the shameful haze of my intoxication to enlighten me as it played.” Gesturing once again, The Archmage caused the black and white film trailer in question to appear in a wide rectangle over his head, and Frotwoot watched in bemused fascination as what appeared to be a goofy family comedy about a mother and her daughter accidentally switching bodies somehow was advertised to be coming to theaters soon, ending with a title card depicting the two main characters looking silly and the words, “Which Witch?”. 
 
    “Wow,” said Frotwoot, as the Archmage’s memory of the flickering film strip ended and didn’t look as if it were going to start up again. “I’ll bet that was a masterpiece.” 
 
    “Yes, very droll, but the quality of the film isn’t what was important, it was the idea behind it. Namely: What if I could switch my son’s mind with my own? I rushed home and immediately got to work on an enchantment, but when the cold light of day dawned on the kitchen table, where I’d passed out scribbling runes and notes, sobriety took hold and I thought, ‘Why me? Why any mage?’. The mind of a mage is inviolate, you see, and to displace even my own mind to give my son an escape from his disease would be an abomination. Other, lesser minds, though…” 
 
    “You mean faerie minds,” said Pixley, startling Frotwoot a bit, as with all this new information coming in he’d pretty much forgotten he was there. 
 
    “… Frotwoot, tell your friend that I will not be spoken to by him unless he has already received my explicit permission.” 
 
    “I, uh, think he heard you.” 
 
    “Good. See that he listens. Now, where was I…?” 
 
    “Being super rude?” 
 
    “Ah yes, faerie minds!” The Archmage rather pointedly ignored him. “Indeed, once I determined that there were would be no ethical or moral complications involved in switching my son’s mind with that of the people of Seelie, faeries were really the only choice. All it would take to make one look like a mage was to remove their wings, which I understand you’ve already experienced for yourself is quite a simple process.” Gesturing for the zillionth (but actually, the fourth) time, the Archmage filled the spaces to his right, left, and above him with a montage of scrolls covered in scribbled schematics that looked like a mix of Frotwoot’s chemistry homework with an astrology chart. The moving scrolls were interspersed with shots of him and what must have been the “apprentices from the university” engaged in important-looking discussions and experiments, and Frotwoot could practically hear the 1980’s “science time” music that should have been there in his head. “I set to work immediately, securing a grant and team from the university at which I taught under the… only somewhat false pretenses of exploring the possibilities of the mind control magicks that already existed. When I was confident that I had mapped the path necessary to not only control the body via the mind, but to inhabit it, I procured a dozen faerie males and proceeded to attempt a temporary test transfer between them and the apprentices.” The scrolls continued to float by, but now the various scenes of science work were replaced with a single, set image, like a TV screen, in which a faerie and a young, scared-looking magic man were each strapped, screaming, to a table, while the Archmage performed magic over their heads. The first faerie/magic man was quickly replaced with another, though, and then another, and another, as each pair of them died in different (but equally horrific) ways. “As you can see, the tests were a failure, and rather than spend any more time or resources covering up the rest of the apprentices’ deaths, I shifted my focus to making a faerie mind that was more compatible with that of a mage. After a few of the remaining faeries’ brains exploded, though, I realized that that wasn’t the way either, and so—” 
 
    “All right, that’s enough,” Pixley said in that firm, barely-contained-anger-based way of his that was somehow so much worse than a snarl, jumping up just in time for Frotwoot to look his way and (thankfully) miss the magical image that would have shown him whether or not that thing about “brains exploding” was just a figure of speech. “As a knight of the Seelie Court, and representative of its queen, I hereby demand that you release us, and any and all of our people that you have in captivity. Anything less, and any future abductions of the court’s citizens from Seelie, will be considered an act of war. After that—“ 
 
    The Archmage waved his hand, and just as Frotwoot had been lifted back up, Pixley went flying, crashing into the hard stone wall behind him with a sickening thud. 
 
    “Dude!” said Frotwoot, jumping up himself, now only to be firmly sat back down by another motion of the Archmage’s hand. 
 
    “What did I say about letting him speak, Frotwoot?” 
 
    “—After that,” Pixley continued through gritted teeth, rising up slowly, defiantly to his feet. “You will be placed under arrest, and brought back to Tirnanogue to stand trial for crimes against Seelie. Resisting arrest will—“ 
 
    Another wave of the hand sent Pixley hurtling across the room and into another wall, but significantly harder this time. Frotwoot jumped up again, to go help him, and an extra magical chain was added to his shackles by the Archmage to keep him rooted to the floor. 
 
    “Do you see, now, Frotwoot, why we consider ourselves to be superior?” The Archmage asked, the corner of his lips turning up a bit in a slight smirk. “A dog learns more quickly than your Mr. ‘Knight’. Now, as I was saying—” 
 
    “—Resisting arrest will result in me beating the absolute living fie out of you,” Pixley’s rose with him from where he lay, though with considerably less difficulty and a lot less of having to haul itself up on something. “So please, Mr. ‘Archmage’: Resist.” 
 
    The smugness that—up till now—had seemed to be a permanent fixture on the Archmage’s face fell away under the sheer intensity of the cold, fearless glare that Pixley was giving him from where he now (barely) stood. For a moment it looked as if the Archmage might actually surrender, and in that moment Frotwoot wouldn’t have blamed him, but then the reality of the situation overcame the emotion and The Archmage stood up to magically lift Pixley into the air and bash him back and forth between both the ceiling and the walls until he fell limp, like a ragdoll, on the floor in front of them. 
 
    “Let me up!” Frotwoot demanded, struggling impotently against his chains. “COME ON!!! LET ME UP!!!” 
 
    “And why, pray tell, would I do that?” asked the Archmage, sliding back down into his chair to resume his former condescending exterior. “So you can attack me? So you can try—and fail, I’m sure—to give aid to this… thing that I have punished for its impudence?” 
 
    “Why not both?” 
 
    Clearly less impressed by Frotwoot’s glare than Pixley’s, the Archmage just smirked, cast a light healing spell on Pixley to stop the bleeding, and continued with his story: “With the test transfers—as I said—a failure, and my efforts to transform a faerie’s brain into one more compatible with that of a mage a disaster, I realized that what was needed was a faerie with such a mind as part of their makeup already. Obviously, the simplest way to accomplish this seemed to be the creation of a mage/faerie hybrid, and the simplest way to create a hybrid is… well, you seem old enough to know.” He winked at Frotwoot. It wasn’t returned. “Acquiring a faerie girl of childbearing age took a bit more effort than merely acquiring a group of men for lab fodder, but acquire one I did, only to then be faced with another challenge, albeit one that I expected: Removing the special contraceptive enchantment the warlock Finvarra Dryadia had placed on the reproductive systems of the peoples of Seelie.” 
 
    “Wait, the what on the what?” said Frotwoot, his rage and worry over his friend temporarily distracted by the weirdness he’d just heard. 
 
    “Ah yes, of course, I forget just how much of the worlds you don’t know. There’s an enchantment on the peoples of Seelie that prevents them from having children with those not of their own kind. Surely you noticed there were no half-faeries or half-goblins roaming around?” 
 
    “Yeah, but… I thought maybe people were just being racist.” 
 
    The Archmage snorted. “Of course you did. At any rate, it wasn’t an enchantment anyone had ever really had any reason to dispel, and so as the first to attempt it I was pleasantly surprised to find that it was in fact rather simple. Once that was done, I procured a sample of my son’s genetic essence—” 
 
    “Ew.” 
 
    “—Mm. Indeed. But it could have been worse; the university hospital was only too happy to call him in for a battery of ‘tests’ at my behest, and he was equally happy to do anything they asked if he thought it would cure him of his now rapidly-worsening condition.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just ask him?” 
 
    “Because he didn’t know what I was doing.” 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to get his hopes up. This was unknown, untried magic. If it failed…” The Archmage paused for a moment, seemingly deep in thought, then snapped his fingers to make another image appear: An image of a very young, very pregnant female faerie in a dress made of leaves, who had every one of Frotwoot’s features but his eyes. “It didn’t fail, though. And so, nine months later,” he waved his hand, and the image changed to show that same girl, crying and holding a newborn baby in her arms. “You were born.” 
 
    The Archmage didn’t continue, and Frotwoot eventually realized that it was because he was watching him stare at his mother. Was it pity in the old wizard’s eyes? Revulsion? Both? Whatever it was, and for whatever reason, he seemed to be waiting for Frotwoot to prompt him to continue, so: “Then what happened? I mean… why didn’t you give my body to your son?” 
 
    “I tried,” said the Archmage, dispelling the image and quickly conjuring up another, this time depicting his son sitting in a wheelchair and yelling at him. “But as I said, a mage’s mind is inviolate, meaning that if the deed was to be done than I would have to ask his permission. Clearly, as you can see, he did not give it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “My son, it seemed, had taken up with a group of warlocks who felt that your mother’s people should be freed. After a bitter argument, I asked him then what he thought should be done with you, and his response was to take advantage of my being off-guard to hit me with a sleeping spell. When I awoke, I found that he, you, and your mother were all gone, with not so much as a note to mark your passing.” 
 
    The image of Frotwoot’s wheelchair-bound father striking out at his father to save him filled Frotwoot with a bright, glowing pride he’d only ever felt before because of something cool Jack had done (usually something guitar-related), and so it was with an almost cocky smile that he asked, “Where’d we go?” 
 
    “Ah, now that was the question, wasn’t it? I spent months searching, taking a sabbatical from my teaching duties scour every known dimension for you, only that realize that… I didn’t really care where you went. My son had betrayed me; had betrayed the sacred laws of Mage himself. As far as I was concerned, he was no longer my son—certainly not in any way that mattered. And so I abandoned the search, turning my attentions instead to an offer I’d received from the Sorcery division of Magicka’s Most Holy Ministry of Magicians. It seemed that they’d heard of my recent magical breakthroughs—despite my having covered them up—and were interested in having me join their ranks. Naturally, I agreed, as the alternative was to be tried for the multiple murders, they’d uncovered, and so my career in the shadows as a Sorcery Specialist began. Rising through the ranks, I soon found myself in line to become the next Archmage, and after just half a century or so in the office—” 
 
    “Wait, what? Did you just say ‘half a century’?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Does that mean something else here, or—?” 
 
    “The Magi are much longer-lived than the peoples of Earth and Seelie, Frotwoot. And before you ask if that means you’re over half a century old, let me assure you that you are not, and that the explanation for how this can be so is forthcoming.” 
 
    “Is it because of the time travel?” 
 
    “ ‘The’…? Well, yes, actually. But how did you—?” 
 
    “One of your guys told me about it. He said that I was, like, with this group of slaves from Seelie that escaped into the past, and that we only got caught because some little girls took pictures of us that made it into the history books.” 
 
    “The Cottingly Glen incident, yes.” 
 
    “He also said…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “He said you killed everyone there. Everyone but me.” 
 
    The Archmage snorted. “That’s preposterous.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Indubitably. I haven’t ‘killed’ anyone since I made 1st Level Sorcery Specialist. I did have them killed, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    “What?! Why?!” 
 
    “They knew what you were. If word got to my enemies that my son had had a child with a faerie…” 
 
    “Did you kill them, too? My parents?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh right, yeah, duh, sorry: Did you have them killed?” 
 
    “No! Of course not! My son was nigh unto a vegetable by then, and even if he weren’t, he was still my son!” 
 
    “I thought you said he wasn’t your son anymore.” 
 
    “That’s what I used to tell myself, yes. But it proved quite difficult to believe it when I could look again into his eyes.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s…” Frotwoot tried to think of something witty to say, could only seem to come up with simple sarcasm. “Almost beautiful. And my mom?” 
 
    “Your…? Oh, the girl? Yes, I spared her as well. She had been caring for him, you see, and I saw no reason why that shouldn’t continue, especially since hiring outside help would run the risk of constantly having another person around who might then somehow stumble upon our family’s deepest, darkest, and most abominable secret.” 
 
    “… You mean me.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right, so… where are they now? Can I meet them? Can I talk to them?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not, no.” 
 
    Frotwoot held out his hands as much as he could, which wasn’t much. “Then why’d you tell me all this? Just to brag about how evil you are?” 
 
    “Because I felt you had a right to know,” The Archmage said firmly, and with an odd sort of conviction. 
 
    “Gee, thanks. So what now? Are you gonna kill me?” 
 
    “If that were my desire, it would already be done.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Why isn’t it, though? Wouldn’t that, like, solve all your problems? If I were dead, there’d be nothing for your ‘enemies’ to find out about. Right? So why didn’t you just let them kill me at Cottingly Glen? Why’d you stick me in a cage and put me in that weird, freaking dream world I broke out of instead of just cooking me with a fireball or something? Seriously, man! I don’t get it! Why?” 
 
    The Archmage sat back and studied Frotwoot for a long, long time. Then, drumming a little ditty on his desk as if to snap himself out of it, leaned forward to say, “As it now stands, you have three options. One: Return to the ‘dream world’ I crafted for you and do your best to accept that it is close to your home as you will ever again get. Two: Allow me to remove your wings and come live with me as my long lost, fully magic-blooded grandson. We’ll have to change your name to something less obviously faerie, of course, but as your father and I are both named Dayne Wandersen, after my father—” 
 
    “ ‘Wandersen’?!” Frotwoot burst out laughing in disbelief. 
 
    “—It would probably be simplest to just make you the fourth, if that is what you choose,” The Archmage continued, with just a flicker of annoyance. “It’s a fine old name, meaning ‘son of the wand-maker’, and you should feel privileged to take it.” 
 
    “Yeah, no, totally! I mean… not every wizardy name has to be cool, right? There’s gotta be some lame ones thrown in there, like ‘Wandersen’… ‘Abracadabramiller’… ‘McMagicman’ (that’s ‘min’, not ‘man’)…uh… ‘Smith-hyphen-Spell’…” 
 
    The Archmage glared at him in annoyance for a moment (which was great, since annoying him was the only way Frotwoot could currently think of to strike back at him, what with the chains and all), then took a deep breath and carried on: “Three: You can refuse both options, and spend some time shrunk down in a jar on my desk to reconsider. So what will it be?” 
 
    “… Why don’t you just send me home?” 
 
    “Because I’m afraid my enemies know all about your adoptive family. You wouldn’t be safe there, not even for a day.” 
 
    “And why do you care if I’m safe?” 
 
    “Because you’re my grandson.” 
 
    “Yeah, but—Wait.” 
 
    The Archmage rolled his eyes impatiently. “Yes?” 
 
    “The magic words! I thought it was you giving them to me, because the guy who told me about the Cottingly Glen thingie said you were always trying to protect me, or whatever, and I didn’t know who else it could be, but I got one to stop you! So it’s not you!” 
 
    “… I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Uh… nothing, never mind,” Frotwoot said quickly, realizing (a bit too late) that he probably should have kept that epiphany to himself. “What were my choices again?” 
 
    The Archmage took a long, deep breath through his nose, but Frotwoot stopped him before he could expel it in the form of angry words by saying: 
 
    “Just kidding. Um… what about my friends?” 
 
    “Your friends?” 
 
    “Yeah. You know, this guy right here that you bravely beat the crap out of with magic while he was in chains, and the pretty goblin girl I came in with who I haven’t seen since?” 
 
    “Oh. Them. Yes, of course. Ah… well… I suppose what happens to them would depend on what you choose to happen to you.” 
 
    “Can I talk to them about it? I mean, if it affects them, too… ” 
 
    “Ah yes, naturally. So that you can find out the whereabouts of the girl you love so that the three of you can then effect an escape. Clever. But no, you may not.” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t even bother to deny it. “What about everyone else?” 
 
    “ ‘Everyone…else’?” 
 
    “All the people from Seelie you have enslaved. What about them?” 
 
    The Archmage laughed lightly and shook his head. “I suppose you want me to say they’ll be set free.” 
 
    “Kinda’, yeah.” 
 
    “And that, my dear boy, tells me everything I need to know.” The Archmage stood up, and as he did two burly magic men in dark gray robes came rushing through the doors. “If I give you your dream back, you will only seek to escape. If I bring you into my life, and my society, you will only seek to undermine it. Thus, the first two options are off the table, and we are left, only now, with the third. Sorcerers: Take them to enthrallment.” 
 
    “ ‘Enthrallment’?” Frotwoot repeated, struggling just to struggle as one magic man hauled him up out of his seat while the other cast a spell to wake Pixley up so he could haul him up off the bloody spot he’d left on the floor. “What the fie is that?” 
 
    “I already told you, didn’t I?” said the Archmage, pointing to the corner of his desk. As he did, a jar that had been dark up until was suddenly filled with amber light, and what appeared to be four or five leaf and flower petal-clad faerie women were startled awake to flutter around the little forest-like habitat inside. “It’s the third option, where I shrink you down, put you in a jar, and let you think about what you’ve done.” 
 
    And with that, the Archmage waved his hand, and Frotwoot (who was still gawking in disbelief at what he’d thought was just hyperbole, but apparently had been an actual threat) and Pixley (who was freaking out about the dirt under his captor’s fingernails, and—to a much lesser extent—wondering where he was and how he’d gotten there) were swiftly taken away, the big black double doors of the Archmage’s office shutting themselves back up with great finality behind them. 
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    There wasn’t time to do much more than catch Pixley up on what he’d missed before they reached their destination, but Frotwoot did manage to call out to everyone they passed that he was the Archmage’s grandson, just to cause trouble. After the sixth non-reaction he started to think they might not be able to hear him, though, and when he noticed that the guards were talking to each other and he couldn’t hear them that pretty much confirmed it. Maybe the Archmage hadn’t just been waving them away, he thought; maybe he’d also been casting a spell…  
 
    “Stupid magic,” Frotwoot muttered, just in time for Pixley to not have time to comment on it. They’d clearly just gotten to where they were going, and what came next was more than likely going to require all of their attention. 
 
    “What is this place?” Pixley asked instead, stopping and looking around with his squire at the big round room they’d just entered as their captors checked in with some other magic men nearby. Long black stones cut into rectangles and covered in amber runes stood in pairs all along the wall, each with a third, (approximately) half as long stone sitting horizontally on top of them and a raised, circular base with some kind of pentagram in the middle of it sitting below. Faeries, sprites, goblins, and brownies of all ages and genders were either standing in or being led to one of these contraptions, while trolls and phookas, for some reason, were led to ones off to one side that were significantly taller and wider (respectively). In the center of it all stood what looked like some kind of mystical control panel, worked by a single magic (wo)man, and when Frotwoot and Pixley’s guards got them moving again it was to get seemingly direction from her, after which they did as they were told and put each of their charges into a stone-boothed circle of their own. As soon as they’d crossed the rims their magical chains disappeared, and Pixley almost immediately spun around to inflict some violence. Unfortunately, the only “violence” inflicted was on his own fist as it struck the mostly invisible (but sparkling amber when you hit it) force field that surrounded him. “Fie.” 
 
    The magic men pointed and laughed at him, and as they did Frotwoot realized that he could hear them doing it. Whatever had dispelled the chains must have dispelled the selective quiet. “Hey! Hey, you guys! Did the Archmage tell you I was his grandson? Because I totally am. I mean, I really wish I weren’t, because he sucks, but I’m pretty sure I am anyway, and I’m really sure he likes to kill people who know about it, so, y’know… sorry.” 
 
    No longer laughing, the guards waved to the woman at the control panel. At the press of a rune something shimmered over the surface of the force field and, suddenly, everything outside of it went quiet. He’d been soundproofed. 
 
    No longer able to see his friend, let alone talk to him, Frotwoot didn’t have much to do once the guards left but look around at his fellow, captured citizens of the Seelie Court. Kids were there, and old people, confused and crying just like everyone else, but in a way that made Frotwoot feel worse. What was going on? What were they going to do them? Whatever it was, Frotwoot knew it couldn’t be good, and he vowed, right then and there, as he smiled and waved as best he could to calm the wailing little goblin girl across from him, to do everything in his power to stop it from happening to anyone else, ever again. 
 
    “Welcome, Seelieans!” a female voice boomed over what must have been a hidden speaker somewhere among the cut stones, startling Frotwoot out of his revenge fantasy to spin around and look around for it. He didn’t find it, but he did realize that it was coming from the woman at the control panel, as at some point she’d apparently raised a weird-looking microphone out of the middle of said controls and was smiling as she got ready to speak into it again. “Please: Be calm! No one is going to hurt you. Here at enthrallment, all we do is help you realize your full potential, after which you’ll be put to work for a set period of time and then (in most cases) sent back to your homes at the same time you were taken, with no knowledge of what’s occurred. This hasn’t always been the policy, but—by the mercy of our beloved Archmage, who is as wise as he is merciful—it is now, and for that we should all be grateful. Please stand by, and try not to injure yourselves or resist as enthrallment begins.” Still smiling, the magic (wo)man pressed a rune to make the microphone slide back down into its slot, then keyed in a much more complex sequence of runes that lit up the amber carved into and all over the standing stones and set them humming noisily to life. Slowly at first, but then ever more quickly, those same stones started rotating in a circle around each of their captives, and as they reached top speed, going so fast as to almost be invisible, Frotwoot could see strange transformations occurring in everyone around him—Transformations, in fact, that seemed to be dependent on race. 
 
    The sprites, for instance, had always had kind of a wet look to their naturally blue skin, but as the stones spun it just seemed to get even wetter, until an aura of actual water surrounded them and made them float up off the floor. 
 
    The goblins, meanwhile, popped their claws whether they wanted to or not, growing them to lengths they’d never been able to reach before, and as their skin thickened and got visibly rough the rest of them got hunched and ugly, like the goblins Frotwoot had always heard about in stories back on Earth. 
 
    The few brownies that were there didn’t seem to change very much at all… at least not at first. But if you looked closely, you could see their bodies start to blend into the shadows, and not just in the way bodies usually blended into them, but in a way that seemed to flatten them out, stretch them, and make them a part of them. When they re-emerged, they were half as tall. 
 
    The phookas seemed to have it the worst, stretching and bursting out of their clothes like some kind of body horror video until they became pitch-black, golden-eyed, double-horned horses that easily filled the wider spaces they’d been given, while the trolls filled their own, taller spaces by seemingly accumulating all the dust and dirt and rocks in the air around them until they were huge, hulking versions of their normal selves. 
 
    And then finally there were the faeries, who shrunk down to the size of action figures but otherwise seemed to remain the same, just like the ones on the Archmage’s desk. 
 
    When it was all over, the stones stopped spinning and the magic (wo)man looked around to admire her work, only to be taken aback when she saw Frotwoot and Pixley, who were honestly a little taken back themselves. And not just because of what they’d just seen (although that probably would have been enough), but also because—of all the “Seelieans” there—they were the only ones who hadn’t changed. 
 
    Looking to Pixley, who was likewise looking to him, Frotwoot and his also normal-sized friend both shrugged their ignorance to each other before turning their attention back to what the magic (wo)men was doing, figuring that any answers were more likely to be coming from there. She seemed to be thinking her controls had malfunctioned somehow, and was frantically trying to figure out a fix, but before she could she was prompted to spin around as the gray-robed, burly guards from before came storming back in, red-faced and (probably, as Frotwoot could only assume, what with the soundproofing) demanding answers. 
 
    After a moment of heated-looking discussion, the magic… people seemed to come to an agreement, and every magic man but the guards and the control woman were sent out of the room. Once that was done, the woman did something to her controls, and suddenly Frotwoot could hear again: He heard the phookas neighing, the trolls grunting, the goblins gabbling, the sprites singing, the brownies saying nothing at all, and all of it without words. The faeries were doing something too, but Frotwoot couldn’t quite decide what to call it, so as the three remaining magic men conferred with each other in whispers one last time at the control panel he turned to Pixley and asked, “Dude, what’s that sound the fairies are making?” 
 
    “I don’t know… tinkling?” 
 
    Frotwoot snorted. “What?” 
 
    “Like bells.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Frotwoot snorted again, remembering what had made him do it the first time, then said, a little more seriously, “Why aren’t any of them talking?” 
 
    “I don’t think they can. Whatever these… machines did to them, I think they did that, too.” 
 
    “Yeah but why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Let’s ask.” Pixley looked outward and raised his voice. “Hey! You! With the dirty fingernails! What did you do these people? As a knight of the Seelie Court, I demand that you—” 
 
    “Shut up!” the dirty-fingernailed guard snapped at him, tearing away from the control panel to storm across the room until he was standing right in front of him. “We’ll ask the questions here! How did you two pieces of faerie filth resist the enthrallment? Explain yourselves!” 
 
    “They resisted it not,” said the other guard, running the woman at control panel through with an amber-edged sword and pressing a button in front of him as he did. “But behold, I did sabotage their matrices as we were putting them in, and yea, didst just even now lower their restraining fields. Sir Pixley? Catch.” 
 
    The first guard had only just whirled around to send a lightning bolt at his apparently traitorous colleague (which missed, as said colleague ducked down behind the control panel), and so he was obviously not mentally prepared to whirl back around fast enough to counter what was coming as the turncoat magic man threw the sword up from his hiding spot to send it sailing in an end-over-end arc over the first magic man’s head to be caught—expertly, by the hilt—in Pixley’s outstretched, no longer force field-blocked hand. 
 
    “Got him,” said Pixley, shoving the tip of the magical blade up and under the magic man’s chin before he’d even finished turning around. Drawing the sword back out, he let the magic man crumple, unconscious, to his feet, then stepped over him to point and hold the sword out cautiously in the direction of the one who’d helped them. “Finvarra?” 
 
    “Yea, verily,” said The Dryad-apparently-in-disguise, coming up from out of cover and looking like himself again. He grinned at Frotwoot. “Did I not tell thee I had a plan?” 
 
    Despite himself, Frotwoot sucked up his pride and returned The Dryad’s smile. “You sure did, man. Thanks. You find Golly yet?” 
 
    “Alas, no. I was so busy subduing and then assuming the guise of one of the Archmage’s elite personal guards—yea, even a wizard of great skill and power—so that I might then rescue you from what I knew only to be either death, torture, or bondage, that taking time out to find thy girlfriend for you didst somehow slip my mind!” 
 
    “… Yeah, okay, ha ha. But dude! What if they turned her into one of these—” Frotwoot was going to say “things”, but as the example he’d chosen to point out with an outstretched hand was the little goblin girl from before he waved his hand in the air for a second as he hesitated and finished, instead, “—People?” 
 
    “We have to change them back,” said Pixley, effortlessly putting on the sword belt The Dryad had just tossed to him while Frotwoot had been talking (which Frotwoot recognized as Pixley’s own sword belt from Seelie, due it being so unusually clean), and very graciously ignoring Frotwoot’s pitiful attempts to do the same after The Dryad threw him his sword and belt as well, still attached tags indicating that it had been taken from some kind of evidence lockup. “Can you do that?” 
 
    “Yea, verily, but behold, there is no time! Even now, post-enthrallment teams must be wondering what is taking so long, and lo—” 
 
    “Just stop talking and press the buttons.” 
 
    “It… is not that simple, Sir Pixley. For behold, while they have clearly implemented the secondary transfigurations that I left in my notes—yea, even those notes which were left behind in my lab when I and my first Tuatha did leave Earth for Seelie—they have added an enchantment that doth appear to rob them not only of their speech, but of their very free will, and as no such enchantment was included in my notes—” 
 
    “So you can’t do it.” 
 
    The Dryad looked as if he’d been slapped. “Is this how thou dost show thy gratitude?! By doubting my magical abilities?!” 
 
    “Yeah, that means he can’t do it,” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “And to what end would I? They cannot escape with us! My plan, canny though it may be, didst only account for the presence of we three!” 
 
    “We’ve gotta at least give them a chance,” Frotwoot implored him, holding out his hand to the little goblin girl again. 
 
    The Dryad looked at her for a moment, clearly conflicted, but then Pixley dropped this bomb and all conflict seemed to go away: “The Dryad I grew up believing in would.” 
 
    “… Very well,” said The Dryad, with a weird combination of “shaken” and “defiant” in his voice. “But on your heads be it!” 
 
    Turning to face the controls again, The Dryad’s brow furrowed and his lips moved as he read things he’d clearly never read before. After a moment’s concentration, though, he seemed to figure it out, and keyed what very well might have been the reverse sequence of what the magic (wo)man had done to trigger the transformation. As soon as he did, the stones started to spin, possibly in the opposite direction (Frotwoot’s memory wasn’t good enough to be sure), and The Dryad picked up the magic (wo)man’s hat and vaulted over the control panel to reach Frotwoot and his knight. 
 
    “Here, wear this upon thy head,” he told Frotwoot, handing him the hat. “And Sir Pixley, pick thou up the hat of the man in front of you.” Frotwoot and Pixley exchanged puzzled looks, but did as they were told, and as soon as they were both hatted The Dryad put one hand on the brim of his hat, the other on the buckle around the pointy part, and said, “Now: Do as I do.” 
 
    Holding the buckle in place, The Dryad (and thus Frotwoot and Pixley) turned the brim clockwise, somehow moving it independently of the rest of the hat, and about a quarter turn later each hat made a “click” and The Dryad magically turned back into one of the burly, gray-robed guards in front of them while Pixley turned into the other one. 
 
    “Whoa!” said Frotwoot, looking down at himself to see that he’d turned into… a woman. “… Whoa.” 
 
    “Due to the ofttimes controversial nature of their work, sorcery specialists do disguise themselves when on duty so as to avoid reprisal for their actions in their personal lives,” The Dryad quickly explained to them before they could ask, straightening out his illusory robes and glancing distractedly over his shoulder at the “matrices” behind him as their stones’ spinning started to slow down. “Ironically, this tends to embolden the sorcerers to do more things that might warrant reprisal, but alas, such is the nature of anonymity and power. The Archmage’s elite guard, on the other hand, only use the magic contained within these specially-enchanted hats (yea, which hats even I did design) to make themselves appear more formidable. Behold, the true face of the guard that doth lay before thee, and see.” 
 
    Frotwoot and Pixley beheld, and did see: The once-burly guard now looked like his own, scrawnier little brother. 
 
    “Why didn’t he make his fingernails look clean?” Pixley wondered aloud. 
 
    “My Tuatha!” The Dryad exclaimed as the stones stopped spinning to reveal that he had, in fact, been able to change the transformed Seelieans back. “Heed me, for I am thy only hope! Out that door is the room that thou didst enter this dimension from, and in that room are devices called ‘ring portals’!” The Dryad waved his hands around in a magical sort of way and a rotating, 3D image of a ring portal appeared in the air above him. “Each ring portal is comprised of many stones, but only one doth activate it! This is that stone!” Waving his hand again, he zoomed in on the activation stone, which Frotwoot knew (from having had to set one of these portals up) always looked the same. “When I open that door, run to the ring portals and activate them! If thou art lucky, some of you may escape! Dost thou all understand?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, and then everyone started freaking out and talking over each other so that none of their individual questions, complaints, or profanities could actually be heard. 
 
    “Well, Frotwoot? Sir Pixley?” said The Dryad, ignoring the onslaught of noise. “What say you now? Hath I given them a sufficient ‘chance’?” 
 
    Frotwoot and Pixley looked at each other to confirm, then nodded at him gratefully. 
 
    “Huzzah. Then let us go.” And with that, The Dryad strode to the door across from the one Frotwoot and Pixley had entered by and threw it open to yell, as everyone not disguised as a magic person stampeded past him, “Help! Help! The Tuatha Dryadia hath broken loose!” 
 
    Frotwoot and Pixley looked at each other again, both somewhat dismayed at using their fellow “Tuatha Dryadia” as cover for their own escape, but even if they’d had a better idea to make this work it was too late to think of it now, so they just went with it and followed The Dryad’s lead. Using the pandemonium and confusion that ensued, they ran around the huge, ring portal-filled room, waving their arms and yelling as if in a panic while the “other” magic men tried to contain the chaos. This led them slowly but surely up to the control room in which Frotwoot and Golly had been captured, and this time they were able to slip right by the sorcerers on duty, taking the hidden staircase down to the little room with a ring portal where they’d first appeared. 
 
    “Did you see if anyone got away?” Frotwoot asked both his companions as the magically-opened door sealed back up behind them. 
 
    “A few people did,” said Pixley. 
 
    “And behold! We did!” said The Dryad, hurrying over to the now-uncovered ring portal to stand in the middle of it and beckon them over. “Come, Sir knights, and make haste! Our absence will not long go unnoticed, and nor will the state of those whom we didst leave in the enthrallment chamber!” 
 
    “Wait, is that thing gonna take us home?” asked Frotwoot, careful not to enter the ring without any answers. “Because I’m not going back without Golly.” 
 
    “Nay, Frotwoot, it is not. For behold, this is but an interception ring, which was used to intercept thee and thy gobliness from thine intended destination—yea, even Earth. Normally, activating it would just re-materialize you within itself, while setting off an alarm that would surely lead to your re-capture; but after thy sword didst implant me in this body (which body I did alter the undisguised form of to resemble my old self, so as to avoid any doubt that it was I when again we didst meet), I did set up an interception ring of my own, and yea, did even add an interception rune to this ring, so that it whatever it doth intercept, will, in turn, be intercepted by my ring, which is how Sir Pixley was able to evade capture—by being sent to that ring, which is mine, as opposed to this ring, which is—” 
 
    “I think he’s got it,” Pixley cut him off, shaking his head and stepping into the ring to beckon Frotwoot into it himself. “Come on, kid. We’ve gotta go. We’ll come back to get her as soon as we can.” 
 
    “And as soon as we divine where, in fact, she actually is…” The Dryad added in what he seemed to think was a voice Frotwoot couldn’t hear. 
 
    “What, she’s not here?” 
 
    “Kid—” 
 
    “Where is she? Did they change her? Did they sell her?! What—?!” 
 
    “Kid, we’ve gotta go,” Pixley said firmly, glancing up as footsteps could be heard pounding down the hallway. “I swear, all right; wherever she is, we’ll save her. But we can’t save anyone if we go back to needing to be saved ourselves.” 
 
    “And if I needest to be saved, who, then, will save us?” The Dryad chimed in. “Listen to thy elders, Frotwoot! Come into the ring!” 
 
    Frotwoot took a second to furrow his brow and smirk in amusement at the uncustomarily shrill tone in The Dryad’s voice, then reluctantly rushed into the ring to activate it with a knee slide and a slap just as the door started magically opening up in the wall behind him. The magic men barreled into the room just in time to see them disappear, and when the amber light and bubbles of teleportation had faded away both they and the room were gone, to be replaced by a small, dingy apartment that was so messy Frotwoot didn’t even have to look at Pixley to know it was making him tense up. 
 
    “Where are we?” asked Frotwoot, as The Dryad kicked several of the ring portal stones over (presumably) to keep their pursuers from following and Pixley ran his fingers stressfully through his hair as he (doubtlessly) tried to decide which section of the room to clean up first. 
 
    “The apartment of he whose body I have seized,” said The Dryad. “Fortunately, he was divorced, so I was able to come and go from here freely. But no more! For behold, the sorcerers who doth pursue us will soon trace the interception rune to its destination, and once they have found it (yea, even the destination which is this apartment) it will no longer be a safe place for any of us.” 
 
    “So we should go?” 
 
    “Yea, verily. But first we must find replacement clothes, for these are the garb of magicians, and we would do better to appear as civilians.” Crossing to a half-broken wardrobe on the other side of the room, The Dryad flung it open to reveal the replacement clothes he’d been talking about. There were a few identically-colored robes, hung up in plastic and grouped with special hangers to matching pointy hats, but there were also a variety of other outfits in there as well—Outfits that made Frotwoot think of nothing more than those boring period piece dramas from England that his sister and his mom liked to watch on PBS, except more… wizard-y. “Obviously, I shall be wearing a robe and a hat, as I am the only one of us with a beard—” 
 
    “Obviously,” said Frotwoot, making Pixley smirk but from The Dryad only getting a quick glare out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “—And any of the items bearing this man’s sigil (yea, even that sigil of a lightning bolt on a purple field, which sigil doth belong to his family alone) cannot be worn by either of thee whilst thou art in my company, as none of us appear to be related. So,” The Dryad paused to think for a moment, and move some hangers around. “The two of you may choose from—” A few more hangers were moved, and one or two were moved back. “These.” 
 
    Grabbing one of the robe/hat combos (which indeed seemed to be colored a deep purple, with amber lightning bolts all over them), The Dryad got out of their way and went behind them to change while they chose. After a few minutes of not being happy with anything, Frotwoot and Pixley each eventually arrived at something they could live with: Pixley with a velvety green vest covered in occult symbols, tan pants, and a frilly white shirt that he made a bit less frilly by rolling up the sleeves and keeping the top button unbuttoned, and Frotwoot with something like what he thought a magic man his age might wear if they were a chimney sweep or a paperboy, complete with suspenders, too-loose jacket, and the universally-recognized street urchin’s hat. 
 
    “Art thou finished dressing?” asked The Dryad, even though he could plainly see that they were. “Ah, thou art! Good! And now, having thus disguised ourselves, we must take our leave of this place and flee!” 
 
    The Dryad dashed rather dramatically to the door, but (fortunately) went out into the hallway at a much more natural and inconspicuous pace, with Frotwoot and Pixley following in kind. Three flights of stairs later they were on the ground floor, and as soon as they stepped outside they were all suddenly wishing they’d picked something warmer to wear. Snow was everywhere, and the chill wind that came with it was whipping through the narrow streets so fast it was audible. Frotwoot actually considered going back inside for another layer (or two), but before he could take it anywhere past the point of consideration Pixley pulled him and The Dryad down behind some bushes just in time to avoid being seen by a squad of black-garbed magic men that came running out of a van across the street and into the apartment building they’d just left (the face full of snow they all got in the process not making their “cold” problem any better). 
 
    “Make haste!” hissed The Dryad. “And flatten thy wings against thy skin, so that they might be hidden by thy clothes!” 
 
    A block and a half of semi-casual speed-walking later, Frotwoot noticed that people were looking at them funny as they passed, and after a little more examination of where their eyes were going he thought he might have figured out why. “Hey, tree guy? Do, uh… most people not walk around here wearing swords?” 
 
    The Dryad stopped abruptly and spun around to look down in alarm at Frotwoot and Pixley’s weapons. “Oh no! Thy swords! I didst forget to cast a spell of concealment upon them!” 
 
    “That’s okay, just cast it now.” 
 
    “I cannot! It taketh time, and concentration! And to do it here—yea, even in the open—would only draw more unwanted attention!” 
 
    “So should we just get rid of them, or—?” 
 
    “No, nothing so rash. Sir Pixley: Dost thou remember the conveyance in which we did hie from the apartment to the Tower of Sorcery this morning?” 
 
    Pixley nodded. “The car?” 
 
    “Oh. Thou dost remember what it was called! I forget, thou art not Frotwoot, who needeth every new concept explained to him over and over again, until even one who is senile might lose their patience. Yea, verily, the car! And dost thou remember the shape of the implement that I did use to start the car?” 
 
    Pixley furrowed his brow, while Frotwoot glared off into space and desperately tried not to sidetrack things by letting himself get offended. “You mean the key?” 
 
    “Yea, verily! The key! I needest one now, and behold, thy skills in thievery far exceed those of myself and thy squire, so—” 
 
    “Got it,” said Pixley, breaking off from the group so smoothly it was like he’d never been a part of it. 
 
    “… So,” said The Dryad, turning to talk to Frotwoot, now, because there was no one else to turn and talk to. “The Archmage is thy grandfather!” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    “Dost thou… have feelings about that?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah. I guess.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “…” 
 
    “…” 
 
    An agonizingly awkward amount of time (that is, about twenty seconds) later, someone across the street got out of their car, and as they finished locking up their door Pixley passed by them, unnoticed, and promptly circled back around to where Frotwoot and The Dryad had been waiting to drop a gaudily-decorated ring full of keys into The Dryad’s outstretched hand. 
 
    “How—?” The Dryad began. 
 
    “I caught it after it left their hand but before it hit their pocket.” 
 
    “Wha—?! But—?!” The Dryad looked to Frotwoot for further explanation, but Frotwoot just shrugged; he didn’t know how Pixley did amazing things like that, either. “Aha! I see! Well, er… well done, Sir Pixley! Later—when it doth come to pass that we have reached a place of safety—thou shalt have to teach me how to do the same! But for now—” 
 
    “I just… told you how to do it,” Pixley said puzzledly, also looking to Frotwoot for help but getting just about as much of it as The Dryad did in the form of an incredulous eyeroll and laugh. 
 
    “—For now, we should continue on our way. Come!” Hurrying to the car, The Dryad opened the rear passenger side door first and stepped halfway into it before holding out his arms. “Thy swords, please, and their scabbards.” 
 
    Frotwoot and Pixley obediently gave them to him, doing their best to keep passersby from seeing them as they did, and as soon as he had them he finished getting into the car and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “… Wait,” said Frotwoot, as Pixley got into the front passenger side. “Wait, who’s—? Tree guy?” He knocked on The Dryad’s window, and once he’d rolled it down enough for him to be heard, continued, “Tree guy: Who’s driving?” 
 
    “Well… thou art, Frotwoot,” said The Dryad, as if this should have been obvious. “For behold, Sir Pixley has never driven anything that wasn’t living before, and I’ll be occupied back here with mine enchantments.” 
 
    “But… I don’t have a driver’s license.” 
 
    “Aye. None of us do. And yet, despite mine having expired many a century ago, I didst still manage to drive myself safely from one place to another in times more recent.” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
     “Dost thou not know how to drive?” 
 
    “No; yeah, I mean… I think I do. Like, I’ve seen it enough, and I’ve done it in video games, but—” 
 
    “Then drive! Illegal though it may be, thou art at an age where doing thus should be a treat, art thou not? And even if thou weren’t, it must needs be thee regardless.” 
 
    Frotwoot looked uncertainly to Pixley, who was turned around in his seat, listening. “He’s right, kid. It must needs be.” 
 
    Stepping back and away from the window with a heavy sigh, Frotwoot walked as if through knee-high mud to the driver’s side door, trying desperately to think of a way out of this. He didn’t know why he was so nervous, but he definitely was, and when he sat down behind the wheel and still hadn’t thought of the aforementioned “way out” he started trying to think of a way to stall for time, instead. Fortunately, that came a bit easier, as there was actually a pressing question just then that needed to be asked: 
 
    “Hey, where are we going?” 
 
    “As far as we need to go to get out of the city; yea, even to the villages and countryside that lay beyond. After that, we will then seek to find for us an inn or some other suitable lodging from which to plan our next move.” 
 
    “Which is saving Golly, right?” 
 
    “Yea, verily.” 
 
    Well, that hadn’t been worth much. Drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, Frotwoot looked around at the storefronts that surrounded them and noticed a trend of very familiar-looking decorations. Those, combined with the winter climate, prompted another question, albeit one a little less pressing: 
 
    “Hey, is it Christmastime around here?” 
 
    “ ‘Around here’ we call it ‘Winter Solstice time’, but yes, ‘tis. Now stop thou thy stalling and—” 
 
    “Is that what they call it in Seelie?” Frotwoot asked Pixley. 
 
    “Is that what we call what?” 
 
    “What we’re talking about. It’s like (I don’t know, maybe you don’t even have it), but it’s like… y’know, it’s like a holiday, where’s it’s… snowy out, and you give people presents, and you decorate trees and—” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. That’s Midwinter’s Eve.” 
 
    “Ha! You fairies and your eves…” 
 
    “FROTWOOT!!!” The Dryad broke in. “DRIVE!!!” 
 
    “All right, all right!” Frotwoot put the key into the ignition to start the car, but before he could turn it he finally realized just what it was he was nervous about. “Hey, remember the first time I tried to fly? And, like, the next hundred times after that? Remember what happened?” 
 
    “Er…” 
 
    “I freaking crashed!!! Aren’t you all worried that that might be what happens the first time I try to drive, too?!” 
 
    “Nay, Frotwoot! I have great faith in thee! Now—” 
 
    “No you don’t! You can’t! I’m a stupid, clumsy, incompetent idiot who’s always messing stuff up!” 
 
    “Thou art not a—” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Pixley interrupted. “But you’re also brave, clever, and always figure out a way to get the job done regardless. I don’t trust anyone with my life more.” He smiled encouragingly and patted Frotwoot roughly on the chest. “You can do this.” 
 
    “…Wait, so you do think I’m stupid?” 
 
    “DRIVE!!!” Pixley and The Dryad shouted together, and emboldened by his friend’s words, “drive” Frotwoot did…  
 
    … And immediately crashed into the back of the car parked in front of them. 
 
    “Hey! That’s my car!” the person whose car it in fact was cried out, pointing as they burst out of the shop they’d been in. 
 
    “Hey! That’s them!” said one of a couple of sorcerers who were no doubt sweeping the area with the rest of their black-clad, apartment-raiding friends and probably would have passed them by if their attention hadn’t been drawn by the accident. “Stop!” 
 
    Shooting dirty looks at Pixley and The Dryad, Frotwoot didn’t waste any time with “I told you so”’s before backing the car up out of the other car’s bumper and tearing off down the road. The sorcerers who’d spotted them quickly commandeered the nearest already-running car, and—just like that—the chase was on. 
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    “Fie!!!” said Frotwoot, as he whipped the car around a corner to inadvertently (but, okay, kind of awesomely) explode a trash can. “What do we do?!?!” 
 
    “Thou couldst stay off the sidewalk, for starters…” 
 
    “You just keep doing what you’re doing,” said Pixley, twisting up and around to get his sword back from The Dryad in the backseat. “We’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    “We will?” said The Dryad, looking over both of his shoulders frantically as not just one, but two cars full of sorcerers came roaring into view after them. “How?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Pixley opened his door and jumped out of the car, catching himself with his wings before he could hit the ground. Then, veering right, he flew toward the lead pursuers’ car (the one Frotwoot and them had actually seen getting commandeered) and dove down low, slashing the front and back tires on that side with a single motion that made it spin out of control and crash. Having seen this, the sorcerers in the second car tried to fight back, but before their hastily-thrown fireballs and lightning bolts could connect The Dryad leaned out his window and threw up a magical shield, which covered Pixley just long enough for him to land on the second car’s hood and drive his sword through the roof, knocking out the driver and sending the car careening into a wall. At some point in-between all that Pixley back-flipped off that second car and flew away, thus avoiding any injury in the crash himself, and it was to an unintelligible hero’s welcome of manly cheers and back-slapping that he slipped back into Frotwoot’s car. 
 
    “So… should I slow down now, or…?” asked Frotwoot, after the initial fanfare. But even as the still-beaming Dryad started to nod, five more cars came out of nowhere to cut them off, prompting Frotwoot to pull a very dangerous U-turn that nearly killed a couple of pedestrians and scraped off a whole lot of paint. “Yeah, okay, maybe not.” 
 
    “Where’re they all coming from?” asked Pixley, getting ready to fly out on the attack again. 
 
    “I knowest not for certain. But behold! It is to my understanding that sorcerous covens doth generally maintain contact via tactile telepathy, yea, even through a lock of hair in which a strand from each member’s head is intertwined,” explained The Dryad, while reaching forward to physically stop Pixley from flying out on the attack again by grabbing his door handle. “Thus, it can therefore be inferred that at the moment we were first spotted, it was as if all members of the coven didst spot us at once, and did move with great haste to intercept us; it can also be inferred that they did each see what thou didst do unto the conveyance of their fellows, and are ready to counter it—” He paused for emphasis, inclining his head toward the door handle that he was still holding. “—Shouldst thou try it again.” 
 
    “Okay, so, again dude, what are we gonna do?!?!” asked Frotwoot, ducking just in time not to be hit by anything but shattered little grains of glass as they came back around to the first set of cars Pixley had disabled and the three still-conscious but ride-less sorcerers got out to stand on the street and hurl lightning bolts through the windows and windshield at him. 
 
    “I knowest not!!!” snapped The Dryad (who’d ducked as well, but not in time to save his hat). “Why dost thou always expect me to have all the answers?!?!” 
 
    “Can you do fire?” Pixley (who actually hadn’t had to duck at all) asked The Dryad, looking past him out the back window as he did. 
 
    “Yea, verily! Of course! Fire is the first thing a young mage learns!” 
 
    “Can you make it hot enough to melt pitch?” 
 
    The Dryad furrowed his brow uncomprehendingly at him for a second, then, gradually, with comprehension, he smiled. “Yea, verily.” 
 
    Smiling back, Pixley turned around and sat up on his knees to saw a circle with his sword out of the car’s roof. When he’d finished he flipped the sword around to punch what he’d made out with the hilt, and as the jagged piece of roof was still bouncing along the street behind them he nodded at The Dryad and said, “Do it.” 
 
    “Wait, what’s he doing?” asked Frotwoot, who was having trouble focusing, what with all the traffic, people, pets, and buildings he had to keep dodging. 
 
    The Dryad stood up through the makeshift sunroof, presumably raised his arms to the sky (Frotwoot couldn’t see, so he had to presume), and shouted what Frotwoot instantly recognized as a Magic Word, as it felt weird in his ears and stubbornly resisted being remembered. Whatever the word was, though, it certainly did have something to with fire, because as soon as The Dryad said it a flaming stream of magic burst out from his palms of hands onto the street behind them, turning a good quarter mile of it into a bubbling, mini tar pit before it stopped. Three of the five cars drove right into it, and got stuck, but the other two were far enough behind that they were able to take to the sidewalk until it was safe, instead. 
 
    “Zounds,” said the Dryad, sinking back down into his seat as if he were exhausted. “That was tiring…” 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Frotwoot. 
 
    “Yea, verily. It is just… the more powerful the spell, the more draining it is to the mage.” 
 
    “Well, that was a pretty powerful-looking one, so good job,” said Pixley. “You got any more in you?” 
 
    “Mayhaps… a little… but they shan’t fall for that again.” 
 
    “What else can you do?” 
 
    “Why, anything! Truly, no greater mage than I hath ever lived! But behold, having the knowledge and knowing how to apply it are two different—” A look came over The Dryad’s face that, if he were in an old cartoon, would have almost certainly been accompanied by a light bulb over his head. “Ah.” 
 
    “What/” Frotwoot and Pixley both said together. 
 
    “Sir Pixley! Carve thou another, smaller hole in the floor at my feet.” 
 
    “Do you have an idea?” 
 
    “Yea, verily.” 
 
    That seemed to be all The Dryad felt like saying about it at the moment, so Pixley did as he was told while Frotwoot continued to cause untold chaos and property damage throughout the streets of… whatever this city was called, hoping that whatever they were doing back there would get him out of having to keep doing what he was doing up there. He was pretty sure that pure, dumb luck (and, okay, maybe a little bit of what he’d gotten from video games, but not much) had been the only thing keeping him from crashing or killing anyone so far, and he knew from experience that luck like that only lasted for so long. Eventually, the universe would wake back up from its nap (or whatever) and start imposing some cold, hard, smart reality on him, and he didn’t want to still be driving a getaway car at getaway speeds when it did. 
 
    “All right!” The Dryad said about a minute later, after Frotwoot had made another in a series of daring (but completely ineffective) evasive maneuvers, and Pixley, apparently, had finished with his hole. ”Hearken, Frotwoot, and hear! When next thou dost see an alley just slightly too narrow for us to pass, turn thou into it, for I have a plan!” 
 
    “… Wait, what? When I see an alley that’s too narrow?” 
 
    “Yea, verily! But only slightly!” 
 
    Shaking his head, Frotwoot kept a lookout for what The Dryad had just described, but when he saw it he hesitated. “Are you sure? Because—” 
 
    “ ‘Tis magic, Frotwoot! Have faith!” 
 
    “All right!” sighed Frotwoot, just a bit manically, and when the alley came up he took a sharp turn into it and… didn’t crash. It took him about half a second to figure out why, because that’s how long it took him to re-open his eyes, and when that “why” turned out to be because the car was driving at an angle on two wheels, it took him another half a second to figure out “how”—because that’s how long it took him to glance over his shoulder and see that The Dryad was projecting a magical pocket of air through the hole that Pixley had made in the floor to push the car up off the street and keep it up until they were clear. 
 
    “Don’t slow down!” advised Pixley (or something to that effect, as his words were more than just a little drowned out by the sound of one of the sorcerer-driven cars behind them crashing into the buildings whose gap this alley had made). It wasn’t bad advice, but it wasn’t really necessary either, because pretty much the last thing on Frotwoot’s mind just then was slowing down, and it didn’t even rank in the top ten a moment later when the alley ended, The Dryad stopped casting his spell, and the diagonally-oriented undercarriage of the car came flopping noisily back down to horizontal street level on the other side. 
 
    “What the fie, man!!!” laughed Frotwoot, swerving off the sidewalk and back into traffic with as little terrorism of populace as possible. “Tree guy!!! That was awesome!!!” 
 
    “Yea, I thought thou wouldst like that,” said The Dryad, sounding more exhausted but looking even more proud of himself than before. “For behold, I didst get the idea from an old action movie that I didst see in my youth, and verily, a mind more enamored of such films as thy mind I hath never seen.” 
 
    “… Wait, wizards have their own action movies? Can we go see one? Like, you know, when we’re not in danger anymore or whatever?” 
 
    “And thus my point is proven.” 
 
    Pixley laughed his silent laugh, Frotwoot grinned a sheepish grin, The Dryad chuckled… well, kind of obnoxiously, but that was okay, and all three of them enjoyed a nice, warm bonding moment that was cut unfortunately short a block later when a fresh new batch of sorcerers in more official-looking cars cut them off on all four sides of an intersection to create an inescapable, box-shaped roadblock. 
 
    “Fie!!!” Frotwoot spoke for himself and almost certainly everyone else in the car, slamming on his brakes and spinning the wheel just in time to turn a collision into a donut. All around them, the magic men got out of their vehicles, holding up their hands to let a variety of threatening-looking spells dance and sizzle on their fingertips, like cops pointing their guns, and once they seemed to think their prisoners were sufficiently surrounded the Archmage appeared from a literal cloud of smoke somewhere near the back of the crowd, staff in hand and an oddly impressed sort of smugness on his face. “And… fie again.” 
 
    “Well done, Frotwoot,” said the Archmage, holding his staff in front of him like a microphone and—apparently, judging by how well his voice carried without him raising it—making it act like one, too. “And I mean that sincerely. I really do. You’ve led us quite the merry chase. But it’s time to come back, now, my boy. Step out of the car, come to me, and your friends will not be harmed. You have my word. Remain in the car, however…” 
 
    “Don’t,” said Pixley. 
 
    “Verily, he lies,” said The Dryad. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. But what am I supposed to do? Should we just get out and fight, or—?” 
 
    The Dryad scoffed and shook his head. “We would be annihilated.” 
 
    “Got any more magic tricks?” Pixley asked the wizard. 
 
    “Nay, nor magical energy. Hast thou any more crazy stunts to pull?” 
 
    “None that I think’ll work. Kid?” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and looked out thoughtfully at the patiently-waiting (to kill them) crowd. They were surrounded, sure, but only on the ground. If they could only some way to fly away, without getting hit, then— 
 
    “Wait,” said Frotwoot, eyes widening as what felt like inspiration surged through him like all the lightning bolts he’d been dodging today—which was kind of fitting, really, as a flash of his most recent memory of said lightning almost hitting him had been a large part of said inspiration. “Wait wait wait. Okay: Tree guy.” 
 
    “Yes, Frotwoot? Dost thou, perhaps, wish me to ‘wait’?” 
 
    “No, ha ha, shut up: Is the metal our car’s made out of magic-proof?” 
 
    “The metal?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, the body. I know the windows aren’t, because the magic men shot lightning through them, and I know the bottom part isn’t because you were able to lift it up with your magic air, or whatever, and it wouldn’t make sense for the parts underneath a car that runs on magic to be magic-proof, but the body, man, why didn’t they ever just throw some magic at the body? It’s because they couldn’t, right?” 
 
    “Yea, verily. For safety—and other purposes—all non-magical components of vehicles here on Magicka are coated with a koldiron-based paint. Thine astuteness in figuring this out is mildly impressive, but what—?” 
 
    “Sorry man, don’t mean to interrupt, but Pix: Go sit in the back. No, no, yeah, just climb over the seat. Oh! And buckle up, that’s important.” 
 
    “Surely thou dost not intend to ram them?” said The Dryad, shifting awkwardly out of the way as Pixley settled down next to him. 
 
    “No, but it’s gonna look like it, so don’t freak out.” Gripping the steering wheel, Frotwoot locked eyes with the Archmage, who was watching the activity in the car with puzzled interest, and the steady stream of adrenaline he’d been feeling for pretty much the last half hour got a sharp spike of delayed anger shot into the mix. As much as he wanted to dwell on it and explore it just then, though, there was no time. If they were going to use his—possibly crazy, but not Pixley levels of crazy—idea to escape, they needed to use it now, before the Archmage ran out of patience and moved in. “One more thing,” said Frotwoot, tearing his eyes away from his grandfather’s too-familiar smirk to look back at The Dryad. “Maeve told me the first time she flew with me that our wings are made to take extra weight, in case we gain some. Is there a limit to how much?” 
 
    “Er… I’m sorry, what? Is this related somehow to our current trial?” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded urgently. 
 
    “Theoretically, I suppose, there must be, as I’m sure thou couldst not lift a building from its foundations, but—” 
 
    “You don’t know what the limit is, though, right? It’s not under a couple of tons?” 
 
    “I… knowest not.” 
 
    “Well, then I guess we’re about to find out.” And with that, Frotwoot pushed the gas pedal to the floor and said, “Fly, Pix, fly!” 
 
    Man of action that he was, Pixley barely hesitated before complying, and as the sorcerers flanking the Archmage jumped out of the way (and the Archmage, for his part, stood frozen, staring in shock) Frotwoot and Pixley’s each non-judgmentally took a ton and lifted the car and everyone in it into the sky. Lightning bolts, fireballs, gusts of wind, jagged rocks, and all other kinds of elements blasted at them from all directions, but the body of the car was immune, the windows were too high to hit, and they were out of range before anyone could think of blasting at anything else. 
 
    “Thou art both mad!” The Dryad laughed, while Frotwoot did the same, but more wildly, and Pixley just shook his head and grinned. 
 
    After a few blocks of flying like that the strain on both faeries’ backs started to be felt, but they both silently agreed to hold out until they were sure they’d gone too far to follow, at which point they set the car down under a spillway bridge and got out. 
 
    “Okay!” said Frotwoot, slapping the hood and beaming at his friends as the rush of having gotten away worked its way physically through his system. “So what now?” 
 
    “Well, obviously we must abandon our ill-gotten vehicle, as what it hath just endured hath made it quite recognizable, and then I thinkest that we should adjust our plan to leave the city, for behold, the gates will no doubt be guarded, and—” 
 
    Suddenly, Pixley drew his sword, and as Frotwoot and The Dryad turned to see why a magic word was spoken by someone hidden in the shadows. Frotwoot actually knew the word, having used it once or twice himself, and now that he was hearing it spoken again he could—for the moment, at least, because that was the weird way that magic words worked—remember what it meant. 
 
    It meant “sleep”. 
 
    And knowing that did absolutely nothing to stop it from knocking him out. 
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    As soon as Frotwoot hit the ground he woke back up again… or at least that’s how it felt to him. But it wasn’t the gravel under the bridge he hit, and it technically wasn’t even “the ground” (being that it seemed to be indoors), so clearly some time had passed between his losing consciousness and regaining it. Near the very end of that time he must have fallen halfway out of someone else’s bed, his legs still tangled up in the sheets and his back on someone else’s hardwood floor, because that’s where he was now, but what concerned him more than the when of how he’d gotten here was the how, who, where, and, why. He could figure out the timeline later. 
 
    “What the fie?” he muttered, twisting his body and looking around at what appeared to be the bedroom of a teenage boy—if that teenage boy also happened to be a wizard, and probably a rich one, at that. The bed was a four-poster with a curtain, its fanciness marred somewhat by all the little notes and hearts with names and plus signs and stuff carved into the posts and the fact that the curtain had been covered with what appeared to be an old sheet from some magical-looking cartoon show. Band posters of (also magical-looking) rock stars shared space on the wall with (equally magical-looking) movie posters, pin-ups of smiling girls in wholesome, old-timey swimsuits (and pointed hats) taped up randomly in-between, while (not-at-all-magical-looking) framed school certificates hung all in one place over the desk, as they were clearly less important than the other things. Model airplanes that had seemingly been both sculpted and painted to look sort of like dragons hung from strings all over the ceiling, carefully positioned to look as if they were in actual dogfights that would never end, and stacks of school books mixed with comic books, magazines, and pulp novels were scattered (albeit somewhat neatly) like islands all across the dusty ocean that was the floor. 
 
    As he got up, Frotwoot could that see that the aforementioned desk was there mostly to display action figures, knick-knacks, and teenager-y souvenirs (as well as, of course, some random, unfinished-looking sheets of homework), but just as he was about to let his gaze slide past it to the door he noticed that it also had a picture frame on it, and when he saw what the picture was of his gaze was suddenly in no rush to get away. 
 
    It was his father. 
 
    Looking around the room with new eyes, Frotwoot found himself taking in every little detail, every little clue he could as to what kind of person his biological father had been when he was his age, and things that had at first seemed lame and/or weird now seemed fascinating and/or endearing. A box of records behind the bed drew his attention like a magnet, and as he flipped through them he was overjoyed to see that his father had written his own reviews, thoughts, and ratings in the liner notes. Eventually he made his way back to the picture frame, and when he picked it up, his thumb lightly touching the glass, the picture changed, this time to some kind of graduation photo with a group of kids Frotwoot could only assume had been his father’s friends. The next several pictures were of dances and proms, each with a different girl, then there were some vacation ones, a family portrait or twenty (complete with the Archmage, who seemed to have had roughly a bajillion kids with over a dozen different wives, the woman in the “wife” spot of the portrait almost never being the same), and then finally there was one with both his father and his mother, looking far happier and far more in love with each other than either of them ever had in the magically-projected visual aids that had gone along with the Archmage’s story. Ripping it out and flipping it around, his heart skipped a beat as he saw, written in the pencil on the yellowed back of the crumbling old photograph, exactly what he’d hoped to see: 
 
      
 
    (Me and Twilla, Summer of ‘69.) 
 
      
 
    “Twilla,” Frotwoot said softly, reading it to himself again and again. His mother’s name… was Twilla. 
 
    A boisterous laugh from somewhere nearby shocked Frotwoot out of the dazed trance this last discovery had put him in, and suddenly he remembered where he was—i.e., that he didn’t know where he was, and that waking up in a place you didn’t know after being knocked out was generally bad. Taking the picture with him, he crept to the bedroom door to ease it open, and after what must’ve been the loudest series of creaks and groans a door had ever made in the history of doors, peeked out into the hallway to make sure no one was waiting out there to kill him (and, if they were, hoping they were deaf). Opening it just a little bit wider, and getting even more creaks and groans in the process, he finally just shook his head and abandoned any more pretense of stealth, flinging it open the rest of the way and walking cautiously (but not quietly, as the floor was even louder than the door) out into the hall, shouting, “Hello?!” 
 
    No one answered, but a voice that matched the laugh came up from the spiral staircase at the end of the hall, and as Frotwoot edged closer to it he realized it was The Dryad’s. “—The ‘Tuatha Danaan’? Truly? At first I didst think thou calling them that to be a jest, and behold, I did laugh; but I see now by the puzzlement on thy face that thou doth believe it to be correct! How can this be?!” 
 
    “They were named after Danu Dagda,” a voice that didn’t carry nearly as much (because really, most voices didn’t) replied from roughly the same direction. It wasn’t one Frotwoot recognized, but he could tell that it belonged to a woman. “Their creator.” 
 
    “ ‘Their creator’?!?!” 
 
    “That is what I said, yes. And could you quiet down a bit, perhaps? There are no cheap seats hidden anywhere in this drawing room, I assure you. There’s no need to project.” 
 
    “Danu Dagda?!?!” The Dryad went on at exactly the same volume as before, if not slightly louder. “You believe that my Tuatha—yea, even the Tuatha Dryadia—were created by Danu Dagda?!?!” 
 
    “It’s a matter of record.” 
 
    “Whose record?! Hers?!” 
 
    “I was always taught that the Tuatha Danaan were your people,” Pixley’s voice chimed in, and as Frotwoot was a quarter of the way down the stairs now he could see him, leaning against a wall instead of sitting on any of the fancy couches that surrounded him. “And that Danu and Dagda were your gods. Is that not right?” 
 
    “No!!!” said The Dryad, who Frotwoot could also see now, pacing back and forth and throwing his arms around like a lunatic. “None of that is right!!! Those were but the misconceptions of Dryadic clerics who durst not understand my writings, and who did then teach those false interpretations of my word as if it were doctrine. Knowing that thou and thy people didst believe this did sorely vex me, yea, even when I didst abide as a tree, but lo, there was no way to correct thee, and so that false doctrine did persist.” 
 
    “You really made it sound like they were your gods, though.” 
 
    “And I say unto you now that she wasn’t!!! The Magi have no gods!!!” 
 
    “Who was she, then?” 
 
    The Dryad fell silent, and now Frotwoot was halfway down the staircase and could see the third and final person in the conversation: A gray-haired old woman, dressed quite elegantly as a witch, sitting cross-legged on the couch, holding a cup of tea with a cookie on the saucer, and smirking rather uncharitably at The Dryad’s distress. 
 
    “She… she was my project manager. My… boss.” 
 
    Pixley’s eyes and the witch’s smirk both went wide. 
 
    “And behold, like any poor manager, she did seek to take credit for my ideas! So, gathering up thy precursors in experimentation—yea, even those whom I did call ‘the Firvulag’—I didst stage a coup against her and her sycophants (whom I did mockingly call ‘the Tuatha Danaan’), and thus it was that—” 
 
    “—And thus it was that you were exiled to Earth, and years of slavery and bloodshed for ‘your’ Tuatha were born,” the witch finished for him. “And all because you couldn’t wait for government clearance and were jealous of your team lead. Hmm. Pity. But at least your ego’s been well fed.” 
 
    The Dryad opened his mouth to verbally explode at her, but before he could get out much more than the beginning of a potential profanity Frotwoot reached the point where he couldn’t put off coming down the final few steps any longer, and his sudden appearance seemed to take precedence over whatever indignation the wizard had been about to spew forth. “Uh… hey. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Frotwoot,” said the witch, blinking rapidly and rising quickly to her feet as if she were nervous. “You’re awake.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe. I’ve been in a lot of really convincing dream worlds lately, though, so you never know. Who knocked me out?” 
 
    “I did,” said the witch, her initial nervousness fading so quickly back into smirking confidence that Frotwoot wasn’t sure it had ever even been there to begin with. “Sorry about that, but I thought your friend was going to stab me.” 
 
    “I was,” confirmed Pixley. 
 
    “See?” the witch gestured toward Pixley, before holding the same hand out to Frotwoot, wrist limp and palm down. “I’m Elizora, by the way; Elizora Windwood-Wandersen. I brought you here to keep you safe from the sorcerers. Hopefully that wasn’t too presumptuous.” 
 
    “Oh. Um…” Frotwoot took and kissed her hand, fairly certain that was what she was expecting, and when he was done said, “… ‘Charmed’? ‘I’m sure’…? That’s what you’re supposed to say, right?” 
 
    “Only if you are sure that you’re charmed.” 
 
    “Right. Um, hey, did you say your name’s Wandersen? Because—” 
 
    “That’s your grandfather’s name? Yes, I’m afraid I did. I got it from him when I married him, though of course I also kept my own.” 
 
    “When you—? Wait, does that mean—? Are you—?” Frotwoot looked back down at the magic picture frame/album in his hands, and flipped through it until he reached a family portrait picture that seemed to depict a younger version of the woman standing before him. “Are you my grandma?” 
 
    “No,” she said flatly, reaching down daintily to flip back a few portraits to one with the Archmage and another woman. “She is. Or was, I suppose I should say. I should also probably say I’m sorry for your loss, but I hated that woman, so—” 
 
    “So you’re like, my stepgrandma?” 
 
    Elizora snorted. “No, dear. Dayne and I are no longer married. If we were, I like to think I wouldn’t be so foolish as to have brought you back here to escape him, as he’d no doubt only end up discovering you anyway you when he came home for dinner.” 
 
    “… Ex-stepgrandma?” 
 
    “Ex—?” She shook her head at him in wonder and bemusement. “I’m sorry, Is that considered an actual familial relation where you’re from?” 
 
    “No… but, y’know, the only other ‘familial relation’ of mine I’ve met here so far is a total jerk, so I kinda’ have to take what I can get.” 
 
    “… I see. Well, then I shall endeavor to be the best ‘ex-stepgrandma’ you’ve ever had. But in the meantime, there are some things we need to discuss, and I think it would be best if we took that discussion to my study. If you’ll follow me?” 
 
    Frotwoot and his friends followed, and when they were done they found themselves in another extravagantly-furnished room, but with a desk and a globe in it this time—i.e., the two things you’d most expect to find in a stuffy old room a rich person had just called a “study”. “Whoa!” said Frotwoot, looking closer at said globe with its unfamiliar continents and curious patches of not-blue-colored water. “Is this where we are right now? It looks so weird…” 
 
    “Get away from that,” said Elizora, shooting a little zap of electricity from her hand to Frotwoot’s he reached out to give it a spin, which—judging by the smile she gave him as he turned to look at her—she’d apparently meant to be playful… but—judging by that same smile—didn’t really care if he took it that way or not. “It’s more than it appears. But first, I’m sure you’ll agree that some explanations are in order, starting with why I rescued you.” 
 
    “You didn’t just do it to be nice?” 
 
    “Thou truly thinkest that thou didst ‘rescue’ us?” The Dryad scoffed, clearly still angry. 
 
    “No, and yes,” said Elizora, walking around the desk to sit down behind it. “You might have escaped the sorcerers temporarily, but without a safe place to go it was only a matter of time before they found you again. And as to why I rescued you, Frotwoot: I did it because I need you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “I… am a warlock.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and looked to The Dryad for a definition of what that might mean, but The Dryad was furrowing his brow, too, and Pixley seemed to be more concerned with the level of dust on the bookshelves than anything else at the moment. “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “No, like… is it different than a wizard? A witch? A mage? A sorcerer? Because you guys keep using all these different words for what I always thought was pretty much the same thing, and I guess they aren’t the same thing, so…” He threw up his hands and went, “Pfft!” 
 
    “Dryadia?” 
 
    “Nor do I, no” 
 
    “Huh. How… disappointing. Here I was, thinking I was making a major confession, and—” 
 
    “It means ‘oathbreaker’,” said Pixley, still messing around with the dust. “ ‘Heretic’. ‘Betrayer’. It’s what the magicians (that’s the people in charge, a weird sort of mix of government employees and clergy) call people who they think have apostatized from the ‘true way’ of magic.” 
 
    “Er… that’s… correct,” said Elizora, as visibly dumbfounded as everyone else. “How—?” 
 
    “A ‘mage’ is a member of the Magi race,” Pixley went on, turning to Frotwoot. “The men are ‘wizards’ and the women are ‘witches’. Simple. ‘Sorcerers’ are magicians who do the church-slash-government’s dirty work, like knights, assassins, and slavers all rolled into one. They’re the ones who hide their faces with magic hats and wear black. ‘Enchanters’, ‘illusionists’, ‘shamans’, and ‘conjurers’ are some of the other kinds of magicians I’ve heard of so far, but I don’t really know what any of those do. Doesn’t matter. What matters is that the reason Mrs. Windwood-Wandersen is acting like telling us she’s a warlock is a big deal is because it is a big deal. Anyone calling themselves a warlock are only doing it because they’re members of a rebel faction who want to bring the church-slash-government down, which is probably what she’s gonna say she needs you for. Right?” This last word was spoken to Elizora, who could only begin to shake her head at him before realizing he’d asked her a question and nodding. “Right.” 
 
    “Dude… how do you know all this?” 
 
    As always, Pixley looked somewhat taken aback by his squire’s oft-repeated question. “What? I don’t know. I’ve just been paying attention.” 
 
    “Yeah, with your crazy super brain…” 
 
    “All right, yea, we are all very impressed,” said The Dryad, sounding much more “annoyed” than “impressed”. “But how is it that I, prithee, didst not know the meaning of this word, and a mere faerie did? Am I not a native of Magicka, and thus more likely to know whereof my fellow Magi doth speak?” 
 
    “ ‘Mere faerie’?” said Frotwoot, taking mild offense on Pixley’s behalf while Pixley took none at all and went back to his cleaning. 
 
    “They came up with it after you left,” said Elizora. “In fact, you were the first one.” 
 
    “I?” 
 
    “Yes, you. No one had ever actually declared war on all of Magicka before, so the Archmage at the time felt that a new term was needed to properly condemn the unique depths of your treason and iniquity.” 
 
    The Dryad looked oddly proud for someone who’d just been told what he’d just been told. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. Well done. Now, since Sir Pixley had been so kind as to define the relevant terms for everyone, I will continue: I am a warlock. As such, I seek to bring down the current order, and have banded together with like-minded individuals to do so. Our reasons for doing so differ, from anything to simple disbelief that we should be ruled to deep disagreements with how we should be, but we all of us share the common goal of unseating the Archmage and all those who follow him.” 
 
    “Is your reason because he’s your ex-husband?” quipped Frotwoot. 
 
    “No,” said Elizora, clearly not amused. After letting him quail under her glare for a bit, she let her resting smirk face return and continued as if it had never left. “The primary obstacle to our reaching this goal has been the simple fact that the position of Archmage was designed to be very difficult to unseat. However, now that Frotwoot’s here—” 
 
    “What can he do that a group of Magi cannot?” blurted The Dryad. 
 
    Hey!” said Frotwoot, even though he was wondering the same thing himself (he was still kind of stuck on that whole “mere faerie” thing). 
 
    “Well, if I’m correct… he can do quite a lot.” Elizora folded her hands together and smiled at her ex-step-grandson. “The only question is… is he willing to?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked around at Pixley and The Dryad, just in case they wanted to add something first, then shrugged and started to speak, but it turned out that Pixley did have something to add, he was just slow on the trigger. “Why should he?” 
 
    Elizora blinked the deadliest-looking blink Frotwoot had ever seen. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Did you really not hear me, or are you just surprised by what I said?” 
 
    “Uh, I think it’s the second one more than the first one,” Frotwoot whispered to his sometimes socially inept knight. “But I also think she wants you to repeat it, but with more explaining.” 
 
    “Oh.” Pixley nodded in understanding, then turned his steely gaze back on the witch. “I said, ‘why should he’? Will taking down the Archmage for you help free our people? Or is whatever you and your gang of ‘warlocks’ replace him with just going to keep the atrocities against them going?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a good question,” Frotwoot agreed, furrowing his brow, finger-snap-pointing at Pixley, and waiting for her answer, 
 
    “That’s… something we’ll have to discuss with the rest of the warlocks,” said Elizora, carefully. “If freeing your people can be arranged, though, would you be willing to do it?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked to Pixley again, because he’d just done some pretty good thinking for him there, but this time Pixley left the thinking up to his squire. “I would, yeah. Of course. I’d do anything to set those people free.” 
 
    “ ‘Those people’. Hmm. Interesting.” 
 
    “What? I didn’t, like, mean that racist, if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “No no, I just—As I said, I find it interesting that you don’t consider them your people and yet you’d be willing to do ‘anything’.” 
 
    “Why’s that interesting?” 
 
    “It reminds me of someone.” Elizora’s eyes flitted to the picture frame in Frotwoot’s hand, and even though with the way he was holding it just then she couldn’t actually see if a picture of his father was on it or not Frotwoot knew that was who she meant, and knowing that he had something like that in common with his father made him feel kind of… weird inside. “Anyway, if we’re in all agreement that this is something we’re willing to pursue—” she looked to Pixley and The Dryad for signs of agreement, though she seemed willing to take the absence of any signs of disagreement to mean the same thing, “—Then I believe it’s time to introduce you to my colleagues, and see what they think of the plan as well. Frotwoot? Would you be a dear and open that globe of Magicka up for me? There’s a secret catch just under the Occult Sea… yes, that’s it.” 
 
    Being a dear and springing the aforementioned catch, Frotwoot jumped back in surprise as the top half of the globe crinkled up like paper to disappear into the equator and reveal that the whole thing was hollow, with a folded up cloak of red velvet embroidered with amber sitting inside. Elizora didn’t ask him to hand it to her, as he was expecting, but held out her own hand to make it fly across the room to her like a Jedi getting their lightsaber. Throwing the cloak around her shoulders, she took off her hat and put up the hood before fastening together two halves of a broach that sat at the neck on either side. As soon as she did, the amber designs on the fabric and the (heretofore invisible) amber in the broach lit up, and every one of her features not covered by the cloak were shrouded in dark, unnatural shadow. 
 
    “How do I look?” she joked, her voice sounding altered, too. “All right, now if you’ll just spin the bottom of the globe to the top, now…” 
 
    Frotwoot again did as he was told, and the part of the globe that had disappeared came back out of nowhere just in time for the landmasses on both halves to light up as if you were looking at them from space. From those little pinpricks of light came beams, and as the globe spun slowly around of its own volition those beams seemed to change the room, bit by bit, until it looked like Frotwoot, Elizora, Pixley, and The Dryad were on the inside of a cave. 
 
    “… What the fie?” said Pixley. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it isn’t real,” Elizora assured them. “Well… no, actually it is, but we aren’t there. It’s just a spell one of the other warlocks came up with through which the light rays of any location that has one of these special globes can be sent to a cave they found to make it appear as if what’s there is here, and as if who’s here is there.” 
 
    “Oh, well, if that’s all it is,” said Frotwoot, putting his hand through what looked like solid rock and shaking his head as he took it back out again. 
 
    “Is the cloak necessary to complete the illusion?” asked The Dryad. 
 
    “No, it’s necessary to keep the other warlocks from finding out who I am. We all wear them, in case of infiltration.” 
 
    “So you don’t know who any of these people are?” asked Pixley. 
 
    “I know a few. What’s important is that I don’t know them all, because if I were ever caught, then—Ah, hold that thought, would you? They’re arriving.” 
 
    Clumped particles of amber light shimmered into view all over the cave/room, and eventually formed into about half a dozen people, all wearing the same cloak as Elizora. Several more appeared during and after they had, and then a third wave came in, and then another, and then just one or two people on their own, until finally it seemed as if no one else were going to appear and the conversation could begin. 
 
    “All right, who called this meeting?” a warlock whose enchanted cloak couldn’t hide his girth demanded from the middle of the room. “I’ve been sitting next to my globe, waiting for it to go off for the better part of an hour, and—” 
 
    “It hasn’t even been fifteen minutes,” a warlock whose cloak couldn’t hide her body shape (though what a very different shape it was) scolded him from the floor. After furrowing his brow at the funny position she was lying in for a moment Frotwoot blushed and looked away when he realized that she was taking a bath. Sure, she was all covered up in shadows, thanks to the magic of her (apparently water-proof) cloak, but still… 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute, who’re they?” another, more nondescript warlock asked, pointing at Frotwoot, Pixley, and The Dryad. 
 
    “They’re—” Elizora began, but before she could finish The Dryad took over. 
 
    “It is I, Finvarra Dryadia! The first warlock! Yea, even thy namesake, and thy inspiration!” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t need to see the warlock’s faces to tell that none of them were impressed. Confused, sure, but definitely not impressed. 
 
    “It’s true,” Elizora recovered gracefully, moving to put a hand on The Dryad’s shoulder while he deflated. “This is Finvarra Dryadia, freed from his tree. He’s come here from Seelie with these two faeries to help us.” 
 
    “How are a credit-stealing blowhard from history and some faeries going to help us?” asked a warlock—maybe the first one who’d spoken, maybe the third. Frotwoot couldn’t tell. 
 
    “ ‘BLOWHARD’?!?!” said The Dryad, apparently having forgotten the meaning of irony. 
 
    “Let me play something for you,” said Elizora. Gently pushing The Dryad aside, she swept over to where her desk had been (and still was, of course, albeit invisibly) and placed her hand on a crystal ball, which only became visible once she’d touched it. She muttered something about the Archmage’s office and a time code, and then in the ball appeared an animated image with sound of the Archmage, Frotwoot, and Pixley, right at the moment when the Archmage told Frotwoot he was his grandson. 
 
    “You have a scrying device in the office of the Archmage?” a warlock who’d hadn’t spoken yet said incredulously. 
 
    “Shh!!!” shushed the girl warlock in the bathtub, getting up to get a better look at the little picture. 
 
    As rest of the warlocks gathered around to watch and listen to the explanation that unfolded, Frotwoot slunk to the back of the crowd with Pixley and The Dryad, who didn’t even have to be asked if he knew what was going on or anything before he smiled crookedly and said, nodding, “Ohhh… I see…” 
 
    “What? What is it?” said Frotwoot, acutely aware of all the backwards glances he was getting and acutely not liking that he didn’t know why. 
 
    “It is because thou art the Archmage’s grandson.” 
 
    “Yeah, we know that part,” said Pixley. 
 
    “Yea, verily, but what thou dost not know is that the Archmage is chosen according to their power, and that a mage’s power is drawn not just from themselves, but from their offspring, whose link to the magical forces of this world can be accessed at any time by those of their parental bloodline, for behold, what is a child if not two halves of those who made them?” 
 
    “… What?” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “The more kids the magic men have, the more powerful they are,” translated Pixley. 
 
    “Oh. Weird. Okay. So what’s that have to do with me?” 
 
    “The principle doth apply to grandchildren as well.” 
 
    “Yeah? And?” 
 
    “And thou art most powerful!!!” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “Well… no. Thou wouldst be, with the proper education, but not as thou art now. Thy potential for power, however, is greater than any I have ever felt; yea, even greater than mine own.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yea, verily. For behold, when I didst possess thy body—lo those many weeks ago—I was able to do greater magic with it than I was ever able to do in life (for I had the proper education to so), and if thou hadst not resisted me I no doubt would have grown able—with time and experimentation—to do greater things still.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you ever tell me any of this?” 
 
    “Thou wert my enemy! Why would I?” 
 
    “… Right. Okay. So why am I so powerful? Was it something they did to me in the lab? Was I just born lucky, or—?” 
 
    “Thy wings,” said The Dryad, looking mildly surprised that he didn’t already know, but probably only because it had seemed obvious to him. “The power comes from thy wings.” 
 
    “My wings?” Frotwoot raised his wings up behind him to look back at them, as if looking at them again would reveal something new he hadn’t noticed before (it didn’t). “Why? How?” 
 
    “Thou asketh me how? Behold, Frotwoot, they are made of magic! And that magic doth run constantly, day after day, hour after hour, minute by minute, in every faerie, until their time on this mortal coil doth expire—at which point they do continue to run, on into eternity. Dost thou thinkest them to be self-perpetuating? I say thee nay; for when I designed them, I didst do so with a mind to allow them to tap into the very primal forces of magic that doth exist in the worlds around them, so that their magic would never run out. When I did this, however, I didst never anticipate that one day there would come a faerie with the ability to tap into that neverending magic on his own, and didst only discover the infinite possibilities of it when I didst meet you.” 
 
    Frotwoot looked at his wings again. Still nothing. “So, what, you think they think I can fight the Archmage? Is that it?” 
 
    “Yea, verily. Though thou wouldst need years of training to even come close to having a chance against him, I canst see no other reason why thy relation to him would matter to the warlocks so.” 
 
    “I can,” said Pixley, narrowing his eyes thoughtfully at the mass of warlocks in front of them. “What if they don’t want the kid to fight the Archmage at all? What if they just wanna make the Archmage less powerful so they can fight him?” 
 
    “How would they do that?” asked Frotwoot, and the look Pixley gave him and The Dryad, combined with the surprised, then grave look of confirmation The Dryad gave Pixley in return, chilled him to the bone. “Dude!!! What?!” 
 
    “They could just kill you.” 
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    No sooner had the words crossed Pixley’s lips than the illusion of the cave and the warlocks who weren’t really in it faded away, leaving just Elizora to throw out her hand and magically slam the study door shut behind them. “All right, now just wait,” she said calmly, keeping her hand held up in front of her to also-magically hold the door closed, even as Frotwoot and The Dryad both spun on their heels to try to open it back up, to no avail. “I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation, and—Well, no, that’s a lie, I was deliberately listening in—But in any case, I can assure you that—”  
 
    “Go!!!” snapped Pixley, grabbing a book off the shelf and hurling it with Pixley-like precision at her wrist. The magical pressure on the door was immediately cut off as she reflexively cradled her hand to clutch at the point of impact in pain, leaving Frotwoot and The Dryad free to follow Pixley’s order and go, running and stumbling with him, into the hallway. 
 
    “Wait!” Elizora called out after them, a distinct note of weary laughter in her voice. 
 
    “This way!” said The Dryad. 
 
    “Why?” said Frotwoot, following him. 
 
    “Why, thou askest? Why else, but that it is the way out?!” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Whilst thou and Sir Pixley didst slumber, I was awake, and didst see the route from the entrance to our present location myself!” 
 
    “Wait, you were awake?” 
 
    “Yea, verily!” 
 
    “What about the sleeping spell?” 
 
    “Such spells only work when the target’s defenses are lowered!” 
 
    “Our defenses weren’t lowered!” 
 
    “Thou hast not even developed the defenses required! I speak of magical and mental defenses, not physical ones!” 
 
    “Okay, so… why’d you let my ex-stepgrandma take us, then?” 
 
    “Behold! She seemed nice!” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Oh, thou art one to talk, he who didst once trust me implicitly!” 
 
    “… All right, that’s fair. But dude, still.” 
 
    “Is this what was going on in your head the entire time you and me were working on our first quest?” asked Pixley, and before either Frotwoot or The Dryad could answer that yes, yes it was, they were stopped short at the bottom of the grand staircase by the sight of what appeared to be a veritable army of butlers, maids, footmen, drivers, cooks, and other servants blocking the front door. 
 
    All of whom belonged, Frotwoot couldn’t help notice, to one of the six magical races of Seelie. 
 
    “…What the fie?” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “Watch your mouth, young man,” Elizora scolded him, from the top of the stairs. “There are ladies present. And children. And men, with delicate constitutions.” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” he demanded, turning to face her as she started her casual, elegant descent. “What is this? Are these your slaves?” 
 
    “Actually, we call them ‘thralls’ here. And no, they are not. They are my friends. Normally, when I have guests, I ask them to keep themselves disguised with the sorcerous technology I’ve enchanted into their clothes, but under the circumstances they appear to have taken it upon themselves to convince you of my true intentions—none of which, I can assure you, involve your assassination.” 
 
    “If Mistress Elizora wanted you dead, jerkface, you’d be dead,” a teenaged phooka girl dressed as a maid piped up from the crowd, she and many others murmuring and shaking their heads in disgust at the very idea that he would ever even think that. 
 
    “Thank you for that, dear,” said Elizora, coming to a stop two steps above Frotwoot and his friends. “Though I must say, if we’re being completely accurate and honest, if I wanted him dead he still wouldn’t be dead, as I’m not particularly given to murder. How else would you explain the continued existence of my eldest sister?” 
 
    The non-thralls tittered at the apparent in-joke, and while Frotwoot was pretty sure he got it anyway he was in no mood to laugh just then; he was too confused. “So if they’re not your ‘thralls’, then what are they doing here? Why do they look like they’re working for you?” 
 
    “That’s precisely what we wanted to talk to you about, Sir Frotwoot,” a middle-aged goblin man with a terrible toupee and a butler’s outfit said (Frotwoot knew he was a butler and not a footman because he didn’t have gloves; he knew that only footmen wore gloves because he’d only been pretending not to watch Downton Abbey whenever his mother was). “About the true character of she whom you have accused of treachery. For you see, in all of Magicka, you could not find a more trustworthy witch than Elizora Windwood-Wandersen.” 
 
    “Oh, Grockle, stop,” said Elizora, modestly. 
 
    “I will not, milady. For without your help, I would still be toiling away in the mines, the grotesque transformation the sorcerers inflicted upon me protecting me from fire and explosions, but not from loss of liberty and dignity.” 
 
    “I’d still be downtown at the racetrack, whipped and ridden around in a circle like some animal for a bunch of jerkface wizards and witches to gamble on,” said the phooka girl, who hereafter Frotwoot would refer to in his head as “jerkface girl”. 
 
    “And none of us would be free,” an aged (not “teenaged” or “middle-aged”, just “aged”) faerie woman doing some knitting in a wheelchair said, rolling forward to the front to smile kindly up at Frotwoot and continue: “You see, young man… our Elizora, there, is a warlock purely because she believes that the people of Seelie are people, and has risked her life in secret since even I was young to ensure that we be treated as such. When she frees us, she always offers to send us home, and those you see before you are simply those who declined the offer, choosing instead to stay and help her in her fight to liberate our brothers and sisters. 
 
    “I’m honored and proud to say that I was the first, having noticed while I was recovering from my former master’s abuses here that she had no staff, having laid them all off in order to prevent her heroic—but of course terribly illegal—activities here from being discovered. I offered my services as a housekeeper, as the place was in a most dreadful state at the time, and after much pleading and begging on my part she agreed… but only if I were to be paid. Isn’t that something? I owed her my life, I thought, but she didn’t see that it that way; she felt that her people owed me my life, and that since no one else was willing, it was her debt to pay! Ah! 
 
    “In any case, I stayed, helping her not just with the household, but with everything I could, including the rescue of other people from thralldom. Over time, others who saw what I was doing elected to join me—some for life, some for just a while—and what you see assembled before you today is the result.” The aged faerie woman’s eyes twinkled as her smile widened, and she took Frotwoot by the hand. “If it is truly your wish to save our people, sir knights, Dear Dryad, or even just to get yourselves home, then you have both my word and my reference that is there is no one more suited to helping you than the brave, marvelous, and magnificent old woman who stands behind you.” 
 
    Elizora smirked behind the hand over her mouth and through her tears. “ ‘Old’?” 
 
    “I couldn’t make it too sappy, Ellie, they’d start to think I was drunk,” said the aged faerie woman, prompting everyone but Frotwoot and his friends (who were in a different mood now, sure, but still not one of mirth) to burst out laughing. 
 
    Regaining her composure, Elizora straightened up and looked down again at Frotwoot, Pixley, and The Dryad. “Well, there you have it. Would the three of you still like to leave? Or would you like to come back upstairs and actually listen to my plan?” 
 
    The three of them exchanged looks, but there was never really any doubt what those looks would say: With Frotwoot leading the way, the abashed faeries and former tree god went back upstairs, the cheers and applause of the living fruits of Elizora’s life’s work (as well as at least one distinct exclamation of, “Good choice, jerkface!”) rising up behind them. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Untold centuries ago, there lived a man named Mage,” Elizora told Frotwoot, Pixley, and The Dryad, while the other, re-contacted warlocks stood around listening impatiently. Frotwoot didn’t like the way a lot of them were looking at him, so he just kept looking at her… which he knew was irrational, of course, since the magic of the hooded cloaks they were wearing made all their faces look exactly the same, but it didn’t have to be a rational thing for him to not like it (just look at Pixley; that was practically the motto under his family’s coat-of-arms). “Mage discovered the force called magic, which is why he got to name it after himself. Now, most men in Mage’s position, you would imagine, would keep this discovery to themselves, harness it, and then use it to further their own self-interests at the expense of everyone else’s, perhaps by becoming famous or conquering the world. But Mage was not like most men. Mage shared it with us all, freely and without price, and as a result got not only the fame and power over the world that the ‘most men’ we just imagined would want, but the admiration and love of his people as well.” 
 
    “We know all this,” the girthy warlock from before broke in. 
 
    “Frotwoot doesn’t.” 
 
    “Yes, but couldn’t you just give him a children’s history book on the subject or something? Get to the point of it now?” 
 
    “I could, yes, but that would be frightfully rude. If there’s something you’d rather be doing right now you’re more than welcome to leave the meeting, but when we get to the ‘point of it’ I think you might wish you hadn’t. Now, if that’s all…?” That was all. “So, having been giving the world, Mage again went against the grain and chose to only do wonderful things with it, creating a society of wisdom and learning that had no time for things like ‘hunger’ or ‘war’. Countless advances in the theory and use of magic took place under his watchful eye, and before you knew it we went from living in caves and huts to the very cities you see before us today. Squabbles over race and religion were gone; we were all one race now, and that race had become its own gods, blessing each other with the newfound power they all wielded. It was the very definition of what your people on Earth might call a ‘golden age’, except almost satirically exaggerated. But—like every age that has ever been, and every age that will ever be—it one day came to an end. 
 
    “As Mage lay on his deathbed, fading from this world to whatever’s next, his friends and family asked him who should take his place. Should it be his eldest son? His eldest daughter? His best friend? His wife? Mage said it should be none of them. He said that it should be the one with the most wisdom. They asked him who that was. He said he didn’t know, but that he’d created a staff that would, a staff that would test your wisdom as soon as you touched it and decide if you were worthy to be the one to keep it. Of course, back then it was thought that wisdom in the Magi manifested itself as power, as the link between power and progeny had not yet been established, so what actually happened was that the person with the most children took over—or at least the person with the most children who cared to make the attempt. After the staff had changed hands a few times someone noticed the trend, and so an extra step was added wherein someone had to actually display wisdom as well. 
 
    “Mage was still alive at this point—as the whole process of passing the staff around had taken only a few days—and so not only was he the one to propose this extra step, but that it should also take the form of a riddle or challenge, set in place by whoever last held the staff. He reasoned that this would ensure that whoever led the Magi would be at least as clever as the one who’d led us last, and his final recorded act before he died was to reprogram the staff and set the very first trial himself. 
 
    “Eventually, someone came along who passed the trial, and since she was almost as wonderful a leader as Mage had been it was decided that this should indeed be the way things should go. And so it went, for generation after generation, each new Archmage (which is what the ancient Magi decided to call them, shortly after deciding to rename both the world and their very species in Mage’s honor), each one adding another challenge (or riddle, don’t forget the riddles) to the process of acquiring the staff.” 
 
    “So to take it they have to be more powerful than the current Archmage, and just as smart,” the girl who’d been in the bathtub (and was now out of it, brushing as much of her hair as she could with a hood and presumably wearing at least a towel or something under her cloak) clarified in what may well have been intended as a helpful voice, but came across to Frotwoot as condescending. And maybe just a little bit racist. 
 
    “So is that why you need Frotwoot?” asked Pixley. “You want him to take the staff?” 
 
    “I don’t see why we don’t just kill him,” another warlock grumbled, to scattered murmurs of agreement throughout the room. 
 
    “We’ve already been over that, actually, and Frotwoot just hated the idea, so I’m afraid that’s out,” said Elizora, her smirk invisible but almost audible. “And no, Sir Pixley, we don’t want him to, so much as we need him to. You see, while every other Archmage in history has accepted the responsibility of creating their own personal link in the chain of magical trials leading to the staff in the spirit of fairness and equality that Mage had no doubt intended, our current Archmage has decided that he doesn’t care what Mage’s intentions were and would rather use his time at the top to create for himself a dynasty. To that end, he’s created a final ‘trial’ which no one but his own blood relation can complete, a deadly energy field that will literally disintegrate anyone else on contact. Normally I wouldn’t be able to tell you this, as the fifth Archmage added an enchantment to the whole thing that kept anyone with knowledge of the trials or their solutions from repeating them, but the current Archmage bypassed that enchantment in this case specifically so that everyone would know not to try.” 
 
    “Well, that was nice of him, at least,” Frotwoot shrugged. 
 
    “No, it was self-serving of him, just like everything else he’s ever done. If everyone knows that you and your family are going to be in charge forever, no one is going to challenge you. No one is going to mistreat you, or disagree with you. You no longer have to be content with being a mere ‘ruler’; who wants that, when you can be a tyrant?” 
 
    “Yea, verily,” said The Dryad, nodding. Everyone in the room turned to stare at him, at which point he seemed to realize he’d said that out loud and forced a laugh. “Ha! Verily, I jest!” 
 
    “Verily, he doesn’t,” said Frotwoot, from experience. “But okay, so say I get the staff: Then what? I don’t wanna be the Archmage.” 
 
    “You are, of course, allowed to abdicate at any time,” Elizora assured him, while the other warlocks’ scoffing and body language showed how astounded they were at what he’d just said. “Though if I were you, I’d wait until I freed my people first.” 
 
    “So that’s all that’s in it for him, then? Freeing his people?” the girthy warlock interjected. “What’s to stop him from turning around and enthralling us? Mage knows we deserve it.” There was a burst of argument on that point, particularly from those who seemed to own “thralls” themselves, of which—Frotwoot noticed—there seemed to be an alarming number. 
 
    “His sheer strength of character, I believe, will suffice in stopping him from enacting racial revenge,” said Elizora. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, totally,” said Frotwoot, as they seemed to be expecting him to say something. “No racial revenge from me. Promise. Pix? Do you promise?” 
 
    “That’s not enough,” the girl from the bathtub cut in. “If we’re going to approve this plan, we’re going to need further assurance.” 
 
    “Oh yes?” said Elizora, sitting up straight and cocking her head at her. “And what do you suggest?” 
 
    “A cursed covenant.” 
 
    There were several gasps. 
 
    “Those are forbidden!” said a warlock from somewhere near the back. 
 
    “Everything we’re doing here is forbidden,” the bathtub witch retorted. “But also necessary. Just like this.” 
 
    “No,” said Elizora. “I won’t allow it.” 
 
    “Why not?” asked the girthy warlock. “As long as we make the terms reasonable…” 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s in poor taste, sir, to magically bind someone to our will who is actively fighting against our doing that very thing?” Elizora snapped. 
 
    “We’d be bound to his will as well,” a warlock who may or may not have spoken already (there was quite possibly a naked girl standing just a few feet away from him, so Frotwoot couldn’t keep track) pointed out gently. 
 
    “I said ‘no’.” 
 
    “And is your word the final word now?” asked the bathtub witch. “Did we elect you our leader at some point?” 
 
    “The warlocks have no leader,” an apparently very literal-minded (and very tall) warlock off to the side chimed in. 
 
    “Precisely! So why are we listening to her, whoever she is?” 
 
    “I’m the one with the plan, and the one with the Archmage’s grandson in her house.” 
 
    “The Archmage’s grandson? Or is he yours, as well?” 
 
    “My dear lady!” the girthy warlock objected. “Maintaining the anonymity of our members is paramount to—” 
 
    “Is that why you’re being so protective of him?” the bathtub witch pressed. “I’d understand, if that were the case, but grandson or not, doesn’t making a faerie boy’s decisions for him seem just a tad bit in ‘bad taste’ as well?” 
 
    If both women had been physically present there was no doubt in Frotwoot’s mind that violence would have erupted at that point, and so his natural instinct to make peace kicked in, forcing him to step between them and say, “All right, okay. Stop. She’s right.” 
 
    Both witches looked at him puzzledly. 
 
    “Who’s right?” asked the girthy warlock. 
 
    “The naked one,” said Frotwoot, without thinking, prompting quite a bit of snickering from the crowd and easing an equal bit of the tension. “I mean, her! The one who’s not here with me!” 
 
    “I’m not naked,” said the bathtub witch, folding her arms across her chest self-consciously. “Why would you—? I’m not all the way dressed, fine, but I’m not naked!” 
 
    “Anymore,” said Elizora. 
 
    The bathtub witch started to argue, then threw up her hands in self-deprecating laughter and a shrug, as if to signal that the tension had now officially been broken. 
 
    Frotwoot, still blushing at himself, but smiling, continued: “She’s right, because it is my decision. And my decision is that whatever it is you need me to do, if it’ll help free the people of Seelie—and it’s not evil—I’ll do it,” 
 
    “You don’t know what it is you’re agreeing to,” said Elizora, shaking her head. 
 
    “All right, so tell me: What is it?” 
 
    “Well, a ‘covenant’ is like a promise,” said the bathtub witch, speaking to him carefully, as if he were a child. “Except that—” 
 
    “I know what a covenant is,” Frotwoot cut her off, his smile turning tight with barely-contained impatience. “I promise to do one thing and you promise to do another. But what’s the ‘cursed’ part?” 
 
    “The ‘cursed part’,” said Elizora, clearly unhappy with the way this was going, but unwilling to yield control. “Is that once the covenant is made, you will be cursed to complete your end of it—and will, in fact, be physically unable not to—once the other party’s end is completed.” 
 
    “Oh. I mean, that doesn’t sound so bad…” 
 
    “It is when you’re dead.“ 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “That won’t happen here,” the bathtub witch assured him, though of what he didn’t know. “We’ll use very precise language, and—” 
 
    “What does he get?” said Pixley, startling her as much as if a piece of furniture had started talking. 
 
    “… I’m sorry? Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m his friend; who also knows what a covenant is. If he promises to give the staff back after he gets it, what do you promise to do?” 
 
    “Well… help him get it, of course,” said the bathtub witch, slipping back into the cloying, you-can’t-possibly-be-as-smart-as-me voice she’d used before. “You see, Magicka isn’t like Seelie. It’s a very dangerous place for someone like you, and—” 
 
    “No, see, you’ll do that anyway. Just like we’ll try to get the staff anyway, because it’s in all of our best interests. Giving it back is something extra, so he should get something extra, too.” 
 
    “Is there something you want?” Elizora asked Frotwoot, sounding quite a bit happier about the way things were going now, while the bathtub witch seemed to have gotten considerably less so. “Something material? Something you’d like us to do?” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t have to think about it. His answer was pure instinct. “Golly.” 
 
    “Oh yes, sweetie, I know,” the bathtub witch cut back in. “The possibilities of what a group this powerful can do for you must seem overwhelming! But if you just take a moment to think about it I’m sure you’ll—” 
 
    “No. Weirdo. Golly’s my girlfriend. She came here with me, and… I want you guys to find her.” 
 
    “We can do that,” said Elizora, folding her hands in front of her. “I was planning to anyway, of course, but with all the warlocks’ help…” 
 
    “Are there any objections?” the tall, literal-minded warlock asked. 
 
    There weren’t. 
 
    “Awesome,” said Frotwoot. “Let’s do this.” 
 
     Over the course of the next half hour, some of the more legal-minded warlocks worked out with Frotwoot, his friends, and his ex-stepgrandma the wording of a magically-binding contract, ensuring that there were no loopholes for either side to wiggle out of and that no promises would be in effect if what was promised at any point became impossible—like, if someone died. Once that was done, a creepy, candlelit ceremony took place that Frotwoot understood just about as much of as he’d understood all the legalese he’d just endured (was “pursuant” even a word? And who was “the party of the first part”? Was it him? Was it the warlocks? WHO?!?!), but the important part was that at the end he raised his hand with everyone else when asked to “so affirm”, at which point a spiderweb of amber light shot out from the upraised hand of The Dryad (who was conducting) to link all their hands together in a dizzying, stomach-turning instant of clarity that ended with the spiderweb growing brighter and disappearing in a flash of light. 
 
    “And thus The covenant is sealed!” said The Dryad. “But now behold, my fellow warlocks, it is time we discuss my role in this, yea, even my rightful role as thy leader, and—” He looked around in confusion as the warlocks rapidly started blinking out of sight. “Hold! Why art thou all leaving? I—” 
 
    “That’s odd; they must not have heard you,” Elizora lied to him so unconvincingly it might not have even counted as a lie, turning off her own globe and throwing her warlock’s cloak back inside as the cave once again became her study. “Now, are there any more questions? Or shall we get started?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked around, then timidly raised his hand. “Yeah, um… can we get something to eat first?” 
 
    Elizora smiled. “I think that can be arranged. But no dessert until you’ve finished saving the world!” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed, but as he did the enormity of what he’d just agreed to do finally hit him, and suddenly… he wasn’t so hungry anymore. 
 
    (He’d probably still want dessert, though.) 
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    As the bizarre, multicolored dishes that made up what was either a late lunch or an early dinner were wheeled into the manor’s lavish dining hall by the few servants who had yet to sit down, Frotwoot turned to Elizora and said, “Hey, I just wanted to say, um… sorry about thinking you were gonna kill me.” 
 
    “No apology necessary, my dear,” said Elizora (who’d insisted that he sit next to him, just as all the single women in their twenties and thirties had insisted Pixley sit next to them, and The Dryad had insisted he sit the head of the table with no one in particular, no doubt assuming the admirers would “just come”), passing a bowl of something pink and spiky to the jerkface girl as she did. “If I’d had the experiences you’ve had with the Magi I’m sure I would have been suspicious of me as well.” 
 
    “Yeah, no, but that’s like… racist, so—” 
 
    “I don’t believe I’ve ever been called ‘racist’ at the same time I was being apologized to.” 
 
    “No, I mean it was racist of me.” 
 
    “And of me, as it was also my reasoning.” 
 
    “No! I—” 
 
    “She’s just teasing you, dear,” the old faerie lady in the wheelchair reached over to assure him, Elizora’s creeping smirk and sudden avoidance of eye contact confirming it. “It’s a deeply-ingrained habit of hers that I’m afraid it’s far too late to break.” 
 
    Frotwoot grinned crookedly and shook his head. “… Well, anyway, thanks for saving us.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome.” 
 
    Frotwoot waited until after everyone had been served their (weird) food and it felt like his apology had had time to settle in a little before asking, in what he hoped didn’t seem too eager a way, “So, um… did my dad grow up here, or—?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No.” Elizora had tensed up, and Frotwoot was a complete loss as to why. “He grew up in the house your grandfather shared with his previous wife, whose name I often pretend to not remember for reasons of spite.” 
 
    “But wasn’t that his room? The one I woke up in?” 
 
    “It was, yes. He magically moved it here when he left home to stay with me.” 
 
    “He moved it?” 
 
    “Yes. ‘Magically’, as I said.” 
 
    “Oh. Wow, that’s… that pretty rad. So, like, did you help raise him then, or—?” 
 
    “No. If you’ll excuse me.” Elizora’s chair scraped as she got up to leave the table, and several more scrapes followed as every male servant jumped out of their own seats the way Frotwoot had always seen old-timey gentlemen and cowboys in movies do. Once she’d left the hall they all sat back down, and Frotwoot turned to her friend in the wheelchair to hold his hands out in askance. 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t explain that one for you, dear,” she said sadly, shaking her head and holding her hands up to match his. “Whatever happened between your father and her happened before I met her.” 
 
    “Something happened? What? Was it something bad?” 
 
    “I would imagine so, yes, since that’s more or less been her reaction every time I’ve asked her about it as well.” 
 
    “Should I go after her?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t.” She smiled sadly through her friendly concern. “Eat your eye of newt, dear, she’ll be fine.” 
 
    Frotwoot spit out the mouthful of food he’d just put into his mouth while she was speaking. “Eat my what?!?!” 
 
    “Ah ha ha ha!!!” the old faerie woman cackled, slapping the table in from of her in delight. “ ‘Eye of newt’!!! Honestly!!! They fall for it every time!!!” 
 
    Frotwoot smiled weakly to show he was a good sport, but he didn’t go right back to eating… whatever it actually was he was eating, preoccupied as he now was with watching the door Elizora had left through to see if she was coming back. When the next course came along he realized he hadn’t eaten this course at all, and quickly wolfed some down before a second plate was set down in front of him, at which point he went back to watching the door, doing his best this time to multitask between that and eating while the old faerie woman (whose name was “Snowbella”, apparently) told him a seemingly endless stream of jokes and stories that she didn’t seem to care if he listened to or not, as long as she got to tell them. By the time dessert rolled around Frotwoot was starting to get worried, and was just about to do something about it when, from the door behind him, Elizora burst back into the room and said, “Frotwoot! Sir Pixley! Mr. Dryadia! Come! We have a train to catch!” 
 
    Once he’d recovered from the whiplash induced by the unexpected direction of her appearance Frotwoot jumped up and started to ask if she was okay, but he ‘d barely even gotten his mouth open before she placed a quieting finger on his lips and swept past him, back out the door she’d first left through. “… Oookay,” he muttered, rejoining Pixley and The Dryad to follow her out into the hall. 
 
    “Everything all right, kid?” asked Pixley, as soon as he was close enough. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    At the end of their briskly-traveled path through the manor was what appeared to be a mudroom attached to a small side entrance, with three pointed hats hanging from hooks on the wall next to the door, Elizora took the hats down one at a time, handing them over with an air of wholly unnecessary grace to The Dryad, Pixley, and Frotwoot in turn before explaining, “These hats have each been enchanted with disguises for you in the same manner in which the warlocks’ hats are, with the addition of a counter-enchantment that lets you see through them, so you don’t get confused about whom it is with which you are speaking. They’ll still be visible to you in mirrors, though, so if you’d like to take a look at them before we go to make sure I haven’t made you hideous now would probably be the first best time.” 
 
    Donning their hats, the three men from Tirnanogue twisted the brims to activate the aforementioned enchantment, and turned to look at themselves in the mirror under the hat/coat rack as the change took place. Sure enough, they looked like different people, but not in any particularly interesting way (unless you counted Frotwoot’s resentment at how much handsomer he looked to be “interesting”). 
 
    “Good? Excellent. Now, just throw on those robes hanging in front of you and—if there are no objections—we really must go.” 
 
    Frotwoot and The Dryad did as they were told, but Pixley hesitated, staring down warily at the dark blue robes covered in moons and stars. 
 
    “Is something the matter, Sir Pixley?” 
 
    “No, it’s just… um… no. It’s fine.” 
 
    You didn’t have to know Pixley as well as Frotwoot did to know that wasn’t true, but you did have to know him a little bit to realize what was wrong, as Frotwoot—looking over—swiftly did. “Oh. Um, ex-stepgrandma Elizora? Is there something he can wear that’s green?” 
 
    “Green?” 
 
    “Yeah, Pix kind of has a thing about wearing green.” 
 
    “A ‘thing’.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Pixley shook his head and forced his mouth into a faintly reassuring grin. “No, it’s all right, I can just…” He looked at the robes again, and started breathing as if he were a first-time skydiver trying (and failing) to psyche himself up for the jump. 
 
    “Well, the idea was that you’d be distant relatives of mine,” said Elizora, raising her eyebrow and looking back and forth between them in mild incredulity. “If you’re not wearing my sigil, then…” 
 
    “It’s fine!” Pixley lied. “Really,” Pixley doubled down. 
 
    “Dude, why don’t you just wear something green underneath?” 
 
    “I don’t—It needs to be on top.” 
 
    “Thou wert not so troubled by the coloration of thy robes when we were disguised as warlocks,” The Dryad pointed out, having just finished getting dressed himself. 
 
    “That’s because I knew I was really wearing green on top. But like I said, it’s fine. I’ll just… uh… oh Tree.” 
 
    “Oh, for goodness’ sake, here!” Elizora sighed, snatching his hat off his head and opening up the buckle to reveal what looked like amber circuitry inside. After tinkering with it for a moment she handed it back to Pixley, and as soon as he put it on the image of his disguised self wearing a set of blue robes that weren’t really there appeared in the mirror. “Happy?” 
 
    Pixley nodded, looking equal parts relieved, grateful, and embarrassed. 
 
    “Then so, too, am I. Shall we go, gentlemen?” 
 
    Taking their silence as an answer, Elizora opened the door behind her and led them outside. She continued to lead them up a short set of concrete steps, along the side of the large (but not as massive as Frotwoot had imagined) manor house, and through a garden gate out onto the street, but once anyone could see them she stopped leading and “let” Frotwoot take her by the arm, like a feeble old woman might do when needing help across the street. “Women don’t walk in front on this world,” she explained quietly to the confused faeries while The Dryad nodded in (somewhat gross) approval. “Just don’t resist my pull, Frotwoot, and we should arrive at our destination without drawing any undue notice from the neighbors. The second one down and to the left in particular is quite easily scandalized.” 
 
    Doing as he was told, Frotwoot faux-led the party a block up and two blocks over, where the promised train (of a more funky and magical variety than Earth trains, of course) was waiting on elevated tracks at an elevated station, like the L-train of Chicago. Bypassing the steps, Elizora took them up on an elevator, then made a great show of bidding them farewell, thanking them for visiting, and making them promise to send her regards to their mothers and sisters. Once that was done she took Frotwoot for a second by the bare hand, and through the magic of tactile telepathy said, “Take the blue-gold line until you reach a stop called ‘The Most Holy Museum and Tomb of Mage’. Everything from that point on should be fairly self-explanatory. I’m sorry I can’t come with you, but if any of the other warlocks are watching the location I’d rather they not be able to turn their long-held suspicions of my identity into a certainty. Call me to check in when it’s done, and, er… good luck.” With that, and a tight smile, she left them alone, barely giving Frotwoot time to shake the echoes of her mental voice out of his head before the train announcer said, “Blue-gold line now arriving. Please stand behind the white safety line while the train approaches.” 
 
    “That’s the one,” Frotwoot told Pixley and The Dryad, pointing to the oncoming train and stopping them before they could get into the one that was already there. 
 
    “There be more than one?!” The Dryad said incredulously. “Verily, when I didst live here, there were none, and a train was a much larger, more expensive affair used for traveling the countryside, not for the simple traversal between urban locations.” 
 
    “I’m still not really sure what a ‘train’ is,” said Pixley, giving the “white safety line” an almost solemn amount of space and respect. 
 
    “Well, fie, good thing I’m here, then,” said Frotwoot, leading them onto the (correct) train as soon as it came to a stop. It was kind of nice being the one who knew his way around something for once, after almost a year of being clueless about the customs, culture, and workings of Seelie. All “kind of nice” things must come to an end, though, and as they sat down in their dirty, litter-ridden seats Frotwoot was forced to ask another question after less than a second of looking around. “Hey, Tree guy? Are we like… overdressed?” 
 
    “Yea, verily. For behold, the robes and hat we do wear may be likened somewhat unto the ‘suits’ of thy own world, saved for special occasions by the poor but worn more regularly by the rich. T’would seem that in Elizora’s desire to allay suspicion of her accompanying us—yea, even in her deception of making us to appear as her kin—she didst quite wisely dress us to match her social class, which, alas, seems not to be overly-represented among the demographics of our fellow passengers.” 
 
    “So, ‘yes’.” 
 
    “Yea. But now that we are alone—” 
 
    Pixley gripped Frotwoot’s arm protectively as the train started to move. “What’s that? What’s happening?” 
 
    “Nothing, dude. It’s fine.” 
 
    “Ahem!” The Dryad actually, literally said (rather than just clearing his throat for attention like most people would). “Now that we are alone, Sir knights, it seems meet that we would discuss our plans for the staff once it is won.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Frotwoot, furrowing his brow, while Pixley took on the slightly more aggressive version of that by narrowing his eyes. “I have to give it back.” 
 
    “Yea, verily, thou dost; to a warlock. And am I not the first warlock?” 
 
    Frotwoot tried to exchange wary glances with Pixley, but his knight’s gaze, aimed at The Dryad, had just grown darker and narrower, and didn’t look like it was going to be moving from where it was any time soon. 
 
    “Dude, I thought you were just in this to like… make up for all crappy stuff you’ve done to ‘your people’,” said Frotwoot, giving all of the unexchanged wariness of his glance to him instead. 
 
    “I am, Frotwoot! I am! But behold, when the staff hath been seized, what shall become of those people? Will they not simply be enthralled again? Will not things simply go back to the way they were? Truly, I knowest not, but what I do knowest is that under my rule I can make it so that—” 
 
    “After everything you’ve done,” Pixley cut him off, his voice low and dangerous. “You think we’re going to let you have another world?” 
 
    The Dryad blinked, taken aback. “Nay, I—! Well, yea, but only as a steward of a great power that might otherwise be abused, and as an ally of the Tuatha Dryadia, whom I didst—” 
 
    “Don’t say ‘create’,” Pixley’s voice cut through his words again. “Taking us from our world, and changing what we were to help you conquer this one was not in any way, shape, or form an act of creation. It was a crime. And what you did later—not just helping, but letting your people enslave us to save yourself—that was a sin. One that you will not ever be fully forgiven for, as far as I’m concerned, no matter how much you try and ‘make up’ for it, and definitely not one that I’ll stand by and let you be rewarded for.” 
 
    “… Sir Pixley, I… I thought that we had reached an understanding. When Frotwoot did doubt my contrition, was it not thee who didst convince him to give me a chance to prove it?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was. But if all you want out of this to become the new Archmage, then maybe I shouldn’t have. Maybe Frotwoot was right. I guess we’ll see.” 
 
    “Yea, verily; and thou shalt see that I was sincere.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Yea. Good.” 
 
    The most calm, yet most dangerous staring contest Frotwoot had ever seen persisted for a moment between the two men, until finally The Dryad lost, turning to glare out the window as the capital city or Magicka rushed by. Feeling uncomfortable, Frotwoot picked a train schedule up off the seat across from him and pretended to read it, and as neither one of his companions seemed willing to break the silence he had to make do with doing just that until they reached their stop. “This is it!” he said excitedly, jumping up before the train had even stopped moving to rush the door, resulting in a painful (but probably hilarious) trip and fall. 
 
    The Most Holy Museum and Tomb of Mage loomed before them as they stepped out onto the platform, a huge stone edifice with pillars, gargoyles, and way too many steps. Groups of visitors flowed steadily in and out of the dozen or so revolving doors—including at least two field trips’ worth of pointy-hatted elementary school students—so no one really noticed as Frotwoot and his friends entered the museum/tomb themselves. 
 
    “Wait, this doesn’t cost anything, does it?” Frotwoot said softly, stopping short as he caught sight of the team of sharply-dressed men and women at the front desk. “We don’t have any money!” 
 
    “Nay, ‘tis free,” The Dryad finally spoke again to answer him. “It hath been so ever since I was but a child.” 
 
    “A lot of stuff’s changed since you were a child, dude,” Frotwoot pointed out. “Like, I don’t know if you’ve heard, but on Earth there aren’t even dinosaurs anymore.” 
 
    “I am not that old,” The Dryad chuckled, rolling his eyes. “… Close to it, though. Yea, perhaps we should inquire regarding the cost.” 
 
    “No one’s stopping to pay, I think it’s free,” said Pixley, breaking his own silence, but without looking at anyone. 
 
    “Ah, so thou dost agree with me for once!” 
 
    Pixley sure did look at him now. “I usually do, Finvarra. Just not when I think you’re wrong.” 
 
    “And didst thou ever think such, when thou didst pray to me as a youth, and I didst always give thee comfort? Or is thy apparent loss of faith in and loyalty to me a recent one?” 
 
    “It’s pretty recent, yeah. And total.” 
 
    “Oh! Oh-ho-ho-ho! I see! Now behold, Sir Pixley, I have abased myself before thee long enough, and shall—!!!” 
 
    “Hey, can we not make things super awkward for me again?” Frotwoot broke in. “We’re trying to save the world here, remember? Let’s focus on that.” 
 
    “Very well, Frotwoot. I, at least, am here to support thee, and to that end shall do as thou dost ask. Sir Pixley?” 
 
    Pixley didn’t answer, but the look he gave him was at the same time both answer enough and discouragement from ever asking again. 
 
    “Awesome,” Frotwoot sighed. “So… what now?” 
 
    “What dost thou mean ‘what now’? ‘Twas you that was given the instruction!” 
 
    “Yeah, and the instructions said when we got here that what we needed to do next would be self-explanatory.” 
 
    “Ah. I see.” 
 
    Pausing the conversation to look around, the three of them initially didn’t have much luck finding whatever it was they were looking for, but Pixley quickly made his own luck by walking up to the front desk and asking the first available guide, “Where’s the test people take to become the next Archmage?” 
 
    “Down in the tomb, sir,” said the guide, pointing almost automatically with one hand at the stairs to her left and handing him a pamphlet about it with the other. “There’s a tour group going through there right now. If you hurry you might be able to get there in time to ask questions.” 
 
    “Right. Thanks,” said Pixley, turning away from her to face the stunned expression of Frotwoot and The Dryad. “She says it’s downstairs. Let’s go.” 
 
    The staircase leading to the tomb was wide, spiraling, and marble, and the tomb itself was pretty much the same, except instead of “spiraling” it was “round” and instead of stairs there were coffins. Dozens and dozens of stone coffins, lining the curves of the wall, with one extra large coffin with a life-sized statue of a wizard holding a staff placed on top of it in the room’s middle. Looking closely, Frotwoot could see that the smaller coffins each bore a plaque with a name and a familial relationship to Mage, while the big coffin, of course, bore a big plaque that said: 
 
      
 
    HERE LIES MAGE 
 
    FATHER TO US ALL 
 
      
 
    “—Any questions?” the tour guide in the (almost) center of the room asked the group of children he was leading around. 
 
    One coughed. A few of them picked their noses. 
 
    “Alllll right. Well then, let’s move on to—” 
 
    “I have a question,” said Pixley, stepping forward. “How do you take the trial to become the next Archmage? Is there some sort of ceremony, or—?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, thank you! I almost forgot!” said the tour guide, while Frotwoot and The Dryad resumed being stunned and horrified (with just a little bit of confusion as to how asking directly about their supposed-to-be-secret mission seemed to work so well thrown in for good measure). “Do you all remember my telling you about Mage’s deathbed challenge, children?” 
 
    More nose picking. 
 
    “The one that helps to determine his successor?” 
 
    A minor slap fight broke out and quickly ended. 
 
    “Well, line up, because this is your chance to test your power against that of our beloved Archmage!” 
 
    The kids didn’t move. 
 
    “Line up!” snapped their angry-looking teacher, terrifying Frotwoot, who hadn’t even noticed him standing there till then. There was a slight delay, and a little bit of grumbling, but “line up” the children soon did. 
 
    “All right, now what you’re going to want to do is just reach out,” said the tour guide, his enthusiasm somehow undampened as he bent down next to the first kid in line. “And grab the staff.” 
 
    After a bit of giggling over what the tour guide had just said, the kid did, and there was a flash of bubbling amber light, followed by the kid not just giggling, but laughing—the pure, unbridled laugh of youth and joy. “Whoa!” the kid exclaimed when he was done, still grinning from ear to ear as he let go. “What was that?!” 
 
    “That was the euphoria enchantment that Mage left behind for anyone who isn’t chosen,” the tour guide told him, gently ushering him aside for the next kid to step up. “He knew people would be disappointed to find out they weren’t worthy, and he didn’t want any of his children to leave his side feeling sad.” 
 
    “So… I don’t get to be the next Archmage?” 
 
    “Hahaha! No. Next child, please! That’s right! Move it along!” 
 
    One by one, each member of the class stepped forward and got their burst of magical happiness. When the last of them had gone up the tour guide invited the teacher to give it a try, and after he was done (having in the process subjected everyone to a laugh that turned out to be even scarier than his snarl) he reluctantly stepped aside, leaving just Frotwoot and his friends left standing to take up the trial. 
 
    “Come on,” urged the tour guide, waving for them to come over. 
 
    “Nah, we’ll wait,” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “We will?” said The Dryad. 
 
    Frotwoot’s eyes flashed at him. “Yeah. We will.” 
 
    “Yea, verily! We shall wait!” 
 
    “Aw, don’t be shy!” the tour guide pressed on. “You’re not the only ones in the world with a funny laugh, if that’s what you’re worried about. And we all feel too good right now to make fun of you, anyway!” 
 
    “Behold, is that what we’re worried about?” The Dryad whispered to Pixley behind Frotwoot’s back as the schoolchildren joined in on the coaxing, filling the enclosed space of the tomb with the clamorous chorus of schoolyard peer pressure. 
 
    “No… I don’t think so,” Pixley whispered back. “I’m pretty sure what the kid’s worried about is that the staff might do something different when it chooses somebody.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s it,” Frotwoot tossed over his shoulder through gritted teeth, fake-smiling as he shook his head fake-apologetically at the kids. 
 
    “Ah! Indeed it might, thus drawing unwanted attention to ourselves in the process! Well thought out, Frotwoot!” 
 
    “Hey, what’re they whispering about?” one of the kids asked bluntly. 
 
    “… I don’t know,” said the tour guide, cocking his head as he no doubt began to wonder the same thing himself. “ Is something wrong?” 
 
    The children fell quiet as they awaited an answer. 
 
    “No, it’s just—” Frotwoot thought fast, looking around for inspiration and finding it (he hoped) in The Dryad’s much more senior-looking disguise. “It’s just my uncle here, he, um—When he laughs too hard, sometimes, he has, um… he has accidents.” 
 
    “ ‘Accidents’?” repeated the tour guide, not yet understanding. 
 
    “ ‘ACCIDENTS?!’ ” repeated The Dryad, definitely understanding. 
 
    “Yeah, so… if you could all just stop making him feel weird about it that’d be great.” 
 
    Realization dawned on the tour guide and the teacher’s faces in the form of horror, and in the brighter children in the form of giggling excitement as they passed the word along to their somewhat dimmer classmates. 
 
    “Quiet!” the teacher barked. It wasn’t at all effective, and as the shame-faced tour guide hurriedly ushered the children back upstairs Frotwoot could hear them hooting and laughing and making jokes all the way up. 
 
    “ ‘ACCIDENTS?!?!’ ” The Dryad repeated yet again, but with an extra interrobang. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” Frotwoot laughed. “It’s all I could think of.” 
 
    “Why couldst not thou have been the one who has ‘accidents’? Or yea, even Sir Pixley?” 
 
    “I don’t know… it just seemed more believable for it to be you.” 
 
    “Oh, verily?” 
 
    “Not ‘you’ you, this fake you. The really, really super old-looking you.” 
 
    “The—? Thine ageism is astounding.” 
 
    “You’re just mad because you really are super old.” 
 
    “Nay! I am mad because I had more ‘accidents’ when I was young than I ever did when I was old, and—!” 
 
    Frotwoot snorted. “Seriously?” 
 
    “As a baby, Frotwoot! A baby!” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Just as a baby?” 
 
    “Well… er…” 
 
    “Can we just do this?” Pixley broke in. Not having any good reason to say “no”, Frotwoot looked to The Dryad as if for permission, remembered he didn’t need it, then stepped forward. The statue of Mage looked down on him benevolently, holding out its staff, and suddenly Frotwoot worried that this might not work. That he might not have enough power to start the trial, that he’d never free his people, or save Golly, or go home, or— 
 
    “Go ahead. You can do it.” 
 
    Frotwoot spun around to see who’d said that, because whoever it was didn’t sound like either Pixley or The Dryad, but no one else was there. “Who said that?” he asked, since his eyes had failed him. 
 
    “Said what?” Pixley asked back. 
 
    Looking around one more time, Frotwoot chalked it up to nerves, but even as he did he realized that with the (apparently disembodied) words had come a sense of peace, and it was with no trepidation at all that he turned back around, reached out, took hold of the staff… and immediately felt himself being knocked off his feet as everything and everyone around him disappeared in a bubbling explosion of blindingly-bright amber light. 
 
    The first trial, it seemed, had begun. 
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    “Pix? Tree Guy?” Frotwoot called out when the light had cleared, looking around in confusion at the seemingly endless, neon and amber-tinged starscape that surrounded him. There was no answer, of course, because there was no one else there, and no sooner had he started to wonder why he hadn’t hit the floor yet (what with having been knocked off his feet and all) than he realized that there was no floor there, either. There was nothing. No up, no down… just him, the staff, and a pretty, if disorienting magical light show in something like—but not quite—space. 
 
    And then, suddenly… there was something else. 
 
    “So, you want to be me?” A jolly-sounding voice broke the silence from out of nowhere, making Frotwoot jump and whirl around to see a man who looked like a less handsome, probably more realistic version of Mage holding onto the staff exactly where the statue had been and grinning at him like an old friend. “Well, you have the first key, But power isn’t all; in fact it’s rather banal, when to cleverness you compare, and so now I give you a dare: To pass this, my trial, simply make my statue… smile.” 
 
    With that being said, everything exploded away into the light again, and Frotwoot found himself standing back in the tomb, his hand still on the staff and Pixley and The Dryad still hovering attentively behind him. 
 
    “Gah!!!” Frotwoot cried out, flying backwards with an instinctive fluttering of his wings to get away from the statue and the staff. “Geez!!!” 
 
    “So… I’m guessing it worked?” said Pixley, turning calmly halfway around to face him while The Dryad was still in the process of ducking. 
 
    “Yeah!” said Frotwoot, heart pounding as he touched back down. “Yeah, I think it did.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know, like… I was in space, and Mage was there, I think, and he had this rhyme, and—” 
 
    “Alas, he won’t be able to tell us to what task he has been challenged,” said The Dryad. “For behold, the nature of the trials to gain the staff, and yea, even their solutions, cannot be repeated once they are learned, for—as Elizora didst tell us, and as I now seek to but helpfully remind thee—the fifth Archmage didst take it upon himself (or herself, whichever it is I knowest not) to enchant that information so as to restrict the trials to the individual who hast undertaken them, and—” 
 
    “—He said I had to make his statue smile.” 
 
    There was an awkward pause as everything The Dryad had just said fell apart even as it was still echoing in the air, and then The Dryad threw up his hands and revised/finished his sentence, “—And of course Frotwoot Crossley is the exception to the rule.” 
 
    “Sorry man, I don’t mean to be. It’s probably because I’m not all the way a mage.” 
 
    “Yea, that is usually it,” The Dryad sighed, while Pixley climbed up on top of the coffin to get a better look at the head of the statue. “Thou wert mage enough to take on the trial, but not mage enough to be bound by its restrictions. Verily, it may even be said that it ‘twas thy mage half that didst hear it, and thy faerie half that didst speak it.” 
 
    “Rad.” 
 
    “Indeed! The implications for how thou might be affected (or yea, even not affected) by other, like enchantments are—” 
 
    “The mouth doesn’t move,” said Pixley. 
 
    “What?” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “I can’t make it smile,” said Pixley, showing them how the statue’s lips wouldn’t move under his fingers. “You try.” 
 
    Frotwoot climbed up after him, and found that he couldn’t move them either. “Nope.” 
 
    “Mayhaps it doth require some manner of stone-bending spell,” The Dryad theorized. “I know many. Step aside!” 
 
    “What about a chisel?” said Pixley, as he and Frotwoot (grudgingly) obeyed. 
 
    “If that was the way to do it wouldn’t it be still be smiling from when the last guy did it?” 
 
    “The statue’s magic, right? Maybe it just fixes itself after.” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged, and the two of them settled in to watch as The Dryad ran through a series of spells. When none of them worked, he started on another, non-stone-bending but possibly still applicable set, only stopping when some other visitors came down to see the tomb. When those visitors had finally left (and the group after them had left, having come very annoyingly right on the first group’s heels) he finished casting the remaining spells only to find them to be just as ineffective. 
 
    “Ah!” proclaimed The Dryad, after he was done having his profanity-filled tantrum and had calmed down a bit. “I knowest! ‘Tis Frotwoot that must needs cast the spells! For behold, is he not the one who hath taken the challenge?” 
 
    “All right,” said Frotwoot, and so it was that he ran through the entire litany of spells as well, saying the words The Dryad told him to say and making the hand motions The Dryad told him to make. About halfway through he had to take a break, magic having always had a tendency to kind of drain him, giving the three of them the opportunity to wander through the rest of the museum looking at the exhibits for “clues” (assuming there were any) and eat some candy (because… well… the gift shop had candy), during which time Frotwoot asked The Dryad, “Hey, why’s doing magic make me so tired, anyway? Shouldn’t my wings, like… make it so I can do it forever?” 
 
    “Thou wouldst think so, but no,” said The Dryad, disgustingly, with his mouth full. “For thou dost not know how to access the power in thy wings, and are thus only using the power in thy body, which is but half that of a true mage.” 
 
    “Do you know how to access it?” 
 
    “… Yea, verily. I do. But it will not be easy to teach it unto thee, and will take time we do not currently have, so—” 
 
    “Attention: The museum will be closing its doors in fifteen minutes,” a polite, monotonous voice announced over the loudspeakers as if to underscore The Dryad’s point, sending the three of them rushing back down to the tomb to finish the remaining spells. When the last one had been cast, though, the statue still wasn’t smiling, and so while The Dryad threw another tantrum, and Pixley took out his sword from it’s magically-cloaked to scabbard to try and use it as a chisel, Frotwoot went right back to looking for clues (not because he thought it would work so much as because he didn’t know what else to do) and, much to his surprise… he found one. 
 
    “ ‘Here lies Mage; father to us all’,” he read/muttered to himself, furrowing his brow and looking around at all the other coffins that surrounded him, at all the smiling, painted portraits that sat next to them—not the individual portraits, as those didn’t interest him, but the family ones. The ones with Mage; which was all of them. And in all of them he was beaming. And his children, his grandchildren, his great-grandchildren… they were all beaming, too. As important as he was, with everything he’d accomplished, it was clear nothing was more important to Mage than his family. Nothing was more important than being a father. And with that realization, Frotwoot suddenly knew what he had to do. “ Hey, guys?” 
 
    The Dryad was pretty busy kicking his hat just then, but Pixley, at least, stopped what he was doing and turned to look at him. 
 
    “Why’d the shopping cart decide to quit its job?” 
 
    Pixley blinked the blink of someone who was sure they’d heard something correctly, yet couldn’t bring themselves to believe it still. “… What?” 
 
    “Because it was tired of being pushed around.” 
 
    Pixley and The Dryad both stared at him as if he’d lost his mind, but when the statue’s eyes started to crinkle in amusement he knew he hadn’t (… the, uh… way that last sentence might make it sound notwithstanding). 
 
    “Did you hear about the kidnapping at the school?” Frotwoot pressed on, nodding at the statue so they could see the change for themselves. “It’s okay; he woke up.” 
 
    The corners of the carved stone eyes crinkled up some more, and now that they saw it happening Pixley and The Dryad seemed to get what it was Frotwoot was doing. 
 
    “Hey, did I tell you about the time I gave my girlfriend glue stick instead of chapstick?” said Pixley, proving that he did, in fact, “get it”, when he added, “She still isn’t talking to me.” 
 
    “Tickle tickle tickle!” said The Dryad, rushing forward to jam his fingers under the statue’s armpits, and proving conclusively that “get it” he, in fact, did not. 
 
    “No, dude, we’re telling dad jokes!” Frotwoot laughed at him, but kindly. “You know… the goofy stuff dads always say pretty much just to make themselves laugh?” 
 
    “Oh.” The Dryad thought for a moment, then, “ ‘Ho! Dost thou wish to know my favorite thing about your mother, son? It is that she is mortal, and will someday die’!” 
 
    A horrified hush fell over the room as only The Dryad laughed and looked up at the statue for a reaction. 
 
    “Er… was that not right?” asked The Dryad, turning back to Frotwoot in confusion. 
 
    “I… think your dad might have been a little different than ours.” 
 
    “Ah. I see. Should I, mayhaps, have done one of his racial jokes instead? For behold, there were many.” 
 
    “Nah, man, it’s cool, we’ll just… just let us do this.” Shooting Pixley a “what the fie?” kind of look, Frotwoot shook his head and desperately tried to feel joy again as he said to the statue (and the room at large), “Did you hear about the restaurant on the moon? Great food, but no atmosphere.” 
 
    “I have a deathly fear of elevators,” Pixley chimed in, without missing a beat. “But I’ve started taking steps to avoid it.” 
 
    “A bug hit my windshield my other day. I’ll bet he won’t have the guts to do that again.” 
 
    “What do you call a hen that counts her eggs?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A mathemachicken.” 
 
    “Oh, gosh… what’s the difference between a musician and a pizza?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A pizza can feed a family of four.” 
 
    “Hey kid, did you get your hair cut?” 
 
    “No. I got them all cut.” 
 
    “What do you—” Pixley began, but before any more crimes against comedy could be committed Mage’s statue’s face finally, full-on grinned, and the top of its staff filled the room with another bright flash of light, which simultaneously made Frotwoot feel really good and—for some reason—refused to fade away in one particular spot. No amount of blinking, no amount of rubbing his eyes could clear the dot of glowing amber light from his sight, but when he turned to face his friends it moved the opposite way until it was gone…only to reappear when he turned back around a second later. 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    “What is it, Frotwoot?” asked The Dryad, gripping his arm in what he clearly intended to look like concern, but came across as the impatient curiosity that it probably actually really was. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing, I just… I think I just got a waypoint.” 
 
    “A what?” said Pixley, his concern shining through in a way that was much less hands-on, but also much more real. 
 
    “It’s a video game thing. It’s like… a dot, or an arrow, or something, that shows you where to go next.” 
 
    “Should we not follow it then?” suggested The Dryad. 
 
    “Heck yeah we should. Let’s go.” 
 
    Running into the security guard who’d been sent down to clear them out on the way up the stairs, Frotwoot, Pixley, and The Dryad enjoyed a passive-aggressive escort of sorts out onto the sidewalk, at which point the door was locked quite pointedly behind them. No sooner had he heard the click of the lock behind them than Frotwoot heard another sound, a kind of magical, shimmering sound effect that he eventually traced to one of his pockets. A thin, flat oval of metal-backed glass turned out to be the ultimate source, and after looking it over for a second with furrowed brow Frotwoot realized that it wasn’t just making that shimmering noise for no reason; it was ringing… like a phone. Closer inspection revealed that the person on the other end of the (apparent) call was pictured along with what looked like a phone number in the mystical mists swirling around inside the glass, and since it appeared to be a person he knew (i.e., Elizora, in what appeared to be a very carefully-posed selfie), and since there was now no doubt in his mind that what he was holding was, in fact, some kind of phone, he tapped the surface of the mirror, hoping it would answer. “Hello?” he said uncertainly. 
 
    “Merry meet,” said Elizora, the aforementioned selfie replaced with a live image of her. “I see you’ve found the mobile magic mirror I left you. I don’t have one myself, just an old wall setup, but I know how you teenagers think you ‘need’ such things, so there you are. Happy last sixteen or so birthdays.” 
 
    “Right… yeah. Thanks.” It did look like a little magic mirror, didn’t it? 
 
    “I also see that you’re standing outside the museum,” Elizora went on. “Which—unless they’ve quite recently changed their hours—should just now be closed. Would it be overly optimistic of me to hope—as I’ve hoped already, I suppose, in the somewhat impatient timing of this call—that you managed to complete the first trial before said closing took place?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah—I mean, no! No, it wouldn’t! We did it. We completed it.” 
 
    “Really!” Elizora’s face couldn’t seem to decide if it should be relieved or surprised. “So you did have the power that was needed, then? That was just a working theory, you know.” 
 
    “What if it hadn’t worked?” 
 
    “Well… I shudder to think. Anyway, you should be seeing something like a persistent, glowing amber dot in your vision right now—” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s where the next trial is, right?” 
 
    “Indeed it is. Follow that dot, Frotwoot, and then call me back when you’re done with… whatever it is that’s next to be done. I’ve sent a car for your use, and unless my driver has been seriously detained it should be pulling up to the curb in front of you right about… now.” 
 
    Frotwoot looked up. There was no car. 
 
    “Blast! That really would have been something, wouldn’t it?” said Elizora, as Frotwoot shook his head. “Well, in any case, it’ll be along shortly. Merry part.” 
 
    “Merry what?” said Frotwoot, but she’d already ended the call, leaving Frotwoot with nothing to look at but the time and the smoky blackness that seemed to be the “mobile magic mirror’s” default background. 
 
    “ ‘Merry meet’ and ‘merry part’ is how we Magi traditionally answer and end out phone calls,” The Dryad told him, startling him a bit when his voice came from directly over his left shoulder. Had he been standing that close to him the whole time? “And now behold, it seems to have come to pass that that tradition has been passed on to this device, which—if thou wilt allow it—I would very much like to examine. May I?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, here,” said Frotwoot, handing it over distractedly just as what may or may not have been the promised car pulled up next to him. A guy about his age in a driver’s cap stepped out smartly, and without a word circled to the other side of the vehicle to open—and hold open—the back door with his free hand held toward the opening he’d just created to invite them in. 
 
    “Wait,” Pixley stopped Frotwoot as he started forward. “How do we know this is the right guy? Shouldn’t we have a code, or a passphrase, or something?” 
 
    The driver smirked and tipped his hat, briefly raising it just long enough to give them a glimpse of the true, handsome young brownie form that it was magically disguising. “Will that suffice, Sir knight?” 
 
    Pixley considered it for a moment, then smirked back as he half-shrugged/half-nodded and led the way into the backseat of the car. Frotwoot and The Dryad soon followed, and once the driver had zipped around back to his seat they took off with a sudden burst of what felt like a very illegal speed, not so much “re-entering” the flow of traffic as “plunging it irrevocably into chaos”. 
 
    “All right, gents, where to?” the driver asked casually over his shoulder, somehow heedless of all the shouting, the crashing, the honking of horns, and the general sense of havoc he’d wrought. 
 
    “Uh… just keep going that way,” Frotwoot told him, indicating the direction of the still-glowing magic waypoint. “I’ll tell you when to turn.” 
 
    “Alllll right! Sounds good!” 
 
    “Hey, uh… do you know how the warlocks are doing with the whole… finding my girlfriend thing?” 
 
    “You’ve got the warlocks trying to find you a girlfriend, Sir knight?” asked the driver, looking back at him in the rearview mirror just in time to miss how close his driving had just come to causing all their deaths. 
 
    Frotwoot laughed, because—with what was going on outside his window just then—if he didn’t, he might cry. “No; no, dude, she’s already my girlfriend. I guess that means you don’t know.” 
 
    “That I don’t, mate. Sorry.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” Frotwoot lied, falling silent as he wondered if she was okay. What if they’d already changed her? What if they’d already sold her? Did they even keep track of where any of the individual “thralls” might go? These were the questions that had been creeping around the edge of his thoughts ever since he’d been set free, and that he’d only been able to keep pushed back by virtue of constantly having had something to do, but now that he was just sitting here… 
 
    “We’ll find her, kid,” Pixley assured him. 
 
    “Yea, worry not, Frotwoot,” The Dryad agreed. “E’en if we must scour the slave pens ourselves, we shall find Dame Golrocca, and set her free!” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded glumly, but he wasn’t reassured. And, despite all the vehicular carnage that surrounded him (and the possibly historic levels of hypocrisy that were even now being reached in front of him by their driver as he shouted out his rolled-down window for someone else to “watch where they going”), he couldn’t seem to bring himself to be distracted again, either. All there was in the world to him was Golly, and all he wanted to do was reach her. 
 
     But then he remembered the little goblin girl back at the tower, and all the phookas, faeries, trolls, brownies, sprites, other goblins who’d been with her. He remembered the fear in their eyes, and the confusion. And he remembered—even though it was something he never should have forgot—that they all had must have had people who cared about them, too; people who were even now probably worrying about them just like he was worrying about Golly. Except they weren’t here. They couldn’t help them. 
 
    Not like he could. 
 
    “No,” he said sharply, looking up at Pixley and The Dryad as a new, vengeful fire flared brightly in his chest. “We’ll set them all free.” 
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    The rest of the drive—while hazardous—was nevertheless a fairly straight shot out of the city, into the country, and into a small town so small that everything but one solitary tavern had already been closed for the night. Unfortunately, the magic waypoint Frotwoot and his companions were following didn’t lead into that tavern, but seemed instead to be situated deep within a very dark, very empty, and much less accessible old library attached to an equally old high school. After halfheartedly trying a couple of the doors at the front only to find them locked, Pixley did what Pixley does and smashed his way in through the nearest window, opening one of the aforementioned doors once he was inside so the others could join him. 
 
    “What the fie?!” said the driver, looking around wildly for witnesses to the crime and backing up until he’d bumped into the car. “No disrespect, Sir knight, but couldn’t we have just waited till morning?! Gone in like normal people?!” 
 
    “Yeah, that was pretty reckless of me, huh?” Pixley deadpanned in mock concern, turning away before the irony of the exchange could even finish setting in. Frotwoot and The Dryad followed him in, smirking, while the driver just shook his head and stayed behind, mumbling something about acting as “lookout”. 
 
    “Whither now, Frotwoot?” asked The Dryad. 
 
    “Uh…” Frotwoot blinked several times to help him focus, having been thrown off for a moment by the sheer volume of books and bookcases that had been crammed into the floor he was on and the four upper floors that seemed to hover impossibly—without sufficient structural support—above him, as well as the almost nonsensical layout of the same. What had the architect been going for? A spiral? A star? Both? Neither? ”Yeah, right, sorry. It’s this way.” 
 
    The waypoint took them to the back wall of the first floor, and then moved—right before Frotwoot’s eyes—onto a particular book. Knowing the key to a secret passageway when he saw one, Frotwoot pulled it, and then the next book the waypoint went to, and then the next one, at which point the waypoint disappeared and bookcase slid aside to reveal a staircase leading downwards. At the bottom of it was a very messy basement, filled with a veritable maze of books and papers stacked in asymmetrical towers, and at the center of it all was a statue of a lanky, serious-looking wizard holding a staff in one hand and his own stack of (stone) books in the other. 
 
    “Hmm,” The Dryad said thoughtfully, rubbing his chin. “ ‘Twould seem the trial here is to reach the statue without disturbing the various grimoires and parchments that surround it—mayhaps even by the cunning use of some spell. If thou wilt be patient but a moment, Frotwoot, yea, even to give me the time in which to think of a suitable enchantment, then—” 
 
    “Or we could just go through here,” said Pixley, and—sure enough—when they’d stepped just a few feet to the left to see what he was talking about they saw that he’d found a very clear path through the haphazardly-arranged sea of books and loose-leaf paper that led directly to the base of the statue, complete with dusty footprints left, no doubt, by aspiring Archmages of old. 
 
    “… Indeed,“ The Dryad “agreed” through gritted teeth, and as they picked their way through the trail of blank spaces, narrow gaps, and short-enough-to-step-over stacks of books Frotwoot started to worry about what all this sudden, one-sided tension he was sensing from old wizard picking his way behind him might mean. Obviously Pixley had offended him more than he’d let on on the train, and it looked as if that was making The Dryad find things in what he did and said to take further offense to even when it was clear (even for Pixley, with whom it wasn’t always clear) that none had been intended. The last thing Frotwoot needed right now was for the two guys helping him to get into a fight, but if this kept up, then— 
 
    “All right kid, grab it.” 
 
    “Huh? What?” Frotwoot had been in the process of glancing back and forth with furrowed brow between Pixley and The Dryad, and hadn’t been expecting Pixley to be stopped and looking right back at him when it was his turn to be glanced at. 
 
    “The staff.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Duh.” Looking up at the statue’s (literally) chiseled face just long enough to memorize its features so he could compare them (for no other reason than his own curiosity) to the ghostly, probably more accurate face he was about to see, Frotwoot took a deep breath, looked back down at the staff, seized it, and was sort-of-but-not-really-knocked off his feet once again as the second trial began. 
 
    “If my staff you would earn,” the apparition of the second Archmage said sternly, once Frotwoot had found and locked eyes with it (and gotten over how much longer its nose was than the statue had depicted, and how much bigger its ears). “Bring to me the most important spell you will ever learn.” 
 
    Apparently that was it, because with that Frotwoot immediately found himself back in the basement of the library, with Pixley and The Dryad keeping their distance from each other and watching him expectantly. 
 
    “Well?” said The Dryad. 
 
    “I don’t think this guy liked having to make up a rhyme as much as Mage did,” said Frotwoot, looking up at the statue’s face once again to shake his head at the differences. “He just said to bring to him ‘the most important spell’ I’ll ever learn. And he seemed kind of annoyed about it.” 
 
    “ ‘The most important spell’,” The Dryad repeated, rubbing his chin again and furrowing his brow. “Intriguing… for would not the import of one spell over another be subjective? Yea, even so subjective as to be nearly impossible to determine without guessing? So it would seem. But fear not, Frotwoot! For I am here to help thee, and verily, no greater resource couldst thou have! Unless, of course, Sir Pixley dost think himself to be my superior in spellcraft as well…” 
 
    “What?” said Pixley, meeting The Dryad’s pointed look with a confused one. 
 
    “Dude, can we not? Please?” Frotwoot said to The Dryad, who graciously nodded his assent. “Okay, so… I’m guessing that’s why all these books are here, right? The most important spell we’ll ever learn must be in one of them.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” said Pixley. 
 
    “So what do we do? Just look through them all?” 
 
    “Yea, that is what you should do,” said The Dryad, pointing at him and Pixley. “Find thee every book that doth contain a spell, and bring them to me, so that I may pore through them to find the ‘most important’ one.” 
 
    Pixley cocked his head at him. “You can’t help us find them, too?” 
 
    “Not whilst I am reading, no. Behold, canst thou effectively deduce the motivations and whereabouts of a suspect in a crime whilst simultaneously engaging in the common thuggery and brutishness in which thou dost seem to so excel?” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Dude: Fine. We’ll look, you’ll read. Stop trying to start a fight.” 
 
    The Dryad “stopped”, at least verbally, but the way he and Pixley were eyeing each other now made it seem like the fight had already started, and just had yet to really get going—leaving Frotwoot, stuck in the middle as he was, to make sure it never did. Gently dragging Pixley away from the line of/position to open fire, he did his best to distract him by pointing out that this job called for two of his favorite things: 1) Cleaning and 2) Organization. But, while that seemed to work (there was never really any doubt that it would), The Dryad just continued to glower at Pixley and stew, and since he didn’t seem to have any obvious neuroses for Frotwoot to take advantage (aside from playing to his ego, which Frotwoot refused to do) it seemed that a more direct approach at squashing this beef was going to need to be taken. He just needed to figure out the best way to do it. 
 
    “All right, tree guy, what’s your problem?” Frotwoot said softly (and, okay, maybe a little too directly) a half hour of spell-searching and (believe it or not) coming up with that conversational overture later, pulling The Dryad away from the little desk and chair he’d made out of “useless” books until Pixley was sufficiently out of earshot.  
 
    “What is my problem, thou asks? Ha! Better thou shouldst ask thy knight, for behold, the problem is not mine, but his! Or didst thou not see, and didst thou not hear, how his worm towards me didst turn?” 
 
    Frotwoot snorted. “What? No, okay, sorry, not funny. This is serious. So you’re mad about what went down on the train, is what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Thou sayest.” 
 
    “… It’s so weird that because of you I know that means yes. Okay, but like… can you see where he’s coming from? I mean, you told him you just wanted to help us, right? To make up for being such a tool before? But the first chance you got after the action died down you started trying to make plans to take over the world.” 
 
    “Yea, verily! For its own good!” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, I know you think that, which is why I’ve been trying to give you the benefit of the doubt ever since you broke me out of jail, but would you still wanna help us if you weren’t gonna get a world to rule out of the deal?” 
 
    “… Why, now, knowing what I know, would I do that? And why, having done what I have for thee, wouldst thou even ask me to?” 
 
    Frotwoot was too stunned to even respond to that for a moment. “Because… you’re sorry for what you did to our people? Because freeing them’s the right thing to do? You know, that stuff?” 
 
    “Yea, I am! And verily, I believe it is so! But those are but two of my motivations; another is that I truly like thee, despite our past enmity, and a fourth is that might stand to gain from the displacement of the current Archmage. And behold, that fourth did not even occur to me until we did meet with the warlocks, proving that my original motives were as pure and unselfish as I didst proclaim; but now that it hath occurred to me…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “… Now that it hath occurred to me, I find that it is what doth primarily drive me; yea, it hath even become my dearest wish. And behold, as I was willing to help thee as a friend, would it not then be meet that thou shouldst help me as one in return? Should any friendship be so unequally yoked?” 
 
    “ ‘Friendship’?! I—” Frotwoot paused to collect himself for a moment, to remind himself that he was trying to make peace here, and to act accordingly. “Dude, I don’t wanna be a jerk here, but… do you really think we’re friends? Really?” 
 
    “I knowest that we once were; and I believeth that we are on the road to being so again. For behold, have I not already repaid thee for my trespasses against thee, by saving thee from thy magical bondage, and yea, even from those who didst pursue thee thereafter? And do I not even now gain credit with thee, by joining thee on thy quest?” 
 
    “You erased my memories and tried to steal my body,” Frotwoot said flatly, holding up two fingers for emphasis as he added, “Twice.” 
 
    “Yea, verily. I did. And is that, then, a debt I can never repay?” 
 
    “No, I mean… I guess not, but… it’s not one you should decide is repaid.” 
 
    “Ah. So thou dost believe that my sins against thee are so great that thou canst use me and my talents to thine own ends forever, while offering nothing in return; yea, not even forgiveness, which is all I didst initially want.” 
 
    “No! I mean…” Frotwoot’s face had been all scrunched up in disbelief at the beginning of the preceding sentence, but as he thought about what the Dryad had said his face, the rest of his body, and even his very mind seemed to open up, until, “… Okay, yeah. Wow. Maybe I was thinking that. I’m sorry, man, I didn’t—When you say it out loud like that it sounds really messed up.” 
 
    “It doth, doesn’t it?” The Dryad nodded sagely, putting a hand awkwardly on his shoulder that he quickly removed when the awkwardness became clear. “Having once sought to use thee in much the same way (yea, even the way which thou didst just briefly describe), I knowest how thou doth feel. And I ask only that as I forgive thee—freely, and without exception—that thou wilt at least consider forgiving me.” 
 
    “… Yeah. Sure. You got it, tree guy. But you’ve gotta stop trying to start that stuff up with Pix. Okay? It’s stressing me out.” 
 
    “For thee, my dearest friend, I will… endeavor to do as thou sayest.” 
 
    “Awesome, thanks; endeavoring’s good, ” said Frotwoot, clapping him in as “friendly” a way as he could on the back and turning to walk away. 
 
    “—And in return, I only ask for thy word that thou wilt side with me when the time comes.” 
 
    Frotwoot stopped mid-turn, and slooowly turned back, like a rusty, teenage faerie-shaped weather vane being pushed by a slight breeze. “What time? Against who?” 
 
    “The time when it is to be decided who should be Archmage; and against any who doth stand against me.” 
 
    “Tree guy—” 
 
    “Thy word, Frotwoot. For I know thy word to be true.” 
 
    “That’s—” Frotwoot tried to think of a diplomatic to say what he needed to say, of a way to keep The Dryad happy without lying and going back to anything at all like using him, but all he could come up with on the spot was, “No. I can’t.” 
 
    “You can’t?” The Dryad all but snarled. “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t… It’s not… Oh fie, why can’t we just—?” 
 
    “Enow!” The Dryad exclaimed, and before he could stop him The Dryad reached forward and grabbed Frotwoot by his bare wrist. “Behold! The magic of tactile telepathy!” 
 
    Frotwoot tried to stop him, to block him from reading his mind like he’d done with the Archmage, but whatever it was that had helped him do it then didn’t help him now, and so there was no time left to even try to clear his mind before The Dryad could “read” what was floating around in it, uncensored and unedited, waiting to be rephrased in such a way as to give the least offense. In short, he saw the truth, and the truth was: 
 
    “Thou thinkest that I am either too selfish, or… too stupid to rule anything? And thou canst not decide which?!” 
 
    “Okay, in my defense, my best friend back on Earth is the stupidest guy I know, so—” 
 
    “Let him go,” said Pixley, letting them know he was there with just those three softly-spoken words and the tip of his sword pressed against the back of The Dryad’s neck. 
 
    “You dare?” growled The Dryad—the danger in his voice somewhat belied by the fact that he’d let go of Frotwoot’s wrist at the same time. 
 
    “I do. And I’m also going to dare to tell you to get out of here, before I run you through with this sword and find out if it’ll take your soul back out of that body you stole.” 
 
    “Pix! Dude! It’s okay! We don’t have to fight! Just—!” 
 
    “You’re too nice, kid,” Pixley told him, keeping his sword right where it was while The Dryad seemed to be quietly considering not so much if he should murder him as how. “You’re so nice it makes you easy to manipulate, which is why what just happened happened. This guy’s your worst enemy, remember? No one’s ever done anything worse to you than what he did. And what did he just get you to do? He got you to apologize to him; for not wanting to help him conquer a world.” 
 
    “Dude, that’s not—Hey! Wait a minute! Yeah! What the—?!” 
 
    “All that I didst say unto thee was true and sound,” said The Dryad. “That is why thou didst apologize. That, and thy good heart, which thy fellow, brutish fool of a knight doth seek to mischaracterize as a fault in thee, rather than a virtue!” 
 
    “Sometimes it can be both,” said Pixley. “But it doesn’t matter anyway. You heard what he thinks about you. He’s never going to help you take over this world and—surprise, surprise—neither am I. So if that’s you’re all here for, Finvarra, then you might as well just leave. You know, like I just I told you to.” 
 
    The Dryad scoffed. “Dost thou not see what is happening here, Frotwoot? Sir Pixley did use me; not unconsciously, as thou didst, but deliberately, and cynically. Even at one point did he convince thee that thou shouldst trust me, though he hast proven now herewith that he never truly did! And when he felt that I was of no further use to thee? Behold! This is what he did! He is the manipulator, here! Not I!” 
 
    “… Yeah, I don’t think so. Look, man, Pix is right. We’re not gonna help you take over this world. If that means you don’t wanna help us anymore, that’s fine. I mean, it’s not fine, because it’s kind of your fault the people we’re trying to free are slaves in the first place, but we can’t force you to make it right. And we’re not gonna lie to you or use you, because you’ve already gotten me feeling pretty bad about that, so if you wanna go, then…” He indicated the stairs and that door at the top of them with a shrug. 
 
    “What if I wished to stay?” asked The Dryad. “Wouldst thou allow me?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Frotwoot, at exactly the same time as Pixley said, “No.” 
 
    “Yes,” Frotwoot repeated firmly, getting no challenge from his knight but a frown and a shake of the head. 
 
    “And thou art steadfast on thy refusal to aid me in my conquest.” 
 
    “Totally steadfast, yep.” Frotwoot had to stop himself from adding, “Sorry.” 
 
    “Very well. If Sir Pixley wilt but lower his weapon, then I shall take a moment to go upstairs and take the air, at the conclusion of which I trust our tempers will all have cooled, and we may resume our quest in naught but the spirit of friendship and the cause of freedom.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Again, Frotwoot had to resist the urge to apologize. What was wrong with him? 
 
    “Agreed. Sir Pixley?” 
 
    Reluctantly, Pixley withdrew his sword, but he didn’t re-sheathe it until The Dryad had gone all the way up the stairs. “Sorry I got us mixed up with that guy, kid. Looks you were right about him.” Pixley shook his head and sighed. “Which—now that I think about it—I guess means he must’ve talked me into trusting him, too.” 
 
    “You don’t think he’s really just gonna help us in ‘the spirit of friendship and the cause of freedom’?”  
 
    “If I did, I’d be as stupid as you think he is.” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed. “Yeah… you know, I don’t think so, either. But hey, if he wants to go back on what we agreed on and use us to get what he wants, that’s on him. We told him what we’d do and what we wouldn’t do. We’ve just gotta make sure we’re ready to stop him before he can turn around and stab us in the back.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be ready. You’ll probably be too busy trying to make everyone your friend, but I’ll be ready.” 
 
    “I don’t try to make everyone my friend,” Frotwoot scoffed, but then he thought about it for a second and said, “Do I?” 
 
    Pixley just smirked in reply, and with that the two of them got back to work, building up quite a pile of books for The Dryad to examine while they waited for his return. Almost… too “quite a pile”, you might say (you know… if you didn’t have a very good grasp of English.) 
 
    “What the fie?” said Frotwoot, looking for approximately the one hundred zillionth time at the empty staircase. “Where is he?” 
 
    Pixley didn’t know, of course, so the two of them went upstairs themselves to find out. The main and upper floors of the library were all empty, and when they stepped outside they couldn’t see anyone but their driver, laid out across the hood and gazing up at the stars. 
 
    “Hey,” said Pixley, kicking a tire to get his attention. “You seen the wizard?” 
 
    “That I did, Sir knight,” the driver said by way of a long sigh, stretching his arms and cracking his back as he sat up. “He told me to tell you two you’d ‘rue the day’, whatever that means, and gave me this mobile magic mirror you’d loaned him (I guess) to give back to you, because he didn’t want ‘anything you’d touched’ to ‘defile the purity of his person’. Here.” 
 
    Frotwoot caught the miniature mirror as the driver flipped it at him like a coin and gawked at him in disbelief. “Dude! Why didn’t you come inside and tell us all this?” 
 
    “I was standing lookout.” 
 
    Words failed; but once the speechless incredulity that paralyzed had faded enough for them to turn around and go back inside Pixley was able to redirect his words to another, easier task by saying to Frotwoot, “Well, kid… I guess it’s just you and me.” 
 
    “Dude: Isn’t it always?” 
 
    “Uh… no?” 
 
    “Gah!!! No!!! You dork, that was—I was trying to have an awesome action movie moment!!!” said Frotwoot, and even though Pixley’s chronic literalism had just ruined a perfectly good buddy cop quip (as it was wont to do) Frotwoot was nevertheless smiling as he said it, because it being just the two of them again felt pretty good. 
 
    … Until they went back downstairs and realized that “just the two of them” had no idea what they were doing, of course. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Sun’s coming up, Sir knights,” the driver announced from the top of the stairs. When he didn’t get an answer he came jogging the rest of the way down, but he didn’t get any acknowledgment then either because Frotwoot and Pixley already knew the sun was coming up and were working feverishly to beat it. “Er, not to tell you your business or anything, but the sun’s coming up means it might be best for us to get up and go.” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Frotwoot, flipping the pages in the book he was looking at so quickly they were starting to tear off at the bindings. “Not till we have to.” 
 
    “Right, y’see, but that’s the thing: That time might have already come and gone, so—” 
 
    “If you wanna go you can go,” said Pixley, working his way through a book or two himself, but somehow more carefully and more efficiently than Frotwoot was. “We’ll find our way back to the city on our own.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” the driver protested. “… Or, no, I mean I suppose it is, but—Look, what can I do to help?” 
 
    “Start going through some books,” said Frotwoot. “Any time you see a spell, take out the page, show it to the statue, and then put it back in the book so you can put it on top of the fake books in its left hand, where there’s a gap under its thumb.” 
 
    “Allll right!” said the driver, taking off his cap and jacket. “And that’s all there is to it, then?” 
 
    “We sure hope so,” Frotwoot chuckled, flashing him a smile grateful for the help as he took a page he’d found to the statue and went through the process he’d just described. Nothing. “Pix didn’t even notice there was a gap to put a book until we’d already gone through about an hour’s worth of spells. We’re trying to find the ones we just showed to it and redo them the way we’re doing all the new ones, but we weren’t really keeping track or anything, and we don’t know if that’s even the right way to do it in the first place, so… yeah.” 
 
    “Fie.” 
 
    “Fie,” Pixley and Frotwoot both echoed in agreement. 
 
    A few minutes later, after the driver had taken up a spell and gotten it rejected, he bent his neck down to look at the stone books in the statue’s hand and said, “Oi! Either of you two notice these books are all written by the same bloke?” 
 
    “Frotwoot did,” said Pixley, bringing a spell forward to try his luck as well, and flinging it aside in barely-contained anger when nothing happened with it. “We wasted almost an hour seeing if any of these real books were written by him. We even checked the card catalogue upstairs. Nothing.” 
 
    “You try looking him up on the magic mirror?” 
 
    Frotwoot and Pixley both stopped what they were doing and turned to look at him, but only Frotwoot said, “What?” 
 
    “Here.” The driver held out his hand and waggled his fingers back and forth until Frotwoot tossed him the all-but-forgotten mirror. “Oi! Don’t just throw that around! These things are expensive!” 
 
    Frotwoot opened his mouth to ask if he had to work at being so un-self aware or if it just came naturally, but decided it wasn’t worth it and just watched what happened next instead. 
 
    “Mirror, mirror,” said the driver, and the mirror in his hand made a noise not exactly like but not exactly unlike the sound those digital assistant things on cell phones made when you said their name. “Who is ‘Ovirick P. Firo’?” 
 
    “Searching for: ‘Ovirick P. Firo’,” the mirror replied in an old man’s voice. Then, “Ovirick P. Firo was a second, third, and fourth century philosopher of magic and fry cook (102-389 Y.M), noted by his contemporaries for saying ‘deep-sounding things’ but never actually ‘doing or creating anything himself’. Though Firo was often derided in his time (see: above), the second Archmage, Androgast Rokey, found wisdom in his sayings, which were often given—unsolicited—to customers immediately after confirming whether or not they’d like their meal to be super-sized. Archmage Rokey was one of his most regular customers, having a well-known passion for a certain flavor of shake, and as such took it upon himself to give Firo the recognition he felt he deserved. Though it happened in the twilight of his life, Firo was reported as being nothing but grateful for the opportunities an endorsement from the Archmage afforded him, and after quitting his job lived out the rest of his years making television and speaking appearances across the land as one of the most revered thinkers of his—and any—time.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I think we’re onto something here,” said Frotwoot, taking the mirror back with more excitement and hope than he’d felt in hours. “Mirror, mirror: Search for ‘books by Ovirick’… uh…” 
 
    “P. Firo,” Pixley supplied. 
 
    “Yeah! P. Firo! Search for ‘books by Ovirick P. Firo’.” 
 
    The mirror took a moment to do the search, then, “There are no books credited to Ovirick P. Firo.” 
 
    “What?! But you just said that—?!” 
 
    “Mirror, mirror,” said Pixley, taking his turn with it (while holding it, of course, with his hand covered by a sleeve). “Search for ‘books about Ovirick P. Firo’.” 
 
    Frotwoot and the driver both silently praised him for that good idea, and when the mirror’s search returned a list of books all their eyes and ears were drawn at once to one written by the Archmage Androgast Rokey himself, called, “The Many and Myriad Magical Sayings of My Friend Ovirick P. Firo, Fry Cook Extraordinaire.” 
 
    “You two look down here, I’ll look upstairs,” said Pixley, and that was just what they all did, the frantic search ending with Pixley coming back downstairs a few moments later, the book in hand. “Got it.” 
 
    Frotwoot took it from him, held the book up to the statue, slipped it under its thumb, and waited… for nothing, apparently. 
 
    “Fie! No! That has to be it!” he snapped at the uncaring stone face of Archmage Rokey. 
 
    “Maybe there’s summat in the book,” the driver suggested. “Another clue, or whatnot.” 
 
    “Dude, yeah!” said Frotwoot, snatching the book back up to more closely examine it. A quick flip through the individual pages didn’t reveal very much, as after the foreword there was just quote after quote separated by asterisks and arranged by theme, but an index in the back had a whole section on spells, with a sub-section that read, “spell, most important you’ll ever learn”, and he took a wild guess that that might have something to do with what he was looking for. The exact quote the indicated page number directed him to was somewhere in the middle of the book, tucked down in the lower left corner of the page in which it appeared (where no one ever looked) and read, in full: “The most important spell a witch or wizard will ever learn is whichever spell they might need at any given moment. But they’ll never know how important it was to learn unless they never learned it, and then—to them—it will become the important spell indeed.” 
 
    “Is this it, you stupid jerk?” Frotwoot asked the statue, holding the opened page up. “It’s not a spell, but—Wait! No! Pix! Remember that ‘Complete Book of Spells’ or whatever it was the tree guy was using to figure out which spell sounded the most important?” 
 
    “You mean ‘The Complete Glossary of Tested and Approved Spells For Both Everyday and Occasionally Exceptional Use’?” 
 
    “Yeah, that!” 
 
    “I tried that already, kid. It didn’t fit under the thumb.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but the table of contents would, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “Why you would you need the—?” Pixley began, but then he seemed to get it, because instead of finishing his thought he darted over to the huge (and thus easy to find) tome in question, ripping out the table of contents as quickly as he could (which you’d think would be pretty quick, until you realized it was larger than some of the full books that surrounded it and required quite a bit more than one rip). 
 
    “Er… sorry, wot?” said the driver, confused. 
 
    “If the most important spell’s whichever spell you need, and it becomes more important if you don’t know it when you need it, then what’s the most important spell you’ll ever learn?” 
 
    The driver furrowed his brow and thought about it for a moment. Then, “Er… wot?” 
 
    “All of them are,” said Frotwoot, grinning crookedly as he slipped the table of contents Pixley had just handed him under the statue’s thumb. One magical flash of light later, a new point of that same bubbling amber light appeared (again, only to him) in the distance, and the second trial on the road to becoming the Archmage, it seemed, was complete. Before anyone had time to celebrate, though, another light came out of the staff, swirling over and around the toppled stacks of books, and when it was done everything had gone right back to where they’d found it—even the many, many pages that had been so ruthlessly ripped from the books they called home. “Whoa. Check it out. The trial resets itself for the next guy.” 
 
    “Brilliant!” said the driver, clapping his hands together and throwing them up with the air of one who’s feeling overwhelmed and is just one more display of weird magical miracles away from completely losing it. “Cheers! Can we go now?” 
 
    Once they were all upstairs the secret passage behind the bookcase quietly sealed itself behind them, but when they got outside the non-self-sealing front door had to be closed by hand. The broken window sitting next to it was a whole other problem, of course, but it wasn’t one they were particularly worried about dealing with just then, as most of their worrying power was currently being taken up by the rapidly-increasing likeliness of their being arrested. So, after an indifferent three-way shrug of pseudo-helplessness, the three of them got into the car, looked around to make sure they hadn’t been seen, and took off into the rising dawn. 
 
    “All right!!!” whooped Frotwoot as soon as they were clear of the scene, hitting the ceiling of the vehicle with both hands until it started to feel silly. “We did it! Right? Two trials down, and… um… I don’t know how many to go!” 
 
    “You think all of them are gonna be that tricky?” asked Pixley. 
 
    “I don’t know, man, I hope not, but… it’s weird, I also kinda hope so. Y’know? Figuring this stuff out’s pretty fun. And driver guy, hey! Way to go with that mirror stuff at the end, man! I don’t think we could’ve gotten this thing done in time without you!” 
 
    “My pleasure to serve, sir knights,” the driver tipped his hat. 
 
    Frotwoot snorted and pointed him out to Pixley. “This guy. Hey, what’s your name anyway, dude? You never told us, and I was so worked up thinking about stuff I never really got a chance to ask.” 
 
    “It’s Clod, since you’re asking.” 
 
    “Claude?” 
 
    “Yes, but not like the name, not like you’re thinking; like a dirt clod.” 
 
    “A dirt clod?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. Y’see, I used to have a habit of throwing clods of dirt at passersby when I was still but a child, and was given the nickname by what I can only presume were my parents. What my true name was I’ve since forgotten, as I didn’t have a chance to ask them it before the sorcerers snatched me up.” 
 
    “They got you when you were a child?” said Pixley. 
 
    Clod nodded darkly, but he didn’t say anything else on the subject; and, taking the hint, the knights didn’t pry. “Well! What do you gentlemen to say to stopping in at that tavern for a spot of breakfast? We brownies don’t need to sleep, as I’m sure you well know, but by the Tree, we surely can be bothered to eat!” 
 
    “Yeah man, let’s do it,” said Frotwoot, nodding at Pixley for confirmation and getting a more eager than usual nod in return. Frotwoot hadn’t noticed how hungry he was until that exact moment, and now that he’d noticed it was all he could think about. Well… almost all. “Oh dude, I almost forgot—I’d better call Elizora and tell her what went down. Let me just—Oh! Hey look, she’s already calling me! That’s weird.” Frotwoot tapped the mirror to answer it. “Mystery meats.” 
 
    Elizora blinked in surprise at his greeting, but recovered quickly with an eye roll and a smirk. “Yes, and a merry meet to you too, Frotwoot. I trust things are going well, judging by your exuberant attitude?” 
 
    “Heck yeah they are! We just got done with the second trial! I was actually just about to call and tell you. Oh, there was one bad thing, though: You know the tree guy? Or I guess ‘Finvarra’? Well, we kinda’ got into a fight and—” 
 
    “I’m anxious to hear more, truly, but I believe you’ll be more anxious to hear what I have to say. Are you sitting down? Put away the sugar and caffeine?” 
 
    “Yeah?” Frotwoot laughed puzzledly, beginning to wonder if he was really this goofily happy over his victory, or if completing every trial for the staff came with the same burst of magical euphoria that the first had. “What’s up?” 
 
    “We found your lady friend.” 
 
    Frotwoot felt himself go numb as if from shock, the aforementioned euphoria (be it magic, natural, hormonal, or otherwise) seemingly putting itself on hold until it got more information and could determine if his continuing to feel it was still appropriate. “Where?” 
 
    “She’s being held captive, but we have a plan in motion to save her. Come back to the house and we’ll discuss it here.” 
 
    “Uh… all right. Cool. Thanks,” said Frotwoot, the numbness still having yet to pass, but not dominating his thinking quite enough to stop the (remember, probably magically-doped up) teenage boy underneath it from saying, “Merry fart.” 
 
    “Merry p—Oh, for goodness’ sake!” Elizora hung up with a shake of her head an exasperated laugh. 
 
    As soon as the connection was broken Frotwoot felt a new surge of emotion rush through him—a surge that was part joy, part anger, part hope, part longing, part love and part determination—and as it rushed it slowly set him sitting bolt upright to look out the window with narrowed, dangerous eyes and say, “Clod? Take us back to the house. And this time? Drive fast.” 
 
    There was a long pause as the sheer awesomeness of this once-in-a-lifetime, unintentionally action movie-like moment took another moment or two to really set in, and then, “… He already drives pretty fast, kid. Don’t you remember? When we were—?” 
 
    “Gah!!! What the fie, Pix?!?! Seriously??? What the fie?!?!” 
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    Once Elizora had been briefed on what had happened with The Dryad (to which she said she wasn’t surprised), as well as on Frotwoot’s apparent ability to tell other people the nature of the trials he was facing (to which she could only try to hide her surprise), another meeting of the warlocks was convened in her office, and she wasted no time in doing some briefing of her own. 
 
    “Not much more than an hour ago, the Archmage received a call in his office from a subordinate inquiring as to what should be done with the captured gobliness, Dame Golrocca Rustigark,” Elizora told the group. “After reminding the Archmage of her connection to his grandson—which, evidently, he had forgotten—the subordinate was told to put her up for auction at a charity gala being held tonight aboard an airship, and to make sure no one was allowed to outbid him, as he had some ‘very public plans’ for her in mind that he did not want to be frustrated. Obviously—although he did not elaborate over the phone, presumably because he’d just had the idea and thus had nothing to elaborate on—these plans will no doubt involve either leading Frotwoot into a trap or goading him into doing something foolish, which I’m sure we can all agree are both things that would be best avoided. The only question now, then, is: How are we going to rescue her?” 
 
    There was an uncomfortable shift in the mood of the room, and not just because Frotwoot and Pixley had both gotten increasingly more angry and more tense about Golly’s current situation as the briefing had gone on, particularly the part about the “very public plans”. No, the warlocks weren’t angry, and any tenseness they felt seemed to come from a more socially awkward place than the place it was coming from in the two faeries that was aching to do—but at the same time was also helpless to do—some violence. It was almost if they were… embarrassed. 
 
    “Well, now, see, that’s the thing,” a very short warlock who Frotwoot was pretty sure hadn’t spoken in the last meeting took it upon himself to speak for the group. “She’s been found, hasn’t she? Doesn’t that already sort of… fulfill our part of the cursed covenant?” 
 
    “Now see here!” the girthy warlock who’d so often spoken before stood up to confront him, apparently having not been among the contributors to the aforementioned shift in the room’s mood. “You know full well that that’s not what the lad thought he was agreeing to!” 
 
    “Nevertheless,” the tall warlock who loved the rules joined in from the side. “It does fulfill our part.” 
 
    “You all got together without us and discussed this, didn’t you?” said the bathtub witch, who currently, at least, seemed to be dressed and upright. “The ones who own thralls.” 
 
    “We don’t all own thralls,” a witch Frotwoot didn’t recognize pointed out with a snarl. “Despite what the three of you seem to think, in your own little ‘inner coven’ you’ve made for yourselves by selfishly dominating every meeting, not everything always has to come down to the thralls.” 
 
    “She’s right, you know!” the short warlock who’d started all this said. “Some of us just want to be free to experiment with our spells. Others of us just don’t like the sorcerers running around like some sort of secret police, doing whatever they want with no accountability. The fact that some of us own thralls—and that our current endeavor is, by design, going to force us to sacrifice them upon its success—has nothing whatsoever to do with our not wanting to risk ourselves and the secret of our identities any more than we have to. That’s just good sense. And if whatever the Archmage does to the goblin causes our half-faerie champion to lose his head and fail in his quest, then so be it. At least we’ll still be around to continue the fight. Isn’t that preferable to all of us falling with him?”  
 
    The girthy warlock and the bathtub witch started to rail at him again, but before they could Elizora spoke in a voice that cut through the noise like a knife, saying, “So you’re cowards, then.” 
 
    Somehow, this made things in the room even more uncomfortable. 
 
    “Very well. Your cowardice and your lack of loyalty have been duly noted. If you’ll all just please vacate the meeting, then, so that those of us who honor our words to each other can devise our plan of rescue in peace? Or would you like to stay, to look for other ways to betray us?” 
 
    There was a lot of gasping, and shouting, and taking overly-dramatic offense at that, but in the end those who were willing to help, stayed, and those who weren’t, left, leaving approximately one half of the warlocks standing alone in the magically-simulated cave with Frotwoot and Pixley watching in disbelief. 
 
    “Excellent,” said Elizora, as if this is what she’d wanted all along. “Now let’s get down to business.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “The auction in question is by invitation only,” Elizora’s voice still echoed in Frotwoot’s memory several hours later as the car carrying Pixley, Elizora, and himself pulled up to the “airship embarkation/debarkation area”, a small strip of land at the airport where dozens of fabulously rich-looking wizards and witches had gathered with their own cars to wait. “This presents something of a problem, as my stance on the enthrallment of the Tuatha Danaan is well-known and I am thus unlikely to ever be invited to such a function.” 
 
    “I can get you an invitation, milady,” the girthy warlock had volunteered. “It may mean having to reveal our trues selves to each other, though.” 
 
    “I’m game if you are, my good sir,” Elizora had responded, the echo continuing on with greater relevancy into the present as she and the girthy warlock did, in fact, meet face-to-face at the airstrip, but only for him to awkwardly smile and slip her an envelope before bustling off to greet someone else. “I’m fairly certain you’ve all guessed who I am by now anyway.” 
 
    “What can we do?” the bathtub witch had asked back in the past—while, back in the current flow of events, the enormous blimp they were all waiting for was now arriving to scattered applause from the crowd, and an irresistibly-impressed “Holy crap” from Frotwoot. “I’d hate to think our coven endured such a schism merely to secure just one man’s assistance.” 
 
    “Not at all, my dear,” Elizora had assured her, the last two words sounding markedly less genuine than the rest. “For you see, my Seelie-born colleagues here have hidden weapons, and I’m at a bit of a loss as to how they might be smuggled in.” 
 
    “Oh! Actually, I believe I can take care of that,” the tall warlock (who’d made it clear he was still all about the rules, of course, but saw nothing in them in this instance to preclude him from helping out) had said after a thoughtful pause in the meeting—while, in Frotwoot’s here-and-now, that promise was apparently being fulfilled by the sound of an explosion in the distance. “I’ll have to apply for the proper permits, of course, but if I can arrange for a demolition of one of my properties to take place nearby the sound of it should unnerve security and perhaps even draw some of them away.” 
 
    “Will it draw all of them away, though?” the bathtub witch had interjected—her question proving to be cynically prophetic as the aforementioned explosion (that, for Frotwoot and his friends, remember, had just happened in the present) only managed to pull about half of the ten sorcerers manning the ramps up to the gondola away from their posts to investigate while the rest stayed to maintain order and calm the guests. 
 
    “Perhaps not,” Elizora had admitted, grudgingly. “In which case, what would you suggest?” 
 
    “A protest,” the bathtub witch had said confidently—and, sure enough, shortly after the guards had run off, a group of college-aged wizards and witches holding signs and chanting slogans about “freeing the enthralled” rushed the airship, stirring up the crowd even further. “Everyone will think it and the demolition are part of a coordinated attack, and they’ll panic. The guards will be forced to let you board without weapons checks, and there will be too few of them to do any harm to those of us who participate.” 
 
    “Us?” a warlock with no distinguishing characteristics for Frotwoot to identify and humanize them with had said rather uneasily at that point—while, back in the future, exactly what the bathtub witch had said would happen, happened. 
 
    “In disguise, naturally,” the bathtub witch had clarified, which had seemed to come as quite a relief to not just the warlock who’d asked, but every other unassigned warlock who’d been listening. Later, which was also now, as Frotwoot was pushed forward by the panicked crowd into the airship, he looked back at the protesters, and saw a girl in the front look up at him, just for a moment, to give him a wink, and somehow, despite the disguise, despite him not even knowing what she looked like without a disguise, he was sure it was the bathtub witch—because he couldn’t imagine anyone else he’d ever known being able to wink so condescendingly. 
 
    “… Well, ladies and gentlemen,” Elizora had said back at the faux-cave, standing up to end the meeting—and (literally not, but figuratively very much) at the same time, Frotwoot’s ongoing, step-by-step, flashbacked remembrance of it as the ramps in front of him were pulled up, the doors were closed, and the airship took off into the night sky. “It sounds as if we have a plan, or as much as one possible with the limited information we possess. What say we go out now and do it?” 
 
    And that, of course—as you’ve already seen—was exactly what they did. 
 
    But now it was time for the hard part. 
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    “Good evening ladies and gentlemen, and welcome!” a gorgeous, red-headed witch (barely) wearing a glittering green gown greeted everyone as they filed into the main reception room of the airship, her voice magnified by the microphone standing in front of her on a wide, half-oval stage rising out of the floor opposite the entrance. “Please, help yourselves to anything on the tables that takes your fancy, and enjoy the free entertainment provided by out enthrallment sponsors! The auction to benefit those affected by the dark planes summoning disaster in West Legerdemaine will be beginning shortly, but until then—Relax! Have some fun! Enjoy the night for all it’s worth! And while you do, I’ll be right there with you!” 
 
    True to her word, the witch stepped off the stage onto the floor, and as she did she waved her hands around in a magical-looking way to make tables full of food appear on either side of the room. The guests hesitated, no doubt still a bit shaken up by what had happened outside, but they were just as doubtless pretty hungry, too, because they didn’t hesitate for long before converging on the finger foods and strong drinks. 
 
    “All right! We’re in!” said Frotwoot, hanging back to talk with Pixley and Elizora. “So what now?” 
 
    “Well, for starters, we won’t be discussing such things out loud,” Elizora replied with a slight smirk, murmuring what sounded very much like a magic word and waving the first two fingers of her right hand around until they glowed. “Hold still.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow but otherwise didn’t move, and Elizora reached up with her two glowing fingers and cut off a lock of his hair with them as if they were scissors. Splitting it in half, she kept one and gave the other to Pixley, then cut off a lock of her own hair to give it all to Frotwoot before shaking the enchantment off of her fingers as easily as she’d put it on. 
 
    “Wow. That was weird,” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “All right, now both of you put what I just gave you somewhere where it will be in constant contact with your skin,” most of Elizora ignored him, with the exception of her returning smirk and one raised eyebrow. “Through the magic of tactile telepathy, I should be able to use Frotwoot’s dual-natured mind as a bridge and wordlessly communicate with you both.” 
 
    “Yeah, we know all about the tactile telepathy,” Frotwoot assured her, pondering what he should do with the lock of gray hair in his hands for just a moment before slipping it into the top of his sock. 
 
    “Can I—? Will it still work if I wash it first?” asked Pixley. 
 
    “Dude!” 
 
    “What? Oh, come on, kid, you had to know this was coming.” 
 
    “I shower!” 
 
    Pixley scoffed and rolled his eyes. “Yeah, once a day.” 
 
    “That’s a normal amount of times per day!” 
 
    “Ha. Yeah, I think we’ve already established that the ‘normal’ standard of cleanliness isn’t good enough for me. And, no offense, kid, but your standard’s even a little lower than that.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, sure Pix, no offense taken. By the way, no offense, but my mom’s a shrink, and you’re still the craziest freaking psycho I ever—” 
 
    “For goodness’ sake, here,” Elizora snapped, taking the lock of Frotwoot’s hair back and casting another spell on it that looked kind of like fire, but didn’t burn it. “Completely sanitized. By any standard.” 
 
    Pixley went from laughing silently in enjoyment at his and Frotwoot’s only half-serious banter to staring at the tuft of dark blond hairs being held out in front of him as if they’d come straight from the head of an angel. “Can you—can you teach me how to do that?” 
 
    “Unless you’re secretly a hybrid between mage and faerie as well, Sir Pixley, then no, I’m afraid I cannot. And neither can I teach your squire, here, to do it for you, for if I did I fear you’d never let him stop.” 
 
    “… You’re right, I probably wouldn’t,” Pixley half-sighed/half-chuckled, taking the hairs back carefully, so as not to touch the tips of Elizora’s fingers in the process. He put his down the top of one of his socks as well, and where Elizora put her lock of Frotwoot’s hair Frotwoot didn’t know, because when he thought to look for it it was already gone from sight. 
 
    “All set then?” Elizora asked, but in their minds. “Excellent. Let’s split up. Look for any doors that appear to lead to a holding area, particularly ones that are locked or guarded. We’ll proceed from there.” She started off, but stopped almost immediately to turn back and add, this time out loud, “Oh! And the puce-colored gelatin, with the square-shaped purple spots all over it? It’s dreadful; avoid.” 
 
    Bearing the important part of that in mind, Frotwoot and Pixley each went their own way, and before Frotwoot could even remember how to walk and mingle naturally without looking like he was trying to walk and mingle naturally, the lights dimmed and a beautiful sprite woman appeared on stage under a spotlight, floating seductively in her own personal aura of water and singing the wordless song of the enthralled and transfigured. Seconds later, several small doors opened up near the ceiling to unleash dozens of shrunk-down little faeries in glow-in-the-dark clothes, and while the sprite sang they danced and zipped around to create a living light show in the air. 
 
    “Frotwoot, focus,” Elizora’s voice broke into his thoughts. 
 
    “Those fairies and that sprite lady,” he thought back, ignoring her order and still staring up at the fellow members of his race with wide, despairing eyes. “They’re slaves, aren’t they?” 
 
    “ ‘Thralls’, yes. And we’ll do what we can for them, I promise you, but there’s nothing we can do until we’ve finished reconnoitering the area. So, if you’ll just—” 
 
    “I just heard that hostess witch say something to one of these magic men about how the faerie ‘thralls’ aren’t ‘dancing’ so much as ‘frolicking’ the way they do in their ‘natural habitat’,” Pixley cut in, apparently having some trouble focusing on the task at hand himself. “What’s she talking about? What’s our ‘natural habitat’?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Frotwoot chimed in. “I just heard someone say something about ‘mushrooms’ and ‘tree leaves’. Do they think we’re always that small?” 
 
    Elizora mentally sighed. “All right, you silly boys, I’ll tell you—but only if you keep looking as I do. Agreed?” 
 
    Frotwoot and Pixley both nodded, and she visually confirmed that they had before going on. 
 
    “A generation or two ago (I must confess, I’ve always been a bit hazy on where one generation ends and another begins) the Archmage then in power abolished the enthrallment of all sentient species. Or so he said; in fact, what actually happened was that the Sorcery division had finally cracked the notes Finvarra Dryadia had left behind on his plans for the Tuatha Danaans’ secondary transfigurations—which, I see in your thoughts you’ve already been made familiar with—and the Archmage saw this as an opportunity to quell the rising abolitionist movement that had nearly overtaken Magicka at that time without his having to actually ‘abolish’ anything. 
 
    “The way he did this was by declaring the end to an entirely fictional search for non-sentient replacement thralls, claiming that some had been found in a ‘pocket reality’ linked, somehow, to the ‘reality of our imaginations’ in the same way Earth is, and whereby it was theorized that Dryadia and Danu Dagda’s ‘inspiration’ for their experiments had unwittingly come. In this reality, it was said, the seven elements of magic had evolved in such a way as to become creatures of magic, and the fact that those creatures so closely resembled the Tuatha Danaan—” 
 
    “Came from the whole ‘link to the imagination’ thing,” Pixley finished for her, having caught on and not sounding too happy about it. 
 
    “Indeed. Of course, this was a lie, mere propaganda to make everyone feel better about themselves for owning thralls, and once an enchantment was added to the transfiguration and enthrallment process to rob these ‘creatures’ of speech it was all but insured that no one but the sorcerers would ever be the wiser.” 
 
    “Except you know,” Frotwoot pointed out. “And the other warlocks, they know, so how—?” 
 
    “How is it that we haven’t simply told everyone else the truth? Simple. Because we all remember what we thought when we first heard the truth. ‘Oh, that’s insane’, ‘that’s just a conspiracy theory’, ‘please stop hectoring me on the street, you odd little man, and go take a shower’. The Sorcery division didn’t keep the source of the ‘new’ Tuatha Danaan completely under a bushel, you see; in fact, it is my understanding that they didn’t even try, knowing full well that they were dealing with the sort of secret that would eventually come to light no matter what precautions they might take or safeguards they might put into place. No, what they did was work with the Illusionist division to distribute the truth directly to those whose mere voicing of it would instantly make it seem less credible: The paranoid. The delusional. The clinically insane. And by so doing, they turned their darkest, most insidious secret into nothing more than an outlandish, almost laughable ‘conspiracy theory’ that no one in their ‘right mind’ would ever take seriously. And they were right, We didn’t.” 
 
    “What about us?” said Frotwoot, his head spinning so much he had trouble forming the words without puking. “Can’t we just, like, show ourselves to the world, let them know what’s really going on?” 
 
    “It’s been tried. And it’s never ended well, neither for the well-meaning wizard or witch who tried it nor the member of the Tuatha Danaan they put forward. The tragic truth of it all is, Frotwoot, that we live in a world that simply doesn’t want to know, and when one shuns knowledge it is terrifyingly easy to for those who wish to keep them ignorant of it to do so.” 
 
    “How did you find out?” asked Pixley. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “That it was all a lie. That we were people.” 
 
    “Well… I was the Archmage’s wife,” Elizora said carefully, and because it was said telepathically, Frotwoot could tell there was something she wasn’t saying, something about it she was keeping back. But, before he could ask what, she said, “Such a position tends to make one privy to—Aha!” 
 
    “What? What is it?” asked either Frotwoot or Pixley; maybe both (it was hard to tell, sometimes, when the conversation was all in your head). 
 
    “I believe I’ve found something,” she replied. “No, no, don’t look at me. Calling attention to my breaking into an unguarded room would rather defeat the purpose, I think.” 
 
    Frotwoot and Pixley didn’t look at her (or, in Frotwoot’s case, stopped looking at her), and after a moment of silent waiting and pretending to be trying to decide what to eat Frotwoot asked, “Are you okay? Did you get in?” 
 
    “Yes, and I’m afraid no, I did not. The magical locks on this door are… are impressive.” 
 
    “You need magic to unlock it?” asked Pixley. 
 
    “Well, yes. But every unlocking and intrusion spell I know appears to be blocked. It seems that without the key—” 
 
    “Wait, a key would open it? Like, a normal key?” 
 
    “Of course. It’s not a magic lock, it’s just had magic done to it.” 
 
    “So it can be picked?” 
 
    “Er… I suppose so, but I’m not really versed in—” 
 
    “I am. Hang on.” 
 
    Frotwoot glanced up under cover of a fake yawn to see Pixley making his way to Elizora and small, hatch-like door set into the wall across the room. He looked away again before he got there, but he knew he had when he said, “All right, yeah, this shouldn’t be a problem. I’m just gonna need a distraction. Kid?” 
 
    “I’m on it,” said/thought Frotwoot, settling back against the edge of the table was around with a plate of food and looking around the room to weigh his options. There weren’t a lot. “Okay, get ready, I’m gonna knock over this table.” 
 
    “They’re bolted to the floor, Frotwoot,” Elizora informed him. 
 
    “Fie. Okay. I’m gonna…” 
 
    “The hostess’ dress is almost ready to come off,” Elizora pointed out, somewhat cattily. “Why don’t you just give it a little tug from the back, and—” 
 
    “What?! No way! That’s assault!” 
 
    “Yes, but she’s already assaulted all of our eyes with that outfit, though, hasn’t she?” 
 
    “No! I mean, yeah, kind of, but no, I’m not doing that.” 
 
    “Ah. What a gentleman. What are you going to do then, to so chivalrously preserve the modesty of a slave trader?” 
 
    “That’s not—! She doesn’t know they’re people! Right?” 
 
    “Oh no, she does. I know that for a fact. She just doesn’t care.” 
 
    Frotwoot narrowed his eyes at the hostess’ back for a moment, his thoughts filled with visions of racial vengeance, but then shook his head and said, “No. I’m still not gonna do it. That’s messed up.” 
 
    “Very well. But the question still remains…” 
 
    “I know! I know! Just… let me think.” Looking around some more, Frotwoot didn’t really see anything new, but as he was looking more closely now he did see something old in a new light, and after a fruitless search for things in more flattering new lights he reluctantly let his eyes drift back to the first thing… and after a moment more of thought stepped forward to take a bite of the puce-colored gelatin covered in square-shaped brown spots. “Huh,” he muttered out loud, furrowing his brow and taking another bite. “That’s not so ba—aaaaack!!!” 
 
    Ladies screamed and men jumped back as Frotwoot puked all over the table, just as he’d hoped (well, he’d hoped to pretend, but still) and pretty soon everyone was looking at him, who was nowhere near Pixley, Elizora, and the door. 
 
    “It’s all in the aftertaste, isn’t it?” Elizora said sympathetically. “I won’t tell you what it actually is, unless of course you need to vomit more, in which case—” 
 
    “Got it,” said Pixley. 
 
    “Ah, it seems you won’t. Thank you, dear. You can stop any time you like now.” 
 
    While Pixley and Elizora slipped through the now-open door, a few paid-to-be-helpful people—i.e., the hostess and some servers—came forward with a conjured up chair and bucket to sit him down in a corner and help him recover (… away from the other guests). The mess he’d made was cleaned up with just a few magic words and waves of the hand, and once that was done the party pretty much just continued as before, the only real difference being that now the hostess had left the center of it to kneel at Frotwoot’s side. 
 
    “Oh, it’s all right, sweetie, really,” she assured him, smiling and rubbing his back. “These things happen to everyone, don’t they? At least I hope they do. Why, I remember once, when I was still at school, there was this new dance where everyone had to spin around in a circle, and—” 
 
    “She’s pretty nice for someone who doesn’t care that she has such an evil job,” Frotwoot thought to Pixley and Elizora, while the hostess continued her story to make him feel better. 
 
    “Oh,” Elizora thought back. “Well… yes, I imagine that’s because she doesn’t actually know. In fact, I’d be very surprised if she did, as she’s not a sorcerer or a slave trade, but a very famous actress known for her philanthropic efforts, which—as this is a charity gala—I assume is why she’s here.” 
 
    “What?! But you said—?!” 
 
    “I know. I know I did. And I’m so sorry about that, my dear, truly I am. It’s just that I thought you needed the encouragement to use her as part of your distraction, and… well… I suppose I still haven’t quite forgiven her for leaving her less-famous husband for a more famous director. It was such a scandal, you see, and her poor husband was so sad, and when I saw her flaunting herself around in that dress I suppose I just—” 
 
    “All right, fine, whatever!” thought Frotwoot, shaking his head and stifling a laugh of disbelief. “Geez! So you’re a crazy old tabloid lady just like my non-ex-step grandmas back home! Good to know! Did you guys find anything, at least?” 
 
    “… Oh. Yes, well, there’s this glass tank the faeries must have come from, with tubes leading up to the vents in the main room, and Sir Pixley’s very helpfully incapacitated a couple of sorcerers who’d been manning the switch, but other than that there doesn’t seem to be any sign of the soon-to-be-auctioned thralls. We’re still making our way around, though, as the corridor we’re in seems to encircle the entire back half of the ship.” 
 
    “What should I do?” 
 
    “Just sit tight and keep your eyes open,” said Pixley. 
 
    “Yes, that. And also, do try your best not to help that ‘nice’ hostess you’re so enamored with at the moment wreck yet another of her homes. She left the director for some sports star or other just last week, and word is she’s already on the prowl.” 
 
    “… Are you joking? Why can’t I tell if you’re joking?” 
 
    Elizora didn’t answer, but that was okay, because the hostess/actress had reached the end of her story and it was clear some kind of interaction on his part was going to be needed. “—So of course he never asked me out again. But that’s all right.” 
 
    “Boy, I’ll bet he regrets that,” Frotwoot smiled weakly, because he felt too sick to smile any other way. “You know, since you’re all like… famous and stuff now.” 
 
    “Maybe,” the hostess shrugged with what had to be practiced modesty, because her smirk gave away that she not only agreed, but relished the thought. “Anyway, are you feeling well enough for me to abandon you now? I’d stay with you all night if I could, but there are other people here and I’m—” 
 
    “Yeah, no, it’s cool. Just let me know if you need any more leftovers.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s disgusting!!!” the hostess giggled, standing up to leave with a final pat on his back. “Let me know if you need anything else, all right?” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded, and waited till she’d swept off back into the crowd to shake his head and think toward Elizora, “You weren’t kidding.” 
 
    “Is that why you were flirting with her, to see if I was?” 
 
    “I wasn’t flirting!” 
 
    “Oh, please. Yes you were. But in any case, we’re nearly halfway around the gondola, and have yet to find anything of promise.” 
 
    “Just guards,” Pixley confirmed. “Too many to fight, so she made us invisible.” 
 
    “Yes, and the note of resentment in Sir Pixley’s voice comes from the fact that to make us both invisible he has to hold my hand. I’d be dreadfully offended, of course, if I didn’t know where else this hand has been.” 
 
    “Wait, WHAT?!?!” 
 
    “Now see, that time I was kidding for certain. Did neither of you hear the slight difference in my tone?” 
 
    “… No,” they both admitted, after thinking about it for a second. 
 
    “Good. That means I haven’t lost it.” 
 
    The next few minutes went by on their end without incident, but on Frotwoot’s end it kind of didn’t, so when they returned from their search (via another small, hatch-like door on the wall opposite the other one) he jumped up to tell them what had (just) happened. “Hey! Hey look! That sprite lady who was singing up on stage just disappeared!” 
 
    Pixley and Elizora looked in the direction he was pointing with his forehead to see that yes, indeed, the sprite was gone, and in her place was a wizard who was also a terrible stand-up comic. “Why yes, dear, we can see that,” obviously-not-Pixley replied. 
 
    “No, I mean she actually disappeared Like… magically.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Elizora, looking again at the stage with renewed interest. 
 
    “What?” said Pixley. 
 
    “I think there’s a ring portal under the stage,” Frotwoot explained. 
 
    “And I think you’re right,” said Elizora, frowning. “How else to explain the almost complete lack of cages aboard the airship?” 
 
    Pixley’s head turned sharply to follow hers and Frotwoot’s gaze as what they were talking about suddenly clicked together for him and likewise furrowed his brow in concern (and since that seemed to be most peoples’ reaction to the comic’s act, no one else around them really noticed). “You think they’re waiting to portal the thralls in until it’s time for the auction?” 
 
    “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Frotwoot agreed. 
 
    “All right. So let’s go through it and free them before they get here.” 
 
    “Free them to where?” asked Elizora, glancing over her shoulder at him. “We haven’t any idea where that portal leads. For all we know it’s the only way in or out of whatever holding facility it is that contains them.” 
 
    “So what, then?” 
 
    “Well… I suppose we’ll just have to wait. Enjoy the party.” 
 
    Frotwoot and Pixley exchanged knightly and squirely glances, only to confirm in each other’s eyes what they both already knew: The old witch was right. There was nothing else they could do. 
 
    “Ah, I’m so glad you agree,” said Elizora, smiling tightly and tapping the side of Frotwoot’s head. “This ‘old witch’ can hear your thoughts, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, but you are a witch,” laughed Frotwoot. 
 
    “That’s no excuse for thinking of me as old.” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    Once they were done trying to determine whether or not she was kidding again (that is, once they gave up) Frotwoot and Pixley did as they were told and tried their best to make the most out of being at a fancy party. Some of the food was actually pretty good, Frotwoot discovered (though he couldn’t quite bring himself to eat very much of it), the view from the sky deck was incredible, and the acts on stage… well, those varied in quality, but even the bad ones were kind of entertaining, in that they were just so bad, Pixley’s wry reactions to some of them only making the badness better (… or was it worse?). 
 
    Eventually—as even the best parties tend to—it all started to wind down, and when it was done the lights went back up, the faeries flew back from whence they came, and the hostess made the tables of food disappear as she retook the stage, beaming out at the crowd as if every single one of them were her very best friend. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” she said, almost conspiratorially. “The time we’ve all been waiting for is finally here. The auction to benefit those affected by the dark planes summoning disaster in West Legerdemaine is about to begin. But first, with a few words of gratitude and exhortation, a very special guest.” Holding her arms out to one side and gracefully stepping off the stage, the hostess cleared the way just in time for the ring portal to be activated again, and when the bubbling amber light coming up through the cracks in the floor had cleared the “special guest” stood revealed. 
 
    It was the Archmage. 
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    “Don’t panic, and don’t try to hide,” Elizora thought/said to Frotwoot and Pixley quickly, taking the latter by the wrist to stop him as he reached for his sword. “You’re in disguise, remember? He doesn’t know you’re here.” 
 
    “What about you?” thought/said Frotwoot. “You’re not in disguise.” 
 
    “I’m also not a fugitive, my dear. He may find it odd that I’m here, but—” 
 
    “No, I mean, what if he comes up to talk to you? Who’re you gonna say we are? I don’t know how many relatives you have, but if he’s your ex-husband—” 
 
    “Good point. Get away from me.” 
 
    Frotwoot and Pixley did just that, and it was a good thing they did, because it was at that moment that the wild applause that had erupted in the Archmage’s honor were brought to a halt by gracious raise of his non-staff-wielding hand, and as he scanned the ground in the process of quieting everyone in as friendly a way as possible he stopped and looked right at Elizora for the longest two and a half seconds of Frotwoot’s life. 
 
    “Brothers and sisters,” the Archmage said warmly, tearing his eyes away to look out, instead, at no one in particular. “I thank you all for being here. Your compassion and care for those affected by the dark planes summoning disaster in West Legerdemaine does every mage among you credit, and those not among you credit by racial association. We are a powerful people, yes, but we are also a giving people. A merciful people. A people unequaled in all the myriad dimensions—the exact number of which, I am told, we have barely even scratched the surface of in counting—but of which, I am sure, none of their poor, primitive, magically-impaired denizens can ever hope to compare.” 
 
    Everyone clapped at that. It was easy to get people to clap for themselves, Frotwoot thought, as he tried not to roll his eyes. 
 
    “And yet,” the Archmage continued, furrowing his brow theatrically. “Despite all this, I am troubled. For I know of a fact that there are those among us—though one can scarcely believe it to be so—who would reject their unique chance to stand among us; to share in our great destiny; to shape the course of the universe through the ancient power of magic that is our birthright.” 
 
    “The warlocks!” some rabble-rouser in the crowd called out, to a wave of murmured jeers. 
 
    “Yes, my brother, all that is true of the warlocks,” the Archmage nodded, pacing up and down the length of the stage. “But not only them. Oh no. There is another, who has, in fact, joined with them. He is but a boy; a foolish, impetuous, ungrateful whelp of a boy who could have been a wizard, who was explicitly given the chance by my own most holy self to be, and chose instead to rebel against the better part of his nature. To follow his base, primal emotions into the savage darkness of ignorance. And that boy, brothers and sisters… that boy is here today.” 
 
    There was a chorus of gasps and a lot of pointless looking around, and it was all Frotwoot could do not to start throwing up again. 
 
    “We should go,” Pixley thought into Frotwoot and Elizora’s minds. 
 
    “Indeed we should, but not yet,” Elizora thought back. “We must wait for a better opportunity.” 
 
    “Okay, but what if there isn’t one?” Frotwoot shot back through his panic. “And what about Golly?” 
 
    Neither of them had an answer to that. 
 
    “The cause we are here to support is real,” the Archmage went on. “But my presence here—though I sympathize with the plight of those affected by the dark planes summoning disaster in West Legerdemaine—is primarily an act of subterfuge. A ploy, if you will, to draw this foolish boy out. False information was fed to him via a listening scry planted in my office by his newfound allies, the warlocks, regarding the sale—at this auction—of a young gobliness, whom I am told he has impure feelings for. The truth is, the gobliness in question is not here.” 
 
    “What?!?! Then where is she?!?!” Frotwoot had to stop himself from stepping forward and asking (with a little mental/magical help from Elizora and the physical help of Pixley putting a hand on his shoulder). 
 
    “Clever as this ploy was, I must confess that I was not its author. Oh, no. That honor belongs solely to my co-conspirator, a warlock who broke from their ranks late last night to call me and set all of this up. A warlock whose name I do not know, whose motivations I have yet to fathom, and whose time to put the final part of this plan into action has now come.” With that, the Archmage held out his hand as if to introduce someone to the crowd, and somewhere among them, a second later, a phone started to ring. 
 
    No, wait: Not a phone, Frotwoot realized. A mobile magic mirror. And oh fie, Frotwoot further realized: It was his magic mirror. 
 
    “Ah,” said the Archmage, twirling his hand around to signal the sorcerers to seize Frotwoot, which they immediately moved to do. In a flash Pixley’s sword was out of its sheath, cutting magically through one sorcerer’s face in the process, and in another flash it was flying in the opposite direction, cutting down a second sorcerer who was coming up from behind. Frotwoot fumbled for his own sword, getting it out faster than he ever had before, but before he could do anything with it one of the party guests zapped it out of his hand. 
 
    “Ow! Dude!” said Frotwoot, shaking his hand a bit to get the pain out before shoving the sword-zapper away from him so hard the meddlesome wizard tripped over his own feet to fall backwards into a group of bystanders. “Oop! Sorry.” 
 
    “Brothers and sisters! Help or get out of the way!” the Archmage commanded, as Pixley ducked and dodged through the noisy mass of confused witches and wizards, using them as living cover to keep his opponents from casting spells at him. Frotwoot followed suit, albeit less skillfully, and was able to retrieve his sword just in time to run through another sorcerer. 
 
    “Get down,” Elizora said/thought to Pixley and Frotwoot, and as soon as they were able to they did, at which point she unleashed salvo after indiscriminate salvo of lightning to hit sorcerer and party guest alike. As if he’d been expecting this, the Archmage immediately starting deflecting her bolts with a wave of his staff, and soon the two of them were engaged in a magical duel that left Frotwoot and Pixley, again, to fend for themselves—which was made all the harder by the fact that the crowd had finally started to listen to their Archmage’s order to either “help” or “get out of the way”. 
 
    What felt like an eternity but was probably only about thirty seconds later, Frotwoot was bleeding from the top of his head, Pixley had been disarmed and set (slightly) on fire, Elizora seemed to be struggling while the Archmage almost seemed to be relaxing, and there were still at least twenty or so sorcerers and “helpful” Magi attacking them from all sides. Something had to give, Frotwoot thought, and after looking around for something that could (and making awkward, apologetic eye contact for a second with the horrified hostess), his eyes fell on the Archmage’s staff, and suddenly he knew just what he had to do to bring all of this to an end. 
 
    “Pix! Catch!” he shouted, throwing his sword to his knight, who caught it as casually as if he’d just been reaching up to pick something off a shelf, and shifted from fist-fighting to sword-fighting so smoothly you’d almost never think a shift had even happened at all. 
 
    “No!!! Wait!!!” Elizora cried out, apparently having seen Frotwoot’s plan take shape in the magical space they shared between their minds. But Frotwoot didn’t wait, and even if he’d wanted to it was too late, because he’d already spread his wings, jumped off the floor, and started to fly. Two (very) rapid heartbeats later he reached his goal, wrapping his arms around the distracted Archmage’s staff to pull it from his grasp, but as took it and crashed into the far wall, hugging the gnarled old stick to his chest, it disappeared into thin air, leaving him hugging nothing, really, but himself. 
 
    “What the fie…?” he muttered, and before he could do much more than swear and look down in disbelief at his hands, the Archmage snapped his fingers and the staff reappeared in his other hand, catching Elizora just enough off-guard that he was able to blast her off her feet. Pixley—having just finished with the last of the sorcerers—came charging the Archmage’s way, only to be blasted off his feet as well, and much harder than Elizora had been. Frotwoot, of course, was already off his feet, but he figured he still better give fighting back a try, and sure enough his attack was stopped short by another telekinetic blast of magic that put another Frotwoot-shaped dent in the wall right next to the one he’d already made, with the added bonus of making him lose his left shoe. 
 
    “Are you all quite finished?” asked the Archmage, looking between the three of them. “… Yes, it would appear that you are. Good.” Now he looked to the hostess, and every other wizard and witch who’d chosen to “get out of the way”. “Shall we get this cleaned up?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    In a matter of minutes everyone who’d been rendered unconscious had been revived, the damage that had been done to the interior of the airship had been magically-repaired, and Frotwoot, Pixley, and Elizora had been fitted with magical manacles and muzzles and lined up none too gently on their knees in front of of the stage, where the Archmage stood over them, ready to pass down judgment. 
 
    “Oh, Elizora,” he said, shaking his head at her in disappointment as a sorcerer shoved her down into place. “How could you? After everything you’ve said over the years about the ‘rights’ of thralls, here you are, enthralling actual, sentient men to assist you in you and your warlocks’ ill-fated coup. And to convince one of them that he’s half-mage? Presumably to make his enthrallment all the easier? Shameful, Elizora. Simply shameful.” 
 
    “Wait, so… your holiness,” the hostess spoke up behind Frotwoot, sounding confused. “Is this the boy you were talking about before? The one who’d denied his ‘destiny’ to become one of us?” 
 
    “Indeed it was, my dear. But I was merely playing along with his delusions, to anger him, unbalance him, and perhaps even to draw him out, if the ploy to identify him via a call to his magic mirror failed. Clearly he is a faerie, and—as we all know—no mage can possibly breed with a faerie.” 
 
    “Oh, you jerk,” said Frotwoot, but it was muffled, of course, so it sounded more like a burp. 
 
    “In any case brothers and sisters, I apologize most sincerely for the interruption, and as recompense am now offering my own home as the new staging ground for the auction to benefit those affected by the dark planes summoning disaster in West Legerdemaine.” The Archmage raised an eyebrow and glanced down at Frotwoot as he rolled his eyes and chanted along from “the auction to benefit…”. “If you’ll all just enter the ring portal behind me, a small contingent of sorcerers will see that you are transported safely there.” 
 
    “Won’t you be joining us, your holiness?” asked the hostess. 
 
    “No, I’m afraid not. You see, I dare not leave this airship at the mercy of any warlocks who may be planning to attack it when it lands, nor do I trust the holding facility of the soon-to-be-auctioned thralls that the portal connects to to be completely uncompromised, even though I know the facility itself to be secure. If I should be seen leaving it…” 
 
    “Oh! I see!” 
 
    “What will you do, then, your holiness?” asked the wizard who’d zapped the sword out of Frotwoot’s hand, sounding (if not genuinely, then at least sycophantically) worried. 
 
    “I will remain aboard until we reach the Tower of Sorcery, at which point I will personally see to these faeries’ deportation back to Seelie.” 
 
    “And your wife?” said another witch, whose shoes Frotwoot distinctly remembered having thrown up on,  
 
    “My former wife,” the Archmage corrected “Being a mage, will be processed, held, and tried for her crimes as any other citizen of Magicka. Which is why she’ll be joining you, to be imprisoned in the same holding facility as the thralls, where her fellow warlocks will have little chance of finding her, let alone freeing her. Of course, having said that, I’ll need you all to agree to a non-disclosure enchantment…” 
 
    While the murmuring party guests lined up along both sides of the stage to be thus enchanted and sent on their way by the sorcerers, Frotwoot turned to Elizora and thought/said, “He’s gonna kill us, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Not me,” Elizora thought back with a shrug. “Not without a trial, at least. He may kill you and Sir Pixley, though.” 
 
    “Oh. Great. Thanks.” 
 
    “That’s just me kidding undetectably again, dear. Don’t worry; as a half-mage, your rights are equally as inviolate as mine.” 
 
    “You think this guy cares about anyone’s rights?” asked Pixley, the black eye and broken ribs he’d gotten during his “arrest” (or, to put it less euphemistically, during the period of time in which the sorcerers stood in a circle took turns kicking him around after he’d already been put in chains) only serving to add extra weight to his skepticism. 
 
    “No, but when I say our rights are ‘inviolate’ I’m being quite literal. All the founding laws of Magicka are to those in the government, being as they are… well… magic, and becoming mystically bound to them is a required part of their swearing-in. It’s just the newer laws, and the sorcerous loopholes you have to look out for.” 
 
    “He held me without a trial or anything before,” Frotwoot pointed out. 
 
    “That was different. He used his position as Archmage—and, of course, your grandfather—to name himself your legal guardian. You weren’t being ‘held without trial’, per se, so much as ‘grounded indefinitely’.” 
 
    “Okay, fine, so if he can do that then why couldn’t he kill me?” 
 
    “I don’t—? Are people allowed to execute the children in their charge where you come from?” 
 
    “… Oh.” Frotwoot knew he’d been speaking from a place of panic, he still felt kind of stupid. “Yeah, no.” 
 
    “Mm. Yes, I didn’t think so. And even if such a thing were allowed here (or… anywhere, really), remember: He needs you alive in order to continue to draw on your power.” 
 
    “Okay, but what about Pix?” 
 
    The look Elizora gave him—combined with the fact that she couldn’t keep looking at him for long, turning her eyes to stare at the floor instead—gave him all the answer to that question he needed. 
 
    “Having a nice conversation?” the Archmage asked quietly, stepping down off the stage to loom more directly over them. “Using the old ‘locks of hair’ trick, perhaps?” Waving his staff around, but just a little, he drew the aforementioned locks of hair from their hiding places and into the air, where they sizzled and burned up into smoke. “Ah. Seems you were. So predictable, Ella. Personally, I find drinking a bit of the other party’s blood to be much more effective.” The Archmage looked between her and Frotwoot for a moment and sighed. “What am I going to do with you two?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked involuntarily over at Pixley, as if to make sure there were still, in fact, three prisoners there, and as he did the Archmage smirked and just kept looking down at Frotwoot. 
 
    “Oh, I already know what I’m going to do with him,” he said softly, crouching down to almost his grandson’s level. “The only question now is… will I force you to watch?” 
 
    Frotwoot raged and struggled against his chains, but his manacles had been linked from hand to foot, so really what he did was just twitch ineffectually and make a growling noise. Still, Pixley seemed to appreciate it. And even if he didn’t, at least it made the Archmage laugh. 
 
    “That’s nearly everyone, your holiness,” one of the sorcerers told him, climbing down off the stage but keeping a respectful distance. “Shall we take Mrs. Windwood-Wandersen now, or would you like some more time with her?” 
 
    “Hmm… no,” said the Archmage, standing back up to redirect his haughty smirk down at Elizora. “No, thank you specialist, but I believe I’ve wasted enough time with her already.” 
 
    “Oh! Ha! Rather, sir! Quite droll!” laughed the sorcerer, hauling Elizora up to take her away and repeat what he’d just heard to his comrades so they could laugh far too much at it as well. Frotwoot held eye contact with her until she was gone, and right before the ring portal took her—and all but two of the sorcerers—to wherever it was they were going, the corners of her eyelids crinkled up into an encouraging smile and she winked, as if to tell him one last time that everything was going to be all right. 
 
    But Frotwoot knew she didn’t believe it. She’d just been sharing her mind with him, after all. 
 
    “Inform the pilot of our change in destination,” the Archmage ordered the remaining sorcerers. “And please don’t return until we’ve landed; what I say and do now must be said and done in private.” 
 
    The sorcerers hurried to obey, and once they were gone the Archmage turned back to Frotwoot and—with a wave of his hand—removed his magic muzzle. 
 
    “Where’s Golly?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Don’t be a jerk, dude, you know who!” 
 
    “Oh, the gobliness? I’m afraid I don’t know. She was never in our custody.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Yes, I know, it’s difficult to believe, but when you were captured she was not, using her claws to cause rather a bit of superficial damage to my sorcerers’ clothing and faces before making her escape. If they’d been properly prepared for her I’m sure it would have been quite a different story, as it was it made for quite the thrilling surveillance video. I’ll show it to you some time, if ever somehow you manage to regain my good favor.” 
 
    Frotwoot smiled crookedly at Pixley and shook his head, relieved. He should have known he didn’t have to worry about rescuing a knight of the Seelie Court, especially when that knight was Dame Golrocca Rustigark. Of course, confirming that he was still the only knight he knew who did need to be rescued didn’t do much for his self-esteem, but he was getting used to that, so it didn’t really lower it much either (… much). “Awesome.” 
 
    “Yes, it actually was. It’s incredible, really, what even the beasts of Seelie can train themselves to do with the tools we’ve given them.” 
 
    “… Racist,” Frotwoot muttered comically out of the side of his mouth, not taking the bait. 
 
    “I meant what I said, you know,” the Archmage mostly ignored him, with the exception of a brief flash of annoyance, no doubt, that he hadn’t managed to rile him up. “About your having a choice to choose the better half of your heritage. Faerie though you may be, you are also a mage, and have proven yourself to be more of one in the past two days than most Magi do throughout their entire lives. When I heard that you’d already gotten to the second trial of the staff, I was—Well, I’ll admit it: I was impressed. Why waste your days clanging swords in the mud with creatures made of clay when you can live in the sky, creating, and guiding the fates of said creatures?” 
 
    “Are you saying if I join you, we can rule the galaxy? Together? Grandfather and grandson?” 
 
    The Archmage smiled, clearly not getting the reference. “I am, yes. Eloquently put. So what do you say? Will you join me? Or will you doom yourself and your friends—who, I suppose, if you join me, I will allow you to keep as pets, if you so desire—to the darkest, and most dire of fates that my very fertile imagination can devise?” 
 
    Frotwoot pretended to think about it for a second (though actually he was just trying to come up with the right wording for a crack about how he thought having to keep listening to him was the darkest, most dire fate he could devise), but before he could even start to give his non-answer a voice from the door said, “Verily, if anyone here is to rule the galaxy, then behold: It should be me!” 
 
    All three of the men in front of the stage’s heads turned to look at who’d spoken (even though at least two of them already knew who it was), and as they did one of the sorcerers who’d just left to talk to the pilot came swaggering in, moving the buckle on his hat to drop the disguise and reveal the face of The Dryad. “Art thou surprised, Frotwoot, that ‘twas I who didst concoct this trap? And yea, even I who didst conspire with the Archmage to lure thee here and pierce thy disguise by calling the number of thy magic mirror, which number I didst use my brief time alone with it to learn, and to likewise call the Archmage with it to arrange all that thou hast seen?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    At that, a bit of the swagger immediately went out of The Dryad’s step. “No?” 
 
    “Yeah, I mean… I kind of already figured it was you. Betraying me’s kind of your thing.” 
 
    “My—? Wha—? It is not! Behold! I have only done it twice!” 
 
    “That’s one more time than anyone else ever has.” 
 
    “Truly?” The Dryad actually looked surprised at this. “My own father didst betray me more often than that in the mere course of a year. And every friend I’ve ever had, and yea, even every girlfriend hath at least—” 
 
    “Excuse me,” the Archmage cut in irritably. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Who am I? Why… I am thy co-conspirator, as I even did just say.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I got that. I meant what is your name?” 
 
    The Dryad’s swagger came back, and then some. “Finvarra Dryadia. First warlock, and true creator of the Tuatha Dryadia.” 
 
    “ ‘Tuatha’—? You mean the Tuatha Danaan?” 
 
    “NO I DO NOT!!!” 
 
    The Archmage smirked. Clearly, he’d studied enough of his history to know how to push The Dryad’s buttons. “I’d heard you’d left your tree, though I didn’t expect you to have acquired a body. What have you done with my sorcery specialist, by the way? The one whose place I can only assume you took?” 
 
    “I have shunted his mind aside to make way for mine own.” 
 
    “And changed his features, as well? I can’t help but notice you look remarkably like the paintings and political cartoons.” 
 
    “Yea, even so. But fear not; once I leave it, he shall be returned to as he once was.” 
 
    “Ah. Good. I don’t actually care, mind you, there are far too many of them running around for me to care about each and every one, but as his employer I nonetheless felt it was my duty to ask. Now,” the Archmage banged his staff on the floor, making everyone but Pixley (who busy glaring at The Dryad) jump. “What is it you want?” 
 
    “Why… to help thee, of course,” said The Dryad, pretending he hadn’t jumped and striding carefully forward. “Is that not what I have done?” 
 
    “It is, yes. But again, why? What, in ‘helping’ me, is it that you actually want?” 
 
    “Maybe stabbing me in the back is really its own reward,” offered Frotwoot, making the Archmage snort and The Dryad look briefly agitated. 
 
    “Thou art wise indeed, O Archmage,” said The Dryad, continuing his careful stride until he was standing directly in front of him. “For behold, there is more that I want than to simply ‘help’ thee. For if ‘helping’ thee was all I wished, why could I have not simply—” 
 
    “You said ‘simply’ twice’.” 
 
    “Be silent, Frotwoot!!! I know thou art mad at me, but this is my moment!!!” 
 
    “… You’re right. Sorry, bro. I can tell this is really important to you.” 
 
    The Dryad shot him an incredulous, almost-deadly glare, to which he got nothing but a too-wide grin in return (Frotwoot’s annoyance at the situation somehow having completely overridden his fear of it), then turned back to the Archmage with a sigh to continue. “Ahem! As I was saying: If ‘helping’ thee was all I wished, O Archmage, why could I have not simply told thee that Frotwoot was being both aided and housed by the wife thou didst once set aside, yea, even Elizora? Why could I not have simply told thee his present location when I left him—yea, even that of the library at which the second trial of the staff doth take place? Why, instead, did I go to all this trouble? Why did I make complex what could have been infinitely more simple?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said the Archmage, narrowing his eyes and wiggling his fingers at his side as if readying them to cast a spell. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I needed to make sure,” said The Dryad, getting in close. “That our paths would cross. That we would meet. And—most importantly—that I could do… this.” 
 
    The Dryad flung his hand up, and as he one of the knight’s swords flew up from where it had dropped and forgotten on the floor and ran itself straight through his back and the Archmage’s gut. Magic crackled and exploded around them like something gone haywire, and their eyes lit up with amber as the Archmage screamed and The Dryad grabbed him by the arms and laughed. Frotwoot and Pixley shrank back from it, as every bubble and spark that hit them burned, and it seemed like just when they’d gotten clear the conflagration had stopped, the sword had melted into slag, and The Dryad had slumped to the floor while the Archmage stood his ground—weary, and panting for breath, but still standing. 
 
    “What the fie was that?!” Frotwoot exclaimed, while Pixley no doubt expressed something similar through his muzzle. 
 
    “That, thou most brave and noble knights of the Seelie Court,” said the Archmage, but in the unmistakable voice of The Dryad. “Was exactly what I didst want.” 
 
    “… Ohhh, fie.” 
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    “I feel somewhat constrained to thank thee, Frotwoot,” said The Dryad and/or the Archmage, as the unconscious sorcerer whose body The Dryad had been inhabiting slowly began to go back to looking like he must have under his disguise when Frotwoot had run him through. “For behold, were it not for thou so callously thrusting thy sword through the ring portal which, at that time, didst hold my consciousness—yea, even my very being—I would never have learned of my ability to thus transfer my being, yea, even through the magical medium of my former body’s enchanted amber, which didst line yon sword. But, despite feeling so constrained, and despite my joy at having succeeded in supplanting the (evidently) more weak-minded Archmage, I also feel… that I cannot allow thee to live.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Well, in that case, you’re not welcome.” 
 
    “And THAT is why!!!” roared The Dryad, blasting Frotwoot back halfway across with the room with his staff. “Thou dost mock me, when thou shouldst show me respect!!! Thou dost inwardly disdain me, when even now, at the mere sight of me, with my newfound power, thou shouldst only know fear!!! And it always seemeth that no matter what my designs—be it the subjugation of Seelie, which is mine, or the ruling of Magicka, which, despite thy best efforts, is now also mine—thou dost always seek to thwart me!!!” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Frotwoot winced, as his not-too-thoroughly patched head wound reopened and blood dripped back into his eyes. “That’s probably because I hate you and you suck.” 
 
    The Dryad looked as if he were going to freak out again, but instead he just scoffed and shook his head (for which Frotwoot—who under his ever-abiding annoyance at The Dryad actually was pretty afraid of him right now—was secretly grateful). “I see. Well, fortunately, Frotwoot, I have now risen far above any petty need for thy or anyone else’s approval, if I ever at such a lowly place didst truly dwell. However, in recognition of our friendship—” 
 
    “Dude, you still think we’re friends?!?!” 
 
    “I will allow thee to chose the manner of thy death. And yea, I will even extend Sir Pixley the same courtesy, for despite his disloyalty and lack of faith he is a good man—or as good a man as a faerie can be.” 
 
    “Wait, hold on, you can’t kill me!” said Frotwoot, reflexively starting to stand up but then remembering when he couldn’t that, oh yeah, he’d been magically hog-tied. “You need my power, right?” 
 
    “I do not,” The Dryad “assured” him, though that really didn’t seem like that should be the right word. “For behold, whilst I do still continue to draw on the power of Dayne Wandersen (whose mind I cannot expel lest the staff I hold recognize me as usurper), I, too, can draw on the power of mine own offspring, whose number is untold.” 
 
    “ ‘Offspring’? You had kids?” 
 
    “In a sense. For remember, I was once a tree, and the amber that I didst distribute as such through my leafy loins—” 
 
    “Ew! Dude! What?!” 
 
    The Dryad just shook his head, as if it were Frotwoot who was ridiculous for objecting to that word choice and not him for making it in the first place, and continued, “—Was needed, at all times, by all the peoples of Seelie; and so it came to pass, that in my near-infinite wisdom, I didst make preparations before my transformation, for the tree that I was to become to produce seeds, that other such magic-giving trees could be planted, yea, even in every city, town, and village of that world. Those, then, are my offspring, and as they are magical, they do follow the same magical laws of power and progeny that all Magi in the known universe always have, and most surely will continue to do.” 
 
    “… Ew! Dude! What?!” 
 
    “Amuse thyself while thou canst, Frotwoot. For thy end is coming, and if thou dost not choose the manner in which it shall come swiftly, then I shall be forced to choose it for thee, based on what I know from my time sharing thy mind and thy confidence.” 
 
    Frotwoot wanted to make another joke, but he’d suddenly stopped feeling like he should right now. The Dryad was serious about this, he could tell, and it didn’t feel like there was going to be a way to talk him out of it. The best he could do, maybe, was stall for time, maybe try to convince The Dryad that he did respect him, but… he’d never really been that good of a liar. Still, though, he knew he at least had to try, and as he opened his mouth to give it a shot Pixley started shaking his head wildly and yelling something into the glowing strip of magical matter that was his muzzle. 
 
    “Ah! Sir Pixley! Dost thou wish to make known thy wish for the manner of thy death first?” 
 
    Pixley nodded. 
 
    “Very well. Behold! The magic of dispellation!” The Dryad waved his hand to make the muzzle disappear, but as he did Pixley’s wings spread out and carried him quickly up off the floor into a flying somersault that made it so the spell struck his chains as they came around to make them disappear instead. Unfolding his now-free arms and legs, Pixley finished the somersault on his feet, and, before The Dryad could react, punched him twice; once in the stomach, and once in the face. 
 
    “Augh!!!” The Dryad cried out, shooting a fireball from the end of his staff wildly as he fell on his/the Archmage’s back. It didn’t come anywhere close to hitting anybody, fired unthinkingly as it was, but it did manage to burn a hole straight through the roof, and splash out into the smaller fires all around the inside of gondola as it ignited and bounced off the blimp above them before finally petering out. 
 
    Pixley kicked the staff out of The Dryad’s hand before he could use it again, making it disappear just as it had when Frotwoot had grabbed it before, and as The Dryad frantically snapped his fingers—apparently not doing something quite right, as that didn’t seem to be summoning it—Pixley darted back to Frotwoot to pick him up, throw him over his shoulder, and run for the exit. 
 
    “Wait!” said Frotwoot, even as the fire hit something in the balloon that made it flare up a few feet away and spread. “What about the fairies?!” 
 
    “Dafurfur?” Pixley asked puzzledly, his muzzle still firmly in place. 
 
    “The ones in the tank, behind that door you guys went through! They’re trapped! They’ll burn to death!” 
 
    Pixley nodded and instantly changed course, which was lucky, because it was at that point that The Dryad seemed to have remembered that he could cast spells without the staff (although, Frotwoot imagined, probably less easily) and had nearly hit him in the back with a lightning bolt. A second bolt was deflected by the door as Pixley flung it open, and the last thing Frotwoot heard as they slipped into the little corridor beyond was The Dryad crying out in frustration, punctuated by another (possibly magical, possibly gas) explosion that made the airship lurch so sharply it sent them tumbling off Pixley’s doubly-burdened feet and into the wall. 
 
    “Can you get it open?!” asked Frotwoot, as Pixley adjusted to the new, more diagonal orientation of the floor to get up without him and examine the tank, where the little faeries inside were whirling and swirling around in a screaming, panic-stricken gossamer tornado. Pixley considered the weird-looking lock on the tanks little, thick-pane glass door for a moment, firmly shaking his head “no” at it when another, closer explosion made it clear that there wasn’t going to be enough time to pick it, briefly glanced over at the controls that opened the tubes to release the mini-faeries up into the vents, looked up even more briefly at the vents to see that they were red-hot, and then finally—as if there were ever any doubt—played to his strengths by simply hitting the tank with his elbows and his fists until it broke open, setting them all free. “All right, now we can go,” 
 
    Pixley scooped Frotwoot back up again and started down the corridor, but a wall of fire blazed out of nowhere in front of them, forcing him to double back to the still-open door from whence they came. Peeking out into the room first, Pixley entered it with confidence, and once Frotwoot was in a position to see what he’d seen he could see why, as The Dryad—trapped, by the look of it, by quite a few walls of flame of his own—had already activated the ring portal under the stage, and was fading away, even as they stepped out, in a flash of bubbling amber light. 
 
    Flanked by the enthralled and transfigured faeries, Pixley sprinted his way with Frotwoot straight to the nearest exit door, and once he’d broken that open he let the little faeries fly out first, and then— 
 
    —And then the airship lurched yet again, sending him and Frotwoot rolling back toward the stage and the flames, the crash that followed as the blimp finally hit the ground saving them from being burned alive only to then rather violently knock them around, bouncing Frotwoot, at least (said violent knocking having almost immediately separated him from Pixley), off the far wall, into the floor, off another wall, and then at last into the ceiling, where he hit his head with a not good-sounding “crack” and—probably thankfully—knew no more. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Somewhere through the darkness and haze, Frotwoot heard a voice. 
 
    “OI! Come over here! We’ve got two big ones! Still alive!” 
 
    “Rather have a hundred little ones than two big ones. Big ones ain’t been properly enthralled yet, and you know those knockoff transfiguration rigs they got us usin’ don’t come with no way to make ‘em do what we say!” 
 
    “Ach, it’s still something, right? Anyway, the little ones all got away, so quit your complainin’ and help me shift ‘em before the sorcerers show up.” 
 
    “Here, this one’s all chained up! And the other ones got a muzzle spell on!” 
 
    “Makes our job easier, don’t it?” 
 
    “You don’t think they were… important somehow, do you? Like maybe we’d best just leave them alone?” 
 
    “Could you please stop trying to rain on my parade here, mate? This is a right lucky find it is, what with the sad state we found the pilot and that other bloke in.” 
 
    “All right, all right, I just—Here! This one’s waking up!” 
 
    “Not anymore he isn’t!” 
 
    At which point Frotwoot slowly opened his eyes just in time to see the light of what he could only hope was just a sleeping spell blast him in the face. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Gah!!!” Frotwoot awoke with a start, flailing his no longer chained limbs around in the sand. This, of course, immediately raised the question of why there was sand, and as he scrambled halfway to his feet to look around he saw that, surprisingly enough, the answer wasn’t that he was on a beach. No, as a matter of fact, he seemed to be inside, possibly underground, penned in by some kind of enormous stone arena with giants (!) watching and cheering from the bleachers. Looking down, he saw Pixley lying in the sand next to where he’d been, dressed in nothing but glitter and shorts made of leaves, and—looking down further—saw that he was wearing the same thing. “What the fie…? Pix, wake up, we’re—!” he said, and the reason he stopped partway was because instead of hearing his own voice come out of his mouth he heard tinkling, and—concussed though he probably was—it only took him a second to put everyone together and realize why. “… Oh, fie. Really? Pix! Hey, Pix! Come on man, you gotta wake up! I think someone shrunk us down, and—!!!” 
 
    The sound of a bell going “ding ding ding!” cut him off, and the crowd erupted with noise as a massive door (even by Frotwoot’s usual height standards) slowly started to open at the other side of the arena. It took a while to go all the way up, but when it got there it revealed a ten foot tall transfigured troll, covered in rocks and looking really, really angry about having been woken up. 
 
    “PIX!!!” Frotwoot shouted, shaking him by the shoulder until his knight finally let out a sharp, pained groan and opened his eyes. “Pix!!! Get up!!! Look!!!” 
 
    Pixley looked, and he was on his feet in the time it took the troll to let out a roar and take its first charging step forward, shaking the sand around them with the proportional effect of a mild earthquake. “Fly,” he said sharply, and immediately put his own advice into action, leaving Frotwoot to wonder for all of a millisecond if he’d already figured out what was going on or was just taking things as they came before realizing he’d better start taking that advice, too. While Pixley flew left, Frotwoot (unintentionally) flew right, and after each of them had dodged a sweep of the troll’s boulder-like hands they convened in the middle behind it to continue straight on toward the crowd. 
 
    “Anyone explain to you what was going here while I was out?” asked Pixley. 
 
    “Nope! I just woke up, like, thirty seconds ago; feeling just as confused and violated with body glitter as you.” 
 
    “That’s all right, I think I heard about this… they were talking about it at dinner—Elizora’s people. It’s some kind of underground ‘thrall fight club’, where the magic men bet on who wins and who dies. It’s supposed to be illegal, but—” 
 
    The air in front of him sparked and turned solid with bubbling amber light as he reached the edge of the arena, knocking him back, and it did the same thing when Frotwoot reached it half a second later. Behind the crowd Frotwoot could see a rune inscribed on the wall light up and fade out at the same time as the invisible wall they’d just hit, and—even more concussed though he almost certainly was—he didn’t have to fall long before he figured out that the rune was projecting some kind of force field, and that it probably covered every possible inch of escape over and around the arena. 
 
    “All right, so we’re trapped,“ said Pixley, apparently having come to the same conclusion, as he righted himself in mid-air and caught Frotwoot by the arm to help him do the same. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “Great, okay, so what do we do? We can’t fight this thing.” 
 
    “That thing’s a person, kid; remember? I’m gonna try reasoning with him… or her. Get them to help us.” Dodging another swipe from the now turned around and ever angrier troll, Pixley swooped in as close to eye level as he could get and said, “Listen! We don’t have to fight! I’m Sir Pixley, Knightly Order of the Gecko, Tirnanogue, and that’s my squire, Sir Frotwoot. I know the magic men are tough, but if we work together I think we can—” 
 
    Without a word, the troll opened its mouth wide and closed it around him. 
 
    “PIX!!!” 
 
    As horrified as Frotwoot was, the crowd seemed to be equally (if not more) exultant, several of them jumping up to give what they’d just seen a standing ovation. Frotwoot could feel himself start to slip into a shocked daze, but he forced himself to break out of it, because now the troll was coming for him, and he had no idea to stop it. Zipping around to avoid getting smashed, Frotwoot considered his options, but aside from poking the troll in the eye (or, y’know, somehow building a jackhammer from scratch) he couldn’t really think of any, and those he could think of (see above) were just stupid. Maybe he could just fly in after Pixley, he thought, help get him out so he could think of something, like he always did. It didn’t look like the troll had done any chewing, after all, so— 
 
    Midway through that desperate and ridiculous thought, another thought entered into his mind, a thought that he knew wasn’t his, but the source of which he’d felt enough times now to recognize, despite not knowing what it was. It was the thought of a magic Word, sent once again by his mysterious magical helper, and Frotwoot clutched at it like a drowning man to a life preserver, barely even waiting for it to be fully formed before holding out his hand and casting the spell. As he did, the troll (who was in mid-punch) blew apart, the rocks that made it up flying out in all directions to hit the magic force field that surrounded them, and from the center of where it had once stood fell a much more normal-sized troll man, hitting the sand with his knees and clutching his throat as if he were choking. Eventually, the choking turned into straight-up gagging, and while Frotwoot was still trying to get over the amazingness of his spell, and the magic men were rapidly falling silent in confusion, the gagging ended as all useful gags do with the expulsion of whatever it was that was caught in the throat, which—in this case—turned out to be Pixley. 
 
    “Pix!” said Frotwoot in a much happier tone than last time, flying to land at his side. “Pix, dude, are you okay?!” 
 
    Holding his arms out and looking down at his saliva-covered body, Pixley took a moment to take a few deep, bracing breaths before giving his answer: “You should’ve let me die.” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed even though it wasn’t a joke and clapped him on the back, but his joy was short-lived, as the rocks that he’d scattered slowly started to move back toward the troll, joining back up with his body as soon as they’d reached it. “Okay, I’m gonna need another spell now,” Frotwoot said to his unseen magic word-dispensing friend, but not only did he not get what he asked for, he also got the impression that whoever it was wasn’t even listening anymore. “Come on invisible guy, please?” 
 
    Still nothing, and so when the troll finished reforming his transfigured self Frotwoot went right back to his previous pattern of aerial evasion, Pixley joining him at an unusually high speed, as if he thought going faster would clean him off. 
 
    “I don’t think he could understand me,” said Pixley. 
 
    “What? Who?” 
 
    “The troll. I think the way it works with the whole ‘tinkling’ and ‘growling’ thing (and whatever else there is) is that the different kinds of Seelieans can understand their own race’s transfigured language, but not each others’.” 
 
    “Or that troll’s just a jerk.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Furrowing his brow, Pixley turned to look at the troll. “Hey! You! Can you understand me, or are you just being a jerk?” 
 
    The troll roared in reply and nearly hit him out of the air, which didn’t really answer the question either way but did put to rest the idea that they could talk their way out of this. 
 
    “Hey kid, what do you think: You think this invisible magic dome we’re stuck in has some kind of force or pressure limit?” asked Pixley, as he and Frotwoot flew up the length of the troll’s arms and over his head to confuse him. 
 
    “What, like if we hit it enough it’ll break down?” 
 
    “Yeah, that.” 
 
    “I don’t know, I guess we could find out, but it’ll hurt.” 
 
    Pixley nodded toward the troll. “You think it’ll hurt him?” 
 
    Frotwoot had a brief moment of confusion, and smiled crookedly when it passed, which in turn made Pixley smirk (which, to him, was smiling) because clearly nothing more needed to be said. Splitting off from each other, the two of them flew as close to the ring of the arena as they dared, and while at first the troll managed not to hit the magical force field in his attempts to hit them, pretty soon he failed. And failing made him angry, which only made him hit the field even more. 
 
    The front few rows of the crowd backed up, but their excitement only grew until soon they were on their feet applauding something other than interracial cannibalism this time. Some of the guards at the various exits were starting to look nervous, and the bookies up in the cage were going nuts taking and/or rejecting new bets, but as Frotwoot was currently busy flying for his life he tried not to focus too much on what anyone outside of the arena was doing. That was just he’d gleaned from his brief glances flying around. 
 
    Of course, if he’d looked a little bit closer he might’ve noticed the young, hooded witch ignoring the fight and making her way to the back, but when Pixley flew up to him, out of breath, to say, “All right, kid, this isn’t working. New plan,” that same witch started waving her arms and jumping up and down, stopping once he’d looked at her to hold up a finger and exaggeratedly mouth the words as she yelled them, over and over until he got it: “One more time! One more time!” 
 
    “Uh… let’s do it one more time,” said Frotwoot, and so that’s what they did, and as soon as the troll’s fist hit the magical wall Frotwoot looked up to see the hooded witch lunge to reach out to nearby, briefly-visible rune that controlled it, draw her hand across it before it could fade, and leave four, long claw marks sparking with the rune’s ruined magic in her wake. “Dude! I think it’s down!” Frotwoot called out to his knight, and soon as he heard that Pixley veered off into the crowd to test it and—sure enough—it was down. 
 
    And unfortunately, the troll could see that, too. 
 
    “TROLL!!! RUN!!!” someone shouted, and the screaming stampede that followed was inevitable, as was the guards’ decision to focus all of their efforts on recapturing him instead of the faeries. Rallying with Pixley, Frotwoot motioned for him to follow him to the hooded witch, who was already rushing forward to meet them, and once she’d snatched them out of the air, to stuff them oh-so-gently into the top of her purse, she pulled back her hood just enough to reveal—with a big, beautiful smile that hit Frotwoot like a ray of sunshine—that she wasn’t a witch at all. 
 
    She was Golly. And the only reason he hadn’t been able to tell that before, he realized, was because she wasn’t green. 
 
    “All right boys, show’s over,” she said warmly, stuffing them the rest of the way into her bag and zipping it (almost) all the way shut. “Let’s go.” 
 
    And go they did, Frotwoot and Pixley’s world shaking with every bump it made against Golly’s hip, and the sounds of the troll’s more than deserving victims’ screams and cries for help echoing after them as they went. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    18 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was dark,” said Frotwoot as Golly unzipped her purse, causing both him and Pixley to hiss and wince at the sudden burst of light and shield their eyes. “And I mean that in more than ways one. Right? Get it? You guys see what I did there? Because it was dark in here, and we probably/maybe just left those bad guys back there to die?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it, kid,” sighed Pixley. 
 
    “Hey, babe; Uncle Pix,” said Golly, smiling back down at them. “I have no idea what you guys are saying, but you can come out now. We’re safe… ish.” 
 
    “Oh, good, she didn’t hear,” said Frotwoot, apparently just to Pixley. “That joke was kind of messed up.” 
 
    “It was a lot darker than you usually go, yeah.” 
 
    Frotwoot snapped his fingers as he stood up and pointed at him in a surge of epiphany. “So it works in three ways!” 
 
    “I never said it worked…” 
 
    Frotwoot chuckled at that, feeling too happy about being back with Golly right now to let anything as silly as misplaced survivor’s guilt over his erstwhile captors get in his way (he did feel kind of bad about the joke, though, but that’s just because he was soft), and in the interest of exploiting that happiness to its fullest extent he flew straight up out of her purse and kissed her on the lips. 
 
    “Pbbbfffttt!!!” was the approximate sound Golly’s lips made as she reflexively blew and swatted him away, like you’d do to a fly if it flew into your mouth. “What the f—?! Oh my gosh, Frotwoot! Babe, I’m so sorry! I just wasn’t expecting you to do that, and—” She tried to stifle a laugh, but—as was usual with her—didn’t do a very good job. 
 
    “… Well, geez, that’s not how I was expecting that to go,” said Frotwoot, waving to her that it was okay and getting back up to his feet to look around at where she’d taken them. “Are we in a camper?” 
 
    “Oh, are you asking about the camper?” guessed Golly, looking around at it somewhat proudly. Like everything else in this world, it appeared to be a slightly-more magical version of its earthly counterpart, with amber, the kind weird of design choices only a mage would make, and—in this case—a basic alchemy and potions lab set up on the counter next to the stove, which Frotwoot had a full view of as they were sitting at the back of the vehicle. “For the first little while after I escaped from that Tower of Sorcery place I was hiding out in the woods, but then I found this baby parked next to a stream. I wasn’t gonna steal it—I mean, I am still a knight—but after getting to use an actual bathroom for the first time in days, I—” She shook her head and scrunched up her nose, clearly wondering why she’d just shared that. “Anyway, I waited till the guy it belonged to came back so I could kidnap him and give him a ride back to civilization before I took off. I didn’t wanna leave him like, stranded, or anything. And I told him I’d give it back when I was done, so there’s that.” 
 
    “It’s more than I would’ve done,” shrugged Pixley, having flown out of the purse himself at some point during or after Frotwoot and Golly’s disastrous reunion kiss to alight on the top of the little dining table and look at the newspaper that had been spread out there. “These people have been enslaving us for years. I don’t think we need to worry too much about inconveniencing them now and then.” 
 
    “Still can’t understand you, Uncle Pix.” 
 
    “He said you did good,” Frotwoot assured her… although no, actually, now that he thought about it, he didn’t. “Aw, fie, man! I hate this! Is this ‘not being able to talk’ crap gonna be forever? How’re we gonna get changed back?” 
 
    Golly gave him another look as if to say, once again, what she kept on saying about their tinkling speech being unintelligible to her, then went on, “So after I got this thing (and figured out how to use it) I drove around for a little bit, not really sure what to do, but then I saw a story in the news about what went down on that airship last night. It said the Archmage had set a trap to catch some witch or warlock lady or something who was illegally ‘employing’ these two faerie ‘thralls’ that sounded a lot like you guys, and when I went to her house to look into it it looked like it was already being raided, and a bunch of Seelie people were trying to escape. After I helped them get away I caught up with one of them, and when I asked about you he said he knew exactly who you were, and that since the paper didn’t say anything about your bodies being found he also said he was pretty sure he knew who’d took you, and that—if I wanted—he’d help me get you back.” 
 
    “Who was it?” asked Frotwoot, and then, as if in dramatically-timed answer to his question, the driver’s side of the camper flew open, flakes of snow spraying everywhere, and in came Clod. 
 
    “Oi! Did you get ‘em?” he asked, but a quick look around no doubt told him that she had. “Brilliant. I got my bit, too. Just got finished packin’ it up underneath. How are you, sir knights? Feeling a little down? Eh? Bit… lower than usual?” 
 
    Frotwoot and Golly half-laughed and half-groaned, and Pixley just smirked and shook his head while continuing to read the newspaper. 
 
    “Well, worry not! Because old Clod’s only gone and taken one of those jury-rigged transfiguration machines off those what took the two of you.” 
 
    “Do you know how to work it?” asked Golly. 
 
    “ ‘Course I do, love! Spent most of me life around the fyin’ things, didn’t I? This lovely working-class mage accent of mine’s not the only thing I picked up off of the slavers, wot?” 
 
    “Oh, so that’s why he talks like that!” said Frotwoot, grinning and nodding slowly at Pixley to share in his sudden, newfound comprehension. 
 
    “What, you didn’t already figure that out?” said Pixley, completely ruining it. 
 
    “We all good to go, then?” asked Clod, clapping his hands and looking between the three of them. 
 
    “Go where?” asked Frotwoot, uselessly. 
 
    “I think so, yeah,” said Golly. She looked down at Frotwoot, who held out his arms in askance, and told him, “We’re going back out into the woods to do the transfiguration. The ceiling’s too low in here for the machine, I guess, and I figure the farther we get out of town the better.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded, and then another question occurred to him that body language couldn’t ask, so he flew over to Pixley on the table to see if he could answer it. “Does it say what happened to Elizora?” 
 
    “Just that she was arrested.” 
 
    “Does it say where?” 
 
    “ ‘A secure location’.” 
 
    “Oh, fie.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t know how it is on Seelie, but on Earth when they say someone’s ‘being held in a secure location’ that’s not a good thing, man. We gotta get her out.” 
 
    Pixley looked over at him and nodded in solemn agreement. “Yeah. We do.” 
 
    “You think the warlocks—?” 
 
    “Frotwoot?” Golly interrupted, though of course she had no idea what she was interrupting. “Can you come here?” 
 
    She’d asked him that question, in that tone, only a handful of times before, and he’d never once been able to say no to it. And this time was no exception. Flying across the camper to alight in the middle of her outstretched hands, he waited for her to say or do something, but instead she just looked at him for a moment. Then, smiling in a way that made it look like she might cry, she pressed him up against her cheek and started to do just that. “I missed you, babe,” she whispered. 
 
    “I missed you, too,” Frotwoot whispered back, placing one hand up lovingly against her skin and pressing his own cheek up against hers. And somehow, even though it came out all tinkly, it was clear she understood. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “All right! Who’s first!” 
 
    Frotwoot and Pixley looked up at Clod, who’d just re-entered the camper after about an hour outside, then at each other. “You wanna go?” asked Frotwoot. 
 
    “No, kid. You should. If we have to pack up and run it’ll be better if you’re back to normal size than it would be if just I were.” 
 
    “What? Why? You’re the guy who can all do all the crazy awesome fighting and detective-y things.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re the guy who needs to get back to work setting our people free.” Pixley smiled and clapped him on the back. “Go ahead. Mab’s not here anyway, so it’s not like I’m missing any kisses.” 
 
    Frotwoot scoffed and looked away in involuntary teenage embarrassment, but smiled when his “looking away” brought his eyes to a rest on Golly, who was taking a nap and snoring (a habit of which she was oddly proud) in one of the camper’s two bunk beds. The thought of being able to hold her again, to speak to her again, and—yes—to kiss her again, was all he needed to finish being convinced, so, without any further ado, he got up and flew out into the wooded clearing where they’d been parked. 
 
    Snow was falling lightly here and there where the trees couldn’t stop it from coming through, which normally would have been kind of nice, especially around Christmas, but in Frotwoot’s current state it was big enough (and cold enough) to be seriously annoying. As a result, he didn’t hesitate before flying straight into the knockoff transfiguration matrix Clod had set up against a couple of trees, despite it looking like the 1960’s movie prop version of the more advanced ones he’d seen before, and, y’know, needing to be held up by a couple of trees. 
 
    “Hey man, you sure you put this thing back together right?” Frotwoot asked, forgetting for about the billionth time so far that no one but Pixley right now could understand him. 
 
    “Have no fear, sir knight,“ Clod said brightly, evidently having deciphered his meaning anyway from the look on his face when he’d said it. “I know it looks a bit wobbly, but I assure you, everything’s in tip-top shape. Only thing I left out was the door would’ve locked you in, as I didn’t think we’d need that just now to get you to cooperate.” He walked over to the side of the matrix, where an abbreviated sort of control panel seemed to have been set up, and asked, “Ready?” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded, braced himself for what he was sure was going to be—at the very least—an unusual experience, and watched with a combination of anticipation and dread as the transfiguring stones lit up and started to spin all around him… very, very slowly. 
 
    “… What the fie?” 
 
    “Now, as you can see, these ones take a bit longer than the posher models,” Clod explained, patting the side of it as if to reassure it (as in, the matrix itself) that it was okay, he knew it was trying its best. “And since it’s a bit nippy out here, I hope you won’t mind if I go inside while you wait.” 
 
    Frotwoot did mind, a little, but he didn’t feel right making someone uncomfortable just so he wouldn’t get bored, so he shrugged and nodded that it was okay. 
 
    “Brilliant. Thanks, mate. I’ll look around while I’m in there and see if the bloke Dame Golrocca nicked it from left any clothes for you to grow into. Those cute leafy shorts you’ve got on should grow with you, mind, but I reckon you’d rather wear something else. What with the nippiness, and all.” 
 
    Frotwoot wanted to point out that, yeah, he was pretty cold right now, and some effort to correct that (like a handkerchief he could use as a blanket or something) would be appreciated, but again, he knew he couldn’t be understood, so he just let Clod go and dealt with it in silence (unless you don’t count muttering curses and profanities to himself as “silence”). 
 
    Like Clod had said, the transfiguration took a while, and every few inches he grew Frotwoot felt like he was going to be sick, but in the end, when the stones had stopped spinning, he was back to his old height and could speak without tinkling again, so he couldn’t really complain. Rushing back inside, Frotwoot didn’t even wait to be greeted or anything before diving into the bunk bed under Golly’s, and as he wrapped himself up in the blanket Clod walked over to him with a cup of hot chocolate… that he drank out of himself. 
 
    “There he is! Everything feeling all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, man, the pneumonia’s doing great, thanks.” 
 
    “Brilliant. Sir Pixley? If you’ll follow me?” 
 
    “Give him something to keep warm!” Frotwoot called out after him. Clod stopped, nodded as if this were a good idea and he was wondering why he didn’t think of it before, then doubled back to take the blanket off of him. 
 
    “Dude!!!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “ ‘What’?! What do you mean ‘what’?! My blanket!!!” 
 
    “There’s only two blankets here, sir knight. I hope you’re not suggesting I take the other one off the lady.” 
 
    “… Is this your real personality, or are you just messing with me?” 
 
    Clod looked confused by the question, but didn’t bother to answer it before continuing on his way, and so Frotwoot was left freezing, half-naked, and genuinely unsure whether he was being pranked or not. 
 
    But then, as Golly slipped down off the top bunk with her blanket to wrap him up in both it and a warm embrace, things suddenly got a lot better. 
 
    “Oh, hello,” she said softly, when the much improved second take of their reunion kiss was finished, and she’d sat up next to where he was lying with one arm still draped over him. 
 
    “Hey,” he said back, grinning the grin of the lovesick who’d just found their cure. “Why aren’t you green?” 
 
    Golly laughed and shook her head. “How long have you been waiting to ask me that?” 
 
    “Ever since I saw you weren’t green and not wearing anything that looked like it might be hiding a disguise.” 
 
    “When we broke into the arena—and before I rescued you—Clod reprogrammed one of those transfiguration thingies to take just the green out of my skin and leave the claws; y’know, in case someone looked too closely at me or something. It only took a couple of minutes, so it wasn’t too bad, and then I guess he got to work taking it (or maybe another one) apart while I got to work finding out when your fight was.” She shrugged. “Turns out it was the first fight of the night.” 
 
    “Oh. Cool.” 
 
    “You think I should keep it?” 
 
    “Keep what?” 
 
    “The skin. Do you like me better this way?” 
 
    “What.” 
 
    Golly grinned at his reaction but tried to hide it. “I bet it’ll make meeting your parents less awkward. You know, since they’ll be less scared of me… since I won’t look like such a big, scary goblin and all.” 
 
    “You’re still on that? Geez, I was taking you to you meet them, wasn’t I?” 
 
    “Yeah, and then somehow we wound up here.” She cocked a mock-suspicious eyebrow at him. “Coincidence? I think not.” 
 
    “All right, fine! Whatever!” Frotwoot laughed, shaking his head. “You win! Okay? Whatever it is you’re trying to win here, it’s yours! Congratulations! Can we go back to kissing and talking about how much we missed each other now?” 
 
    “It’s not a contest, babe! It’s a question! And you know what? You never answered it, So come on: What is it? Which do you like better: Pink Golly, or green Golly?” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed and rolled his eyes. “I like Golly no matter what. Pink, green, purple, blue, brown, black, gray… as long as you’re you, I’ll be happy. Okay?” 
 
    Golly smiled, and leaned down to kiss him again. “All right, so it actually was a contest, and I think after that it’s safe to say you won.” 
 
    “Sure feels like I did,” Frotwoot smiled back, reaching up to touch the side of her face in the hopes that they could kiss some more. 
 
    “… What if I were fat, though?” 
 
    “Oh, come on!!!” 
 
    Before Golly could get much more than the initial bark of her laugh out, the door to the camper burst back open and Clod scrambled inside, Pixley curled up and screaming in the palm of his hands. “Something’s wrong!!!” he said, as If there weren’t already plainly obvious. “First few minutes the machine was working fine, gave him his speech back no problem, but then—!” 
 
    Frotwoot and Golly both rushed to get up, but it was Frotwoot who took Pixley out of Clod’s hands. “Pix! Hey Pix, dude, it’s me, Frotwoot! What’s wrong?” 
 
    Pixley clearly tried to stop screaming and writhing long enough to answer him, but it soon became just as clear that he couldn’t. 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” muttered Frotwoot, wasting time worrying for a second before turning back to Clod to hold out his friend and say, “Put him back! Just put him back in the thingie and, like, I don’t know… reverse it!” 
 
    Clod nodded a bit more than was normal and quickly took Pixley back to do as he’d been told. Frotwoot and Golly followed him as he sprinted out into the clearing—the former barely feeling the cold of the snow under his bare feet—and after Clod had finished setting Pixley down and pressing a few buttons there was nothing any of them could but watch, wait, and (in Frotwoot’s case, at least) pray. 
 
    After a minute or two Pixley stopped screaming, and it was less than a minute after that he held out his hand and shouted, in a voice that didn’t tinkle at all, “Okay, turn it off!” 
 
    Clod did it almost as quickly as it had been said, and Frotwoot and Golly rushed forward as one to kneel down next to the machine even as Pixley rose unsteadily to his feet. “Dude, are you all right?” asked Frotwoot. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I think so. I just wanted him to stop it before it got back far enough in the process to change my voice, back, too.” 
 
    “What happened?” asked Golly. 
 
    “It was my ribs,” said Pixley, flying up to land in her hands and sit right back down when he got there, wincing in what now must have almost seemed like a mere parody of pain. “They were broken when the magic men took us, and I guess when they shrunk me they figured I was gonna die soon fighting that troll anyway and didn’t bother fixing them.” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head in a weird mix of relief and disgust. “Did it hurt like that when you were shrunk?” 
 
    “I don’t know, kid. I was asleep. What I do know is that when I was getting un-shrunk I could feel my ribs trying to tear through my skin. I think making them smaller actually made them feel better, actually; because, you know, they weren’t tearing anything.” 
 
    “So what’s this mean?” asked Golly. “Does this mean we can’t grow you back?” 
 
    “… Maybe. I don’t know. I guess now that I know what’s coming I could try to power through it, but—” 
 
    “What, and we’ll just watch while you let your freaking rib cage rip you apart?” Frotwoot countered. “No. Nuh-uh. No way. It’s too risky.” 
 
    “Kid—” 
 
    “I said no! I’m your squire and I said no. So that’s final.” 
 
    Pixley smirked and laughed his silent laugh. “That’s not really how being a squire works.” 
 
    “It is when I’m ten times your size.” 
 
    “You’re six feet tall now?” 
 
    “… Shut up.” 
 
    Pixley laughed again and looked away for a moment, and when he looked back there was just still just the hint of a fading smile on his face even as the rest of him did its best to turn serious. “What about the quest? What if there’s a fight? You think you can handle it without me?” 
 
    Frotwoot started to answer that of course he could, but once he actually started to think about that answer he stopped, furrowing his brow and tilting his head with his mouth halfway open to think some more. Golly exchanged glances him, the same uncertainty he felt right now reflected in her eyes, and suddenly, as the true implications of what this actually meant for them circled around their thoughts, unspoken yet loud as thunder, the snow-packed clearing they were standing in started to feel a lot colder. 
 
    “Er… begging your pardon, sir knights,” Clod carefully broke the somber silence. “(And er, lady knight, of course), but while Sir Frotwoot was out here getting transfigured I contacted the warlocks via me mobile magic mirror, and they requested I arrange a meeting as soon as possible between the sirs and themselves so as to discuss what happens next—once the two of you were capable of properly speaking again, of course. So, now that that’s all been sorted, shall I tell them you’re ready to receive them now, or shall I tell them to fie off for a bit and you’ll receive them later?” 
 
    “… Okay,” said Frotwoot, shrugging, when it seemed like nobody else was going to answer him. “Yeah, cool. I mean, to the ‘meeting’ part, not the ‘fie off’ part.” 
 
    “Right! Brilliant! Then what say let’s all kip ourselves in out of the cold, put a kettle on, and hear what they have to say, eh? See if it’ll put a smile on our faces again.” 
 
    As Clod climbed back inside, beckoning them to follow, Golly looked between him, Frotwoot and Pixley, furrowed her brow at them in confusion, and said, “Okay, wait, so are there warlocks in the camper right now, or…?” 
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    As it turned out, the warlocks weren’t in the camper, but Elizora’s warlock-contacting globe was, and while Frotwoot was trying to explain to Golly how it worked Clod activated it and pretty much just showed her instead. The interior of the camper was transformed into the now-familiar cave, and several warlocks who’d apparently been waiting for them to arrive stopped arguing (for now) to turn and look at them instead, but the only warlock Frotwoot was interested in looking at just then was the one sitting on a rock in what had just recently been roughly the same place as the camper’s kitchen table, her face revealed for all to see while the rest of them continued to hide their own under a scarlet-cloaked, face-obscuring, magical disguise. 
 
    Elizora. 
 
    “Ex-stepgrandma Elizora!” said Frotwoot, rushing forward to hug her with a grin only to remember he couldn’t touch her as soon as he got there and “recovering” by just kind of waving his arms a little as if he’d meant to do something else before dropping them weakly at his side. “Holy crap, are you okay? Did you escape? Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m in prison,” she replied, smiling wryly. “So I believe that should answer all three of your questions at once.” 
 
    “They let you have one of these globe/phone thingies in prison?” 
 
    “Of course not. However, the other warlocks were able to smuggle me in an enchanted globe the size of a key chain that more or less serves the same purpose, with the exception that it can only project the image of the cave and the others in it to the person currently holding it. There’s also a bit of audio lag on my end, I’ve noticed, but I suppose nothing so quickly miniaturized can be expected to be perfect. Incidentally, who is this lovely young lady standing beside you? I don’t believe we’ve met.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah! Uh, Golly, this is Elizora. She used to be married to my grandpa, the Archmage. Elizora, this is Golly. She’s usually a lot more green, just not right now.” 
 
    “Hi,” said Golly, looking lost. “Um… what’s an Archmage? And what do you mean your grandpa? Your grandpa’s a magic man?” 
 
    “Oh dear, Frotwoot, you haven’t told her?”  
 
    “I thought she already knew! Clod’s been hanging out with her longer than I have, and—” 
 
    Clod, who was busy making some more hot chocolate at the currently-visible-because-he-was-touching-it stove, scoffed and shook his head. “What, am I to be expected to know everything people know and don’t know now, is that it?” 
 
    “What, so you didn’t tell her anything?” Frotwoot scoffed right back. 
 
    “Only what she asked, mate. Could I do any less?” 
 
    “I don’t think you could, no.” 
 
    “Ah, left myself open for that one, didn’t I…” 
 
    “If you’re all quite finished,” the warlock who Frotwoot recognized as the leader of the last meeting’s dissenters cut in. “Perhaps we can discuss the current crisis on our hands.” 
 
    “What crisis?” asked Pixley, startling everyone who wasn’t physically there, as they hadn’t seemed to have noticed him hovering and tiny in the air. “Do you mean Elizora being in prison?” 
 
    “No, Sir Faerie, I don’t. As of right now, in fact, I think it’s fair to say that Elizora’s imprisonment is among the least of our worries.” 
 
    “… Did he just call me ‘Sir Faerie’?” Pixley whispered to Frotwoot incredulously. 
 
    “Clod,” said Elizora, quite a bit louder, and with not a trace of incredulity. “Have you not told them?” 
 
    Clod threw his head back where he was still working at the stove to shake it and roll his eyes. “Again, Mistress Elizora, am I to be expected to know everything people know, and—” 
 
    “Clod.” 
 
    “Right,” Clod snapped his fingers, eyes going wide and corners of his mouth going up as realization visibly dawned on him. “Right, yeah. I forgot.” 
 
    Elizora held out her hands to indicate that now would probably be a good time to make up for what he’d forgotten, and so, without a hint of shame, that’s what Clod did, pulling out his magic mirror, flipping through it a bit, and handing it over to Frotwoot with a video ready to play. 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute: You have your own magic mirror?” said Frotwoot. “So how come back at the library you made me let you use mine?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to let you go and muck up my search history, now did I? My searches are tailored perfectly for me and my unique lifestyle, and—no offense sir knight—but—” 
 
    “Just play the video!” the bathtub witch made herself known from the corner. 
 
    Frotwoot pointedly pressed play, and the Archmage appeared on screen in what looked like a cheesy, filmed political ad, with him walking through a park full of children at play. “Greetings, my brothers and sisters in Mage, and hark! For verily, what I have now to say unto thee is exceedingly important, yea, even of such great importance that thy children’s children shall speak of the day thou didst hear it with reverence, yea, even thy children’s children’s children, and so on and so forth until the end of time.” 
 
    “Hey, you guys think maybe that’s really The Dryad talking right now, or no?” Frotwoot said sarcastically as the Archmage/Dryad’s location on the mirror changed to that of a bridge overlooking the city (whose name Frotwoot still hadn’t learned). “… Wait, you guys know he switched bodies with the Archmage, right?” 
 
    “ ‘The Dryad’?” Golly repeated, looking more lost now than ever while the warlocks nodded, muttered, and otherwise affirmed that, yes, they’d figured that out.  
 
    Frotwoot paused the video so Pixley could explain: “The Dryad was helping us but then we made him mad so he took over the Archmage’s body and tried to kill us.” 
 
    “The big tree Dryad?” 
 
    “His mind got stuck in my sword,” said Frotwoot. “So when I stabbed that guy with it when we first got here he took over his body, and that’s how he took over the Archmage—who’s the leader of the magic man, and my grandpa—by stabbing himself and him with another sword at the same time.” 
 
    “That’s more or less what we surmised,” Elizora told him, nodding thoughtfully, while the other warlocks whispered excitedly amongst themselves at this new information. 
 
    “Wha—? Why are you all acting like these things you keep saying make sense?” Golly demanded, clearly still lost. 
 
    “Could we please just get on with?” whined the dissenting warlock. “Some of us have both personal and professional responsibilities awaiting our attention.” 
 
    “All right, dude, all right, chill out,” said Frotwoot, starting up the video again and giving him a dirty look. 
 
    “For too long, Magicka has hidden itself in the shadows, afraid to make ourselves known lest the primitives of other worlds should seek our deaths. But now, I say unto thee: Why should we fear? For behold, are we not more powerful than any other dimension? Are we not more wise?” 
 
    The scene changed again to the room with all the ring portals in it back at the Tower of Sorcery, with dozens of sorcerers pretending to work in the background. 
 
    “And if so, why then should we not rule over our inferiors, make use of their resources, and create a magical empire wherein all our peoples may prosper together?” 
 
    The scene changed yet again to show The Dryad walking slowing in a circle around the edge of the enthrallment chamber. “To this end, I reveal unto thee now that a great, abominable crime of which I was not aware hath been occurring in secret under our very noses; yea, even that great crime of the enthrallment of a sentient species. For behold, the Tuatha Dryadia of Seelie (as verily they should once again be called, Finvarra Dryadia being their true creator, and Danu Dagda naught but a thief and a fraud), yea, even those Tuatha who we were once deceived into believing we’d set free, have been among us all this time, transfigured and enthralled into helpless obedience by the very machines that thou dost now see before thee. As Archmage, I will end this vile practice, and truly set the Tuatha Dryadia free… once they have fulfilled their original purpose, yea, even that purpose for which they were created.” 
 
    Now The Dryad was strolling past a wall covered with vaguely scientific-looking diagrams of all the different kinds of Seelieans.  
 
    “For you see, when Finvarra Dryadia created his Tuatha (yea, even by himself, and without any help) he created them to serve as an army for Magicka, to spread our peoples’ glory far and wide. And though the faithless did betray him, yea, even one of my many predecessors as Archmage, and did even name him ‘warlock’, behold, the time for the true purpose of that great wizard’s creation is about to come forth.” 
 
    Finally, The Dryad was shown sitting behind the Archmage’s desk. 
 
    “As Archmage, I hereby proclaim that the gathering of the Tuatha Dryadia shall now begin, and that, when it was done, it shall come to pass that Magicka will go to war. First Seelie shall fall, and then Earth, and then any other place that we may hereafter discover—a task at which our top minds here at the Tower of Sorcery are currently hard at work. The Magi will know glory unlike any we have known since the time of Mage, a new golden age, not just for us, but for all over whom we do hold dominion, and it shall all be done in the name of the great Finvarra Dryadia, whose own glory shall live on forever and ever, yea, even longer than the stars, and whose sacred name we shall place only beside that of Mage in the annals of our history, to revere and thank forever and ever as well, until the last generation, and perhaps even beyond then. Amen.” 
 
    The video ended with an appeal to subscribe to the uploader’s channel, and the perky stock music that accompanied it filled the shocked silence of the room until finally Clod snuck his mirror back out of Frotwoot’s hand to turn it off. 
 
    “So… he’s setting us free, but not really,” said Frotwoot, when he was mentally recovered enough to speak again. “And he wants to take over pretty much every other world there is, and ever will be, pretty much just because he wants everyone to think he’s awesome.” 
 
    “That would seem to summarize the situation quite well, yes,” said Elizora. “The question is: Does this change things? And if so, how?” 
 
    “We need to get back to Seelie and warn them,” said Pixley, and Golly nodded, as that seemed to be her thinking as well. 
 
    “A worthy idea, but I’m afraid also quite impossible.” 
 
    “What?” said Frotwoot. “Why? Can’t we just use a ring portal?” 
 
    “Access to ring portals and the particular type of stone required to construct them is strictly controlled,” the rule-loving warlock chimed in. “To get back to Seelie, one would have to be sent back via the Tower of Sorcery, whose outbound ring portals are designed to selectively erase all memories non-Magi may have acquired of Magicka during their stay.” 
 
    “How do you send your freed slaves back, then?” Frotwoot turned to Elizora. “You don’t have, like, a ring portal to Seelie or something in your house?” 
 
    Elizora smiled humorlessly and shook her head. “No, my dear, I’m afraid that my method of returning rescued thralls back to Seelie involves sneaking them in among those scheduled to go home after re-transfiguring them with a non-enthralling transfiguration matrix Clod helped me cobble together in my basement. Any word of warning one might bring back to your people would only be erased in the process.” 
 
    “Okay, then like …I don’t know, send one of us back with a note.” 
 
    “They’d only take it off you in the search, sir knight,” Clod told him, handing him and Golly both a cup of hot chocolate and shrugging apologetically at Pixley. “Thralls used to come back all the time with suspicious clues as to where they’d been on their person, you see, so now the sorcerers haven’t gotten real precious about not letting anything that might’ve come from Magicka through.” 
 
    “So what, do we just keep going after the staff?” asked Pixley (to which Golly furrowed her brow and mouthed the word—as saying things out loud hadn’t seemed to help her much so far—to Frotwoot “Staff?”). 
 
    “That would be my recommendation,” said Elizora. “Though not everyone here would seem to agree.” 
 
    “It’s too risky!” the dissenting warlock broke in, immediately identifying himself as one of the “not everyone”’s she’d been referring to. “The Archmage—or, The Dryad, whichever it is—knows what we’re up to. If we’re to stop this madman from plunging us into war, we need to come up with something else.” 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, I don’t know if the staff thing’s even gonna work anymore,” Frotwoot was almost surprised to hear himself say in the dissenting warlock’s support. “Remember how I tried to grab it back on the blimp, and it just, like, disappeared? If that’s all that’s gonna happen when I touch it, then what’re we even doing?” 
 
    “The staff can tell if you’ve completed the trials or not, Frotwoot,” the bathtub witch explained to him slowly, like a preschool teacher. “It won’t let you take it until you’re done.” 
 
    “And you must remember, that wasn’t exactly the true staff anyway,” said Elizora, while Golly’s head whipped around to stare at the bathtub witch in a split-decision between anger and shock. “It’s a quantumly-linked extension of it that only exists when it’s being held, and that returns to the true staff’s hiding place to rejoin it until such a time as its summoned, so that both the part of it that wields power and the part of that’s tied to the trials can exist simultaneously in two different locations.” 
 
    “… Yeah, no, I won’t be remembering that,” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “Well, it’s all academic anyway, because we’re still not going after the staff,” said the dissenting warlock. 
 
    “Why not?” the bathtub witch asked. “If we fail, what’s to stop us from simply picking up and trying something else? And if we succeed, well, won’t that have been worth the risk as well?” 
 
    “It won’t be worth the time wasted.” 
 
    “Does this actually even concern us, really?” another warlock spoke up. “Nothing of what I heard suggested that we will be being conscripted into this war. The Tuatha Dryadia will be Magicka’s army, not the Magi.” 
 
    “Hear, hear! Not all of us are in this to help thralls, remember!” another warlock in the back who totally sucked joined in. “I say we sit it out, let the pieces fall where they may, and pick them up from there.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, right, and let the very system we’re trying to dismantle add two new worlds to its power base,” the dissenting warlock sneered, accidentally making Frotwoot like him for a second. “Are you simply stupid, my good sir, or are you spy?” 
 
    “Stupid, am I? Why I—!” 
 
    From there the warlocks erupted into a heightened version of the argument Frotwoot had walked in on, and the cave/camper was filled with unintelligible shouting and noise. Sighing and rolling her eyes, Elizora waved Frotwoot over and said, just to him, “This might take a while, dear. I’ll call you back in a bit and tell you what was decided.” 
 
    Frotwoot snorted and nodded at Clod to turn off the globe, which—somewhat surprisingly, at this point—he did. The cave and the battling warlocks went away, and all that was left was Frotwoot and his no-less-disheartened-than-when-they’d-started friends. 
 
    “Can somebody please explain, like… all of that to me, please?” said Golly. 
 
    “We will in a minute,” Pixley told her, before turning to Frotwoot. “Frotwoot, which way’s the next trial?” 
 
    “What? Oh, um…” Frotwoot turned around until he saw it, then pointed. “That way.” 
 
    “You think it’s ‘worth the risk’?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked back at him as he flew up next to his shoulder, eyes questioningly wide at first, but then gradually started to smile a knowingly crooked smile. “I do, yeah.” 
 
    “Well, all right then,” Pixley smiled back, before turning his own head around to look at Clod. “Clod? I think we’re ready to go, so if you could just drive us that way…” 
 
    “Er… begging your pardon, sir knights, but Mistress Elizora said that—” 
 
    “Mistress Elizora said that she thinks we should keep going after the staff,” Pixley shot back coolly. “And that’s what I’m saying, too. Our enemies think we’re dead. There’s no better time for us to act than right now. If the warlocks actually figure something better out and change their minds? Fine. Maybe we’ll go with that. But we’re not just gonna sit around right now and wait for a bunch of magic men to figure out the best way to save our world from theirs. We’re knights of the Seelie Court, the only ones here, and so it falls to us—not them—to make those kinds of decisions.” 
 
    “Right, but—” 
 
    “If you don’t wanna help us, that’s fine,” Pixley cut him off, though not unkindly. “You’ve helped us out a lot already. But I won’t let you stop us, either, so if you’re not willing to drive us then just give Frotwoot the keys and we can—” 
 
    “Let someone else drive?!?!” Clod exclaimed, looking horrified. “To summat as important as this? I think not, sir knight, and it cuts me to the quick that you’d suggest otherwise! Just allow me a moment to go get the transfiguration machine back from outside and ‘that way’ we shall go!” 
 
    Golly waited patiently until Clod had left, and Frotwoot and Pixley had had a moment to laugh and exchange incredulous, yet victorious “how about that?” kind of reactions, and then, her patience with being lost apparently having reached its limit at last, punched the wall, popped her claws, and shouted, in a voice that made even Pixley dart behind the kettle to hide (and made Frotwoot wish he was still small enough to hide), “WHAT IS GOING ON?!?!” 
 
    (Needless to say, this time they told her.) 
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    The sun had set and risen in the time it took them to reach their destination, and Golly was still coming up with questions even as they were getting out of the camper to look around. “… So you don’t have any idea where your parents are, then?” 
 
    “Nah,” said Frotwoot, who was now wearing one of the camper’s previous owner’s many fishing outfits, complete with the vest (and its magical bait) and hat (which looked just like a normal fishing hat, but pointed at the top). “The way he was talking I kind of figured they were dead and he just didn’t wanna tell me.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh, babe, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I mean, yeah, it sucks, but I didn’t really know them, so—Whoa.” With Clod having had to park around the corner from where Frotwoot was seeing the magical waypoint—as the roads nearest to it seemed to be permanently blocked off—Frotwoot hadn’t expected to see, as they came around that corner, a lush, unspoiled green park sitting in the middle of the snow-covered, otherwise urban landscape of the new city they’d found, with said waypoint sitting right in the middle of it. All kinds of plants and trees were growing there, even ones that didn’t seem like they belonged together, and animals that definitely didn’t seem like they belonged together were wandering around peacefully instead of eating and running away from each other like they were supposed to. 
 
    “Is that where we’re going?” asked Pixley. 
 
    Frotwoot nodded but didn’t look at him down in Golly’s purse, his eyes currently too busy going wide and taking it all in. 
 
    “Oi, I know what this is!” said Clod, coming up behind them. “I saw a documentary on it once! This old Archmage bird what loved nature wanted to magically preserve everything she loved about it in one place, where things like ‘pollution’ and ‘modern development’ wouldn’t ever be able to reach it, and where ‘future generations of Magi’ could come around to enjoy and appreciate it, even after she was gone. So she built this park. Lovely, innit?” 
 
    “Can we just walk in?” asked Golly. 
 
    “I believe so, miss, yes. Chargin’ people for entry wouldn’t have really fit her dream of what it was supposed to be.” 
 
    “So why is nobody else down there? It’s nine o’clock in the morning, and it’s freezing out here. You’d think they’d want to get away from it for a while.” 
 
    “It’s also a school day, miss. And people have to work, don’t they?” 
 
    “Yeah, but homeless people—” 
 
    “There are no homeless people on Magicka, miss.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, that’s pretty cool.” 
 
    Clod sighed, and his face got hard and his eyes far away, just like they had when he’d first mentioned that he’d been taken from Seelie when he was a child. “Not so much when you realize they didn’t stop existing through any sort of charity, miss. Anyway, you lot go get done what you’ve gotta get done. I’ll wait back here with the camper to make sure we don’t miss the warlocks’ call.” 
 
    “All right, man, good idea,” said Frotwoot, and then, to Golly and Pixley, “Let’s go.” 
 
    Taking the long set of stairs leading down to the park’s level, Frotwoot and Golly stepped off of the sidewalk and onto the grass only to pause, look at each other, and take a step back only to step forward again, doing that several times in quick succession before the supernatural difference in climate and temperature separated by just one step more or less lost its novelty. 
 
    “Dude, that is crazy,” said Golly, pulling her hand in and out of the two magically-divided environments as a bit of the aforementioned novelty came back for a second, at least for her. “Hey Frotwoot, can you do magic like this?” 
 
    “Yeah, right. If I get that staff maybe,” Frotwoot chuckled, gently tugging at her arm until she continued into the park with him. “I can’t really do any magic right now, unless someone helps me.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say you had The Dryad’s spellbook or something before?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And you didn’t learn any spells from it?” 
 
    “Uh… well, you know, I was kind of like, really focused on building a ring portal home back then, so—” 
 
    “So you didn’t look at anything else in the book,” Pixley finished for him. 
 
    “Pretty much, yeah.” Frotwoot avoided making eye contact with either of them for a moment, but then, when he looked back to see them both looking at him, he threw up his hands and said, “It was boring, okay?! I know it doesn’t seem like it, but sitting down to learn even just one magic word is about as exciting and easy to do as memorizing the phone book.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Okay. But how long did you actually try?” 
 
    “ ‘How long did I’—? A long time, okay? I tried for a really long time.” 
 
    “Longer than you’d take learning a song?” 
 
    Frotwoot stopped in his tracks, turned to look down at Pixley’s “innocent” knowing smile, looked back up at Golly as she covered her mouth to stifle a laugh, and said to them both, with great force and finality, “So. Freaking. Boring.” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head and started up walking again, getting about five yards away before Golly composed herself enough to start walking again, too, at which point Pixley said, “So no, then.” 
 
    “Hey, look! The statue! Let’s forget everything else we were just talking about and focus only on that!” 
 
    The statue of the next past Archmage was indeed standing just ahead, surrounded by a circular stone bench and adorned with other, smaller statues of various animals perched everywhere from its feet to the brim of its hat. As they got closer, Frotwoot couldn’t help but notice that this time the statue depicted a woman, and sure enough, when he climbed up on the bench to grasp the staff, a vision of a woman was what greeted him. And while she was a much, much less conventionally attractive woman than what her graven image had been made to suggest, Frotwoot was reminded of nothing more than what he’d always imagined his ninth grade neo-hippie art teacher must have looked like during that summer after college wherein she’d claimed to have lived in the woods without any soap or running water, so he nonetheless found the sight of her oddly comforting—literal warts and all. 
 
    “Beasts of the land, fish of the sea, and birds of the air,” she said, smiling at him in just as warm and lovely a way as his art teacher had (albeit with more dirt on her face and fewer teeth). “Of magic’s creations, these are the ones most beyond compare. Prove yourself worthy to each, listen to the lessons that they do teach, and the Archmage’s staff will be ever closer to your reach.” 
 
    The vision faded, then, as usual, but this time something new happened. As the amber light faded, an extra spell was cast from the tip of the staff, with an entirely different shape of light. There was a tingling on Frotwoot’s tongue and in his ears, and suddenly, the background noise of birdsong that he’d pretty much been ignoring since he’d been here turned into a deluge of shouted conversation, actual words that he could understand as easily as his own language. Women were being hit on, creeps were being shut down, children were being called home, children were playing, some creeps weren’t being shut down, fights were being waged over who had the better wingspan… on and on it went, driving Frotwoot at Clod-like speed straight to the point of distraction. 
 
    “Frotwoot!!! What’s wrong?!” asked Golly, as he slumped/collapsed down onto the bench and pressed/smashed his hands against his ears. 
 
    “SHUT UP!!!” Frotwoot shouted into the air, but before he could hurriedly clarify to his girlfriend that he hadn’t meant that towards her he realized that no such clarification was necessary, as the words he’d shouted hadn’t come out as “words” at all, but as tweets and chirps. “… What the fie?” he said much more quietly, and in a much less bird-like way, as the noise he’d been lashing out against actually kind of started to die down. 
 
    “Yeah; what the fie?” agreed Golly, sitting down next to him with a look of concern as he twisted and spun around wildly to see if he could figure out, now, where all the grumbling to the effect of “Geez, what’s his problem?” was coming from. “Did you just do an impression of a bird?” 
 
    “It was pretty good,” said Pixley. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t an impression, I—I think when the statue flashed at me like that it made it so I can—” 
 
    “Wizard boy!” a booming, sonorous voice interrupted him, as a sudden downdraft of wind blew both his and Golly’s clean off. The voice, it seemed, had come from what looked like a giant gray eagle, bigger than a horse, and the downdraft had come from his wings as it landed a few feet away. “You take on trial, wizard boy? Or was it witch girl? Well? Sing, wizard boy, sing!” 
 
    Judging by their expressions, Frotwoot guessed that all Pixley and Golly were hearing just then was the piercing cries of a bird of prey. Golly jumped up and popped her claws, but before she could do more than that Frotwoot jumped up right beside her and (putting his fingers as great risk) subtly reached out to stay her hand. “Yeah, hi, that was me. I’m Frotwoot.” 
 
    “Ah! You seek to prove yourself to this roc, Frotwoot? To this roc, and to all the other creatures of the skies?” 
 
    “I… guess?” 
 
    “Good! Then follow this roc, wizard boy! Follow, and don’t crash!” Spreading his massive wings, the “roc” knocked everyone back a little bit again as he launched himself up into a hover. “Now, this roc will wait while you ready your flying magics. But not for long, wizard boy! Not for—” The roc stopped short and cocked his head as Frotwoot tentatively spread his own wings. “Wings, wizard boy? Wings? Where is carpet? Where is broomstick?” 
 
    “I, uh… left those at home.” 
 
    “Ha! Good! Wings are better! Wings are best! This roc hopes you can use them, wizard boy!” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Frotwoot said softly, as the roc finally, fully took off into the sky. “Wait! I know! Pix! I need you to guide me!” 
 
    Pixley shook his head to shake off whatever it was he might be thinking about the “conversation” that had just taken place between his squire and a giant bird and looked at Frotwoot. “… What?” 
 
    “I’m supposed to follow that guy, and I’m pretty sure I suck at flying too much to do it myself! Just get on my back and guide me like you did when we were flying to save Mab! Hurry!” 
 
    It was clear Pixley still didn’t fully understand, but apparently he trusted Frotwoot enough not to let that matter, because without anything more than another shake of his head he flew over to land on Frotwoot’s back and grip him by the scruff of his incredibly tacky fishing-themed robes. 
 
    “We’ll be right back!” Frotwoot assured Golly, who seemed even more confused than Pixley was, but just as trusting. And so, with that bit of boyfriendly duty done, Frotwoot flew off after the roc to “prove” himself to him and the other birds… which he thought may well have been the silliest-sounding thing he’d ever flown off to do. 
 
    “Ready, wizard boy?” the roc asked when Frotwoot got within asking range. But apparently it was a rhetorical question, because the great bird didn’t wait for an answer before knifing downward into the trees. Frotwoot followed, of course, keeping his body straight and beating his wings as fast as he could while Pixley used his wing-enhanced strength to steer him, but soon he was also screaming and covering his eyes—not because he thought it would help, or anything, but rather because it turned out that the reason the roc had flown down into the trees was to lead him through an unforgiving obstacle course of twisted tree branches, underground caves filled with jagged, pointy rocks, and rings of smaller, jeering birds that were hovering in synchronization to give him little hoops to fly through and then pooping on him as he passed. 
 
    Fortunately, and as expected, Pixley was more than up to the task of flying such a course, so all Frotwoot had to do was turn himself upside down occasionally to make sure the poop only hit him, as he was pretty sure that any of it hitting Pixley would have resulted in a fatal crash. When it was all over, the roc set down on a rock in the middle of a glen to wait for them (that’s the mineral kind of rock, if someone’s reading this to you or something—one has a “k”, one doesn’t, and—look, he didn’t set down to wait on another giant bird, is the point), and he looked genuinely surprised that he didn’t have to wait very long (that is, if Frotwoot was reading the cocking of his head right; it could have been sarcastic surprise, for all he knew). 
 
    “Wizard boy! You made it!” 
 
    “Yep,” said Frotwoot, setting down a few feet away to kneel down and all but plunge the upper part of his body into a nearby stream. “So, are we good? Or did you wanna poop on me too?” 
 
    “Ha! No, no pooping from me for you, wizard boy. That game’s only for the little ones, not rocs. But tell me, wizard boy: How?” 
 
    “… ‘How’?” 
 
    “How did you do it? With your wings’ moving all wrong, and your eyes closed?” 
 
    “Oh! Uh…” Frotwoot mentally scrambled to think of a lie, and actually came up with some mildly impressive nonsense about how faeries fly best by echo-locating, but a lump in his throat stopped him before he could tell it. It wasn’t just that he hated lying, and had pretty much sworn it off since he’d stopped being a Pixie (i.e., since his character arc in the last book), but he was trying to prove himself worthy of something, here, wasn’t he? How could he do that by lying? His brain said it didn’t matter, that he needed the staff, no matter what, but his heart said something else. It said to tell the truth. “… I asked my friend for help.” 
 
    Now the roc looked even more surprised. Surprised… and maybe even a little impressed (or maybe neither; honestly, you try reading the expressions on a bird’s face some time, see how easy it is). “Wizard boy! You told this roc the truth!” 
 
    “Yeah. Sorry. I can try going through it again if you want, but I guarantee it’s gonna be a lot slower, so—” 
 
    “No, wizard boy, you misunderstand! That was the test!” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “No mage can fly like a creature born to their wings, wizard boy! All who have tried have failed, except those who have had help! The only difference between those who passed and those who failed this roc’s test—and the tests of this roc’s ancestors—are that those who passed admitted they needed help, be it through extra magic, or—like you, wizard boy—through the aid of a friend.” 
 
    “So… I passed?” 
 
    “Yes, wizard boy! You have! And hopefully you have learned, as well, that none can fly alone, not without the wind under their wings, or the flock to keep them on course. This is the wisdom that this roc’s test was meant to give you, to rely not just on yourself—for the sake of pride—but on everything you have been given by the skies.” 
 
    “… All right. Awesome. Good lesson. Thanks.” 
 
    The roc nodded, and, with another hat-blowing-off beat of his wings, left Frotwoot and Pixley alone in the glen. 
 
    “What just happened?” asked Pixley, fluttering up to stand on Frotwoot’s shoulder. Frotwoot quickly told him what the bird had said, and he was done Pixley snorted. “Does that remind you of the moral you’d hear at the end of some lame kids’ cartoon, or is it just me?”  
 
    “What? No, dude, it was really kinda’ wise!” 
 
    “For a bird, you mean.” 
 
    “For anyone, you… racist, or… ‘speciesist’, or… whatever! I probably just told it wrong, is all. And hey, ‘lame’ or not, it worked out, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, kid, I guess it did. You didn’t know that was what the test was really all about, though, did you?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah, no. I just couldn’t bring myself to lie to the guy. It didn’t feel right, y’know?” 
 
    “ ‘It didn’t feel ri— ?!’ Wow. Okay. Yeah, good instincts there, kid. It’s just lucky for us, though, that your listening to some ridiculous compulsion you seem to have only developed over the past couple of weeks didn’t doom our people to another century or two of slavery. That would’ve been lame.” 
 
    Frotwoot scoffed in disbelief. “You wanna talk about compulsions, dude? You?” 
 
    “Nah… I really only meant that as a hit and run,” Pixley smirked, before punching him in a comradely way on the chin to add, “Seriously though, good work.” 
 
    “… Oh. Yeah, thanks,” said Frotwoot, smiling back as he realized he’d merely been engaged in friendly ribbing rather than actual criticism; Pixley was so dry, sometimes, it was hard to tell. “So, uh… do you think maybe we should go back and find Golly now?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’d better. Something might eat her if we don’t.” 
 
    Frotwoot laughed, but when Pixley furrowed his brow at him in confusion he realized that hadn’t been a joke (thus demonstrating the other side of that “dryness” problem). “Fie. Yeah, okay. So, uh… we came from that way, right? No… it was that way. Right? Yeah. So, like, why don’t you just climb back up on my back and we’ll—”  
 
    “No, wait! Don’t take off! It’s okay! I’m here!” Golly’s voice called out from an unseen, but short-sounding distance away, bursting out from the underbrush a few seconds later, panting and out of breath. “Man! You flying people are hard to follow!” She bent over to catch her aforementioned breath, and looked up at Frotwoot to ask, “Did you pass the trial?” 
 
    “I did, yeah. Totally on purpose and not at all by accident.” 
 
    Frotwoot’s bad deadpan and Pixley’s barely-stifled reaction to that prevented any chance of Golly taking that as the truth, but instead of probing further she just made a funny face, shook her head, and asked, “So is that it? Are we done?” 
 
    “No… the statue said I have to prove myself to the ‘beasts of the land, the fish of the sea, and the birds of the air’. So I think there’s at least two more things we’ve gotta do before we can leave.” 
 
    “Okay, great. So is a fish just gonna, like… swim up to you then, or—?” 
 
    “Yoo-hoo!” a melodious little voice sang out, and Frotwoot whirled around to see… well, no one, at first, but then he looked down to see a fish-sized, fish-colored, fish-tailed, but otherwise human-looking creature (like a little mermaid, except ugly) waving up at him from the stream. “Follow meee, pleeease!” 
 
    “… Yes,” Frotwoot answered Golly’s still-hanging question, and with that, the three of them set off to follow the mermaid down the stream. Along the way, more mermaids (and mermen) joined the procession, giggling and chattering amongst themselves in what seemed to be the exact same, high-pitched voice, until finally they came out of the forest to reach an enormous, dark blue lake, at which point they all swarmed out of the stream to disappear into the larger body of water it was feeding into, popping back up all around it a second later, mini-tridents in hand, and wait. 
 
    (Frotwoot imagined the effect was supposed to be rather intimidating, but as they all kept giggling despite the forced-grim looks on their faces it didn’t really come off.) 
 
    “Welcome!” a mermaid the size of a very big fish greeted him as she splashed up through the surface directly in the lake’s middle like a surfacing whale, startling Frotwoot and making both Pixley and Golly swear out loud in surprise. “Welcome, one and all! Are you here for the challeeenge?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. I am, yeah,” said Frotwoot, wondering what it was his friends were hearing (did fish even make a noise?). “What are you, like, queen of the mermaids or something?” 
 
    “I ammm, yes, thank you for noooticing!” the (apparent) queen of the mermaids replied, proudly touching the edge of what Frotwoot had thought to just be some gunk in her hair but—now that he looked closer—seemed to vaguely resemble a crown (a very, very gunky crown). “Myyy challenge is simple: At the bottom of this lake is a beauuutiful pearl! Hold it in your hand, and you win! Yaaay!” 
 
    “Yaaay!” the other merpeople joined in, waving their weapons like party streamers. 
 
    “Okay. Cool. I can do that,” said Frotwoot, stepping closer to the lake to see if he could tell just by looking how deep it was—The mere fact that he couldn’t seemed to indicate that it was very deep indeed. “… Maybe.” 
 
    “What? What is it they want you to do?” asked Golly, rushing up to join him and (more subtly) take him tightly by the hand. 
 
    “… Uh, Golly?” said Frotwoot, after glancing down at their point of contact for a second. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know, you seem, like… worried.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, duh! I don’t know if you noticed, babe, but you almost died at least twenty times back there!” 
 
    “Really?” Frotwoot looked to Pixley for confirmation, but only got a shrug instead. “Yeah, no, I didn’t notice. My eyes were closed.” 
 
    “Babe!!!” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “What do you have to do?” 
 
    “Oh, right. I guess there’s a pearl or something down there and I have to go get it.” 
 
    Pixley flew over the surface of the lake to look down into it himself, getting a variety of catcalls (that of course he couldn’t understand) from the similarly-sized mermaids below. “Is it at the bottom?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what she said.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Pixley considered it for a moment longer, then took a deep breath and plunged face-first into the water. Within seconds he’d gone deep enough so as to disappear from view, but it wasn’t for another minute or so before he reappeared, soaking wet and gasping for air. 
 
    “Uncle Pix!” said Golly, catching him in her hands as he flopped gratefully into them. “Are you okay?!” 
 
    “It’s too deep,” Pixley coughed and hacked in non-reply. “I didn’t even get near the bottom before I started running out of air.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s your tiny little lungs,” Frotwoot suggested, using two of his fingers to gently pat his knight on the back. 
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    “Here, I’ll try,” said Frotwoot, doffing his hat and robes to reveal the leafy shorts underneath (and prompting even more catcalls from the lake). 
 
    “Can you swim?” asked Golly. 
 
    “What? Yeah, I can swim.” 
 
    “Oh. Good.” 
 
    Frotwoot started into the water, which felt cool but not cold, then stopped to turn back around and ask, “Why would you think I can’t swim?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Golly shrugged, the way she was trying not to smile and avoiding eye contact with him making it quite clear that that was a lie.  
 
    “You’ve seen me swim!” 
 
    “Out of the little pool in my backyard, yeah. This is a little different.” 
 
    “I can swim.” 
 
    “Great! Awesome! Go ahead and show me!” 
 
    Frotwoot turned to do just that, only to stop and turn himself back once again. “You don’t think I can do anything, do you?” 
 
    “Oh my tree…” 
 
    “No, you do! You think I’m just, like, this helpless little idiot from Earth who can only play guitar and that’s it!” 
 
    “No. You can do… other stuff.” 
 
    “So why wouldn’t you think I can swim?” 
 
    Golly opened her mouth to protest, but then Pixley cut in with, “It’s probably because you have a history of not being able to do things that most people can do.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Flying, sword-fighting, riding a horse,” Pixley ticked off on his fingers, while Golly tried really hard now not to make eye contact or smile. 
 
    “Those are all really weird things to know how to do where I’m from.” 
 
    “Right. And for all we know, swimming is, too.” 
 
    Frotwoot looked back and forth between them in disbelief for a moment, turned to leave again, and then, of course, spun right back around to say, “So you guys just assume I’m incompetent at everything until I prove otherwise, is that it? Is that how you think of me?” 
 
    “No!” said Golly; “Yes,” said Pixley; and it was pretty clear from the expressions on their faces that only one of them was telling the truth. 
 
    “Well, geez,” sighed Frotwoot, rolling his eyes. “I guess that means I’ve gotta do this thing now, don’t I? Just so I can prove my manliness to you guys, once and for all.” 
 
    “There are all kinds of manliness, babe,” said Golly, clearly thinking it would help… right up until the second she’d said it. “I like your kind,” she added with a shrug. 
 
    “… Thanks,” Frotwoot said only somewhat sarcastically, his wounded pride having been salved enough by that last bit to prevent him from using full sarcasm. “I’ll try to remember that next time you ask me if I can do something a toddler can do, or when you start going out with a real man—you know, like, an actual knight who can fly and put their armor on right or whatever.” 
 
    “Wait… you don’t know how to put on your armor?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have to help him with his sword belt all the time,” Pixley told her. “And once he even put the chainmail for his legs on his arms, and the chainmail for his arms on his legs.” 
 
    “All right! Okay! I’ve made it worse!” Frotwoot exclaimed, turning to leave for the fourth and final time while Golly snorted behind him to hold back what was sure to be a veritable torrent of suppressed laughter. “Guess that means it’s time to go!” 
 
    Frotwoot got about two steps into the lake before he realized (as he probably would have before, if he hadn’t kept turning around) that the merpeople were all still there, and that they were all still watching him. He blushed, they giggled, and then the queen held up a hand to stop them and say to Frotwoot, in a very kind way, “Alllll of us have our place, my dear, in nature annnd in life!” 
 
    “… Oh. Uh, yeah. Thanks,” said Frotwoot, and another chorus of giggled followed him as far as sound could carry beneath the lake. Pity from the mermaid queen. That was just great. 
 
    He’d started using his wings to give him some extra swimming speed right away, and had waited to begin holding his breath until just before making the dive, so he was pretty sure that if this task was possible for him to do then he’d be able to do it in one try. Unfortunately, that also meant that if he couldn’t do it in one try then it likewise couldn’t be done, and so, when his chest and his arms started to hurt, and the of the lake bottom didn’t appear to have gotten any closer (although he had reached the beginning of a pretty, multi-leveled village of mermaid-sized buildings constructed of glowing amber algae), he started to despair 
 
    But then he thought back to every other trial he’d gone through so far, and how the solution to each of them hadn’t been at all what he’d been expecting (and hadn’t, in fact, even required magic), and he realized that what he was feeling right now, that that must be the test: To push past the despair, what he thought was possible, and keep swimming until he’d reached his goal—Which is exactly what he did, pouring on even more speed and ignoring his urgent need for oxygen as if it were little more than a minor annoyance. 
 
    You know, right up until he blacked out. 
 
    “Fie!!!” Frotwoot gasped as he came to back up on the gross, vomiting up what felt like a gallon of water while Golly (who seemed to have been giving him mouth-to-mouth resuscitation) rolled expertly out of the way. “What the—?! Did I just die?!” 
 
    “Maybe a little,” said Golly, holding up her thumb and forefinger to indicate just how little. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “No! I’m not all right! I swam down as far as I could—Heck, I swam farther, and I still couldn’t—! Fie!!!” Breathing heavily now, Frotwoot felt a wave of calm rush over him, and in that calmness found it within himself to stop yelling at her and instead say, “Thanks for saving me, by the way.” 
 
    “Sure, but I mean, it wasn’t just me. The little fish people were the ones who swam down to get you.” 
 
    “Oh. Uh, thanks, little fish people,” Frotwoot said to the mermaids, who (unsurprisingly) responded only with giggles. 
 
    “Did you at least get close?” asked Pixley, flying close to hover over Frotwoot’s chest. 
 
    “No, man. I didn’t even get past the village.” 
 
    “Did you liiike it?” asked the mermaid queen. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Our village! Isn’t it beauuutiful?” 
 
    “… Yeah, it’s great. Look, I’m sorry, your highness, but do I need some kind of spell to pass this test, because if I do I don’t think I can—Wait.” 
 
    “We’re waiiiting!” 
 
    “Everything I’ve had to do so far to get this stupid staff has pretty much just boiled down to going to the right place and figuring out trick questions,” said Frotwoot, climbing up to his feet a bit faster than he was capable of, but getting there anyway with a quick helping hand from his girlfriend. “Right? Seriously, that’s all all of this has been! So what’s the trick here?” 
 
    “Ah-ah-ah! That would be telllling!” 
 
    “But there is one!” Frotwoot snapped his fingers and pointed at the beaming mermaid queen triumphantly. “There has to be! Because if the answer’s just to cast some water-breathing spell, or whatever, then what’s the point of that? That’d be super-lame! And the thing about trick questions is, when you figure it out, or someone tells you the answer, it makes sense! You had everything you needed, it was right there in front of you the whole time, and—!” Frotwoot paused as another surge of inspiration hit him, and slowly smiled a crooked smile as he realized, now, that he knew the answer. “And sometimes someone even gives you a clue. ‘All of us have our place’, right? That’s what you said? My place is up here, your place is down there, and—and like, you never actually said I had to go get the pearl, did you? You just said I had to hold it in my hand.” 
 
    “Those are allll things I said, yes! Wonnnderful memory!” 
 
    “This is your lake. You’re its queen. If I want something from it—from your place—I shouldn’t just go down there and take it! I should ask! I should ask you, because when it comes to your lake, that’s all it’s my place to do!” 
 
    The mermaids had stopped giggling now, to look at and whisper to each other, impressed, and their queen had put a finger behind her webbed ear, to push it out and show she was listening. 
 
    “Your highness,” said Frotwoot, grinning and holding out his hands in supplication. “May I please hold your pearl? Just for a second?” 
 
    The queen leaned back and nodded graciously, at which point a merman (who seemed to have been waiting for just this moment to arrive) dove under the water while the other people cheered and applauded. 
 
    “Frotwoot?” said Golly, coming up close to him. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Huh? What?” 
 
    “Yeah, y’know, it’s just you’ve been ‘glub-glubbing’ at the fish people for the past couple of minutes and me and Uncle Pix were just kind of standing here wondering what you were saying.” 
 
    Frotwoot’s face fell, along with his spirits. “You didn’t hear any of that?” 
 
    “No, we did, we just didn’t understand it,” Pixley clarified. 
 
    “I figured it out! I went into, like, detective Pix-mode and figured out what it was I had to do! It was awesome! You seriously didn’t hear any of it?” 
 
    Golly and Pixley both shook their heads. 
 
    “Oh, well that’s just great! One of the most knight-y things I ever did and you guys, who don’t think I can do anything, didn’t even get to see it!” 
 
    “We saw it,” Pixley said very matter-of-factly, before finishing with an apparently irresistible smirk, “It just looked ridiculous.” 
 
    Frotwoot snorted and irresistibly smirked back, Golly gave him a comforting, “It’s okay, we still love you” kind of hug, and just as he’d finished explaining to them what the answer to the challenge had been the merman reappeared with the pearl, holding it out with both arms to the queen, who took it, and held it out to Frotwoot. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Frotwoot, taking and—yes—holding it in his hand. “It’s, uh, very nice.” 
 
    “You’re welllcome, dear! And yesss! It isss, isn’t it?!” the mermaid queen replied, and with that last bit of manically-expressed joy, she disappeared back under the water, her subjects (and, somewhat more surprisingly, the pearl) disappearing right along with her. 
 
    “… Okay,” said Frotwoot, once he was sure nothing else was going to happen. “I guess that’s it, then. Now we’ve just gotta find a ‘beast of the land’, and—” 
 
    A nearby roar like that of a lion made him fall silent in the way only the roar of lion really could, and before he could even finish whirling around something that looked an awful lot like a lion (with the exception of its scorpion-like tail) pounced on him, forcing him to the ground, and said, in a voice like a nightmare’s growl, “Wizard fight, or wizard die! That is test! No tricks! No questions! Begin!” 
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    “What’d he say?” asked Pixley, as the lion-like beast backed off to let Frotwoot scramble to his feet. 
 
    “He said ‘fight or die’!” said Frotwoot. “And that it wasn’t a trick question!” 
 
    “Do you think maybe it still is, though?” said Golly. “I mean, babe, that’s a manticore. You can’t fight that.” 
 
    “I don’t know, I—!” Frotwoot was cut off and his answer seemingly given for him by the manticore’s barbed tail striking and tearing up the chunk of turf on which he’d just been standing. A second strike caught him horizontally across the chest, staggering him and drawing blood, and it was at that point that Golly popped her claws and pushed him out of the way. 
 
    “FIGHT!!!” the manticore (literally) roared, looking past her at Frotwoot. But Golly lunged forward as if the command had been directed at her, and soon goblin and beast were locked in a deadly, tumbling clinch. 
 
    “Pix, we gotta help her!’ said Frotwoot, turning to address what appeared to be empty air. A quick, frantic glance around showed him that this was because Pixley had already zoomed into action, and as he watched the little faerie managed to get a few good pokes in at the manticore’s eyes before being swatted out of the air by its (strangely easy to forget) tail. Seemingly enraged by the annoyance, the manticore redoubled its aggressive efforts, whacking Golly on the side of the head with one paw, tearing her open in the middle with the claws of the other front paw as she stumbled to one side, and finishing it with a sickening, uppercutting blow of its tail that sent her flying to the ground. For Frotwoot, all of this seemed to happen in slow motion, each elongated second that ticked by further widening his eyes and increasing his heart rate, until finally—when Golly’s back hit the grass—his heart seemed to stop, and his eyes narrowed into a hard line, at which point time sped right back up again, for him to fly forward with a wordless, outraged cry and punch the manticore right in its stupid lion face. 
 
    The manticore laughed in incredulous surprise, but stopped laughing when the second punch came, hitting what seemed to be a much softer spot. Rearing up to block the third punch, the beast inadvertently opened itself up for Frotwoot to duck, hug it around the middle, and fly it with his wing-increased strength straight into the trunk of the tree behind it. Again and again Frotwoot lashed out at the manticore as he fell with/pinned it the ground, but eventually the manticore—seemingly having even forgotten about it itself—remembered its tail, and with a single swipe knocked Frotwoot aside with a lot more force than it had hit him with it before. Frotwoot got back up almost as soon as he fell down, and as he charged forward to renew the attack the manticore laughed and held up a paw for him to stop. “Good fight! You pass!” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t stop, though. 
 
    “What wizard do?!” the manticore asked, bewildered, as it did its best to fend him off without hurting him. “Fight over! Wizard prove strength! Stop now!” 
 
    “Babe!” Golly called out weakly, the pain in her voice overriding his need for vengeance enough for him to whirl around and rush to her side. “Babe, I think it’s done!” she said, nodding to point at the manticore with her chin. “Look at it!” 
 
    “Golly! You’re—! Fie, I thought it—I thought it killed you!” 
 
    “Almost, but no. See? Look? Guts are all still in there.” 
 
    “Yeah, barely! And what about Pix? Pix, are you—?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Pixley half-assured him/half-groaned from somewhere amidst the tall grass. 
 
    “This witch wizard’s mate?” asked the manticore, sidling up to join the conversation. 
 
    “What?! No, she’s not my—! I mean, she’s my girlfriend, yeah, but we never—we don’t—!” 
 
    “Ha! Yes! Witch is wizard’s mate! Or soon will be! Good! There are things mightier than might! Love is one!” 
 
    “Oh, great, is that your ‘animal wisdom’ or whatever? Is that supposed to be deep?” 
 
    “No,” the manticore shrugged. “Only supposed to be true.” 
 
    “What if I was here alone, though? What would you tell me then?” 
 
    “You alone, something else be mightier than might. True wisdom adaptable, like beasts of the land are. We done now?” 
 
    “Are we—?” Frotwoot squinted his eyes and shook his head in disbelief. “Dude! No! Look what you did to her!” 
 
    “Look what witch’s claws did to me,” the manticore countered, showing its side. “Witch fought well, but it wasn’t witch’s fight. Take care of mate, wizard; she special one.” 
 
    “Oh, well, gee, I’m so glad you approve!” Frotwoot snarled, but the manticore was already casually walking away. 
 
    “Are we done here now?” asked Golly, and no sooner had she spoken than the answer seemed to come in a flash of light from the statue in the center of the nature preserve/park, cutting through the trees to fill Frotwoot with a magical peace and making clear to him—and him alone—the location of the next challenge. 
 
    “… Looks like it, yeah,” Frotwoot also answered her, doing his best not to let the spell make him grin like an idiot in the face of his wounded girlfriend. “Can you walk?” 
 
    Golly got halfway up, experimentally, then with a wince said, “If you help.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” said Frotwoot, and—as he wasn’t playing a cruel prank—slid his arm under her to help her slowly to her feet, with Pixley flying up soon after to help as much as he currently could (i.e., to not really be of very much help at all). They took a few tentative steps forward, each one seeming to wrack Golly with startling, gasp-worthy pain, until finally Frotwoot said, “Wait, what are we doing?” and scooped her up fully in his arms, hovering off and on about an inch off the ground to let his wings take the extra weight whenever he needed them to as they went. 
 
    “Hey, do you think hospitals cost anything here?” Frotwoot asked Pixley and Golly as they started up the stairs back to the street, the question having just somewhat urgently occurred to him. “Like, I know they’re free on Seelie, but they’re not so much where I’m from, so if it’s like that here then—” 
 
    “We’ll figure something out, don’t worry,” said Pixley. “Worse comes to worst, we’ll just ask the warlocks.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’ll be mad at us?” Golly said skeptically—and kind of weakly, what with all the blood loss. “Y’know, for like… going ahead and doing all this without asking?” 
 
    “Not mad enough to let you die,” said Frotwoot. But then, thinking about his past interactions with them, and remembering that Elizora was in jail, he realized he actually wasn’t so sure. 
 
    In any case, he chose to keep that realization to himself, and so the rest of their swift trip back to the camper was fairly quiet, the silence only being broken by the sound of someone grunting in pain and an unfamiliar voice echoing down the alleyway, getting steadily louder as they approached: “… I’ll only just ask you this one more time, brownie, and then I’m gonna get mean: Where. Are. Your. Friends?“ 
 
    “Haven’t got any friends, Mister Sorcerer, sir,” Clod replied, Frotwoot ducking down and peeking out from behind the wall just in time to see him say it. Two sorcerers were standing over him outside the camper, one holding a magical leash around his neck to keep him on his knees and the other (presumably the previously-heard speaker) pacing in front of him, the blood on the latter’s fists making it quite clear which one of them had been most directly responsible for the poor condition the brownie’s face currently appeared to be in, although the former—Frotwoot thought, as he struggled to contain the sickening rage rising up in his breast—certainly bore some responsibility for it as well. “It’s like I told you, it is: When Mistress Elizora got snatched, we all of us took off into the winds, and I haven’t had any contact with any man, woman, or child of ‘em since, and no mistake.” 
 
    “You know that’s not what I mean,” the speaker chided him, throwing in another punch conversationally. “The boy; the warlock from three worlds. We know he was with you, and we know what he was doing. Some of the other Seelie scum we picked up after the raid on the house ratted you out; even gave us your number, so we could use the ‘Find My Mirror’ feature you probably should have turned off.” With a smirk—and again, for emphasis—the leash-holder pulled Clod’s magic mirror from his pocket and held it up tauntingly in front of his face for a second before tossing it aside into the snow. “So where is he now?” the speaker continued. “Where’s the older faerie that was with him? Are they still alive? Tell me, and this will all stop. Don’t tell me… and I’ll show you just what I did to make that little troll girl talk.” 
 
    “Well, see, now you’ve got me curious, haven’t you?” said Clod, the horror that had taken over his expression for just an instant, there, disappearing by act of will as if it had never been, but still living on, somewhat, in variably-mirrored form on Frotwoot, Golly, and Pixley’s faces. “Show me a bit, first, and maybe we’ll see.” 
 
    The speaker looked at his partner, who shrugged, and with a sigh and roll of his eyes proceeded to start beating on Clod anew, the leash-holder letting it go slack just enough to let him hit the ground after each blow only to tighten it up again and prop him up for another. 
 
    “We have to do something,” Frotwoot whispered, though at that point it was less a statement than a prompt. “Right?” 
 
    “Right,” nodded Pixley. “We do. But it’s gonna have to be you.” 
 
    “Me?!” Frotwoot looked incredulously from him to Golly, and then back to him again, and what he saw in the process turned out to be more than enough to erode his incredulity and answer the implied question. “… Oh, yeah. Me. Because I’m normal-sized and not bleeding out.” 
 
    “Hey, I am a perfectly normal size for a girl my age and height,” Golly protested with a point and a bit of a delirious giggle, her eyelids flickering open and closed as she struggled to focus on… something. “Wait… that’s not… uh-oh.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, kid, you’ve got this,” Pixley assured him, angling his squire’s chin up with both hands to look at him with the urgent yet tender expression of worry and love that had been intended for Golly (until it got weird). “Just pick up that trashcan lid, throw it like a discus into the one on the left’s head, tackle the one on the right into the camper before he can recover from the shock, punch him in the face, spin him around, use him as a shield against whatever spell the one on the left tries to rally with, push him into his friend with a wing-assisted kick, fly a circle around the camper as fast as you can, and take the one on the left down before he even knows what’s happening. Got it?” 
 
    “… Dude, what?!” 
 
    “I said, ‘just pick up that trashcan lid’—” 
 
    “Yeah, Pix, I heard you! But I can’t do any of that!” 
 
    “You have to.” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed a sigh that turned into a frustrated groan and peeked back out into the alley, where things for Clod appeared only to have gotten worse. “Okay, man. Okay, just… go through it one more time.” 
 
    While Pixley did just that, Frotwoot’s mind (somewhat irresponsibly, as he was supposed to be listening) wandered, seeking out a solution that would stop the sorcerers without getting him or anyone else he cared about killed in the process. Violence certainly wasn’t the answer, he thought, as that was more Pixley’s area, and he couldn’t just run from the threat either, not without Clod—so what, then? How did he usually get out of danger when it was too much for him to fight alone? With some kind of trick, right? Or with someone else’s help—Sometimes both, depending on the situation. But what kind of “trick” could get him out of this one? And who was here to help him now? Most of his friends and family were in other dimensions, and those who weren’t were even more helpless than he was. There was always that weird magic voice in his head, of course, the one that gave him magic words when he needed them, but that only helped him sometimes, and— 
 
    —And no sooner did he think of its existence than it tried to help him even now. Not with magic, though. No… somehow, Frotwoot could sense that whoever the voice belonged to was too weak for that; that every time it had helped him before had put a great strain on it, and that it wasn’t the kind of strain it could recover from. Or maybe he wasn’t sensing it; maybe the voice was telling him, by way of explanation, just with feelings instead of words. It was hard to tell. Either way, it was helping him, guiding his thoughts to memories he didn’t think about very often at all, memories of videos he’d seen on the internet of corrupt cops and/or military doing things they weren’t supposed to be doing only to stop as soon as they’d realized someone was filming. Of news sources, both mainstream and alternative, reporting on those same videos and making the consequences of their actions even worse. And finally, of his best Earth-friend Wes paraphrasing part a famous saying to him and Astrid that he had then shamelessly tried to take credit for, “ ‘Sunlight is the best disinfectant’.” 
 
    And then… that was it. The voice faded away, and it was up to Frotwoot to figure out what it all meant. 
 
    “Kid?” said Pixley, apparently having asked him a question and gotten no response. 
 
    “Hold on.” Frotwoot furrowed his brow as he peeked out once again at the sorcerers, trying to connect them with and devise an action plan using what he’d just seen, and just when he was starting to doubt that the magic voice had even made him think of that stuff at all the sorcerer holding the leash looked nervously over his shoulder… and it hit him. “They’re not supposed to be doing this.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Frotwoot silently put him off yet again (not out of rudeness, but because Clod was looking pretty bad, now, and every second he might have wasted explaining things to him would only have made his looks worse) and looked around for a pay phone, spotting one on the wall across from them. Then, lowering the finger he’d used to hush his knight, turned to him and said, “I need you to distract them.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Just make a noise, like… somewhere behind them. I need to get to that phone.” 
 
    “Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “No, I just felt like ordering some pizza. Yes, I have a plan! And unlike yours, I think it’s one I can actually pull off.” 
 
    “All right,” Pixley shrugged, apparently still unconvinced that Frotwoot wasn’t capable of executing the action movie choreography he’d been laying out for him but not so much as to argue to the point. “I’ll make a distraction. Get ready to move.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded, and with that Pixley zipped up over the rooftops. Looking down at Golly, Frotwoot saw that she was completely unconscious now, and he squeezed her hand in his for as long as he could, until the sounds of breaking and tinkling glass made the sorcerers whirl around, at which point he reluctantly let her go and darted across the opening of the alley to the phone. 
 
    “What was that?!” asked the sorcerer with the leash. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said the sorcerer with the bloody knuckles. 
 
    “You think we should go check it out?” 
 
    “… Nah, it’s probably nothing. Maybe just a burglar.” 
 
    “Right,” Clod chuckled, which seemed to hurt him and startle them. “And you lads wouldn’t want to waste your time doing summat like catching an actual criminal in the act when you’ve got me to play with, would you?” 
 
    “Do we look like we’re playing?” snarled the Clod-beater. 
 
    “Wot, I’m sorry… was this supposed to be a serious interrogation? And here I thought you blokes were new at it and were just practicing! If you’d like a few pointers, I’d be glad to—” 
 
    “Wait!” said Frotwoot, just as the sorcerer raised his fist to start striking Clod anew. “Let him go!” 
 
    The sorcerers looked around wildly for the source of the voice for a moment, their eyes eventually settling on the half of Frotwoot’s face that he’d allowed to peek out from behind the wall at the edge of the alley while the rest of him remained in cover. “And why should we do that?” the more violent sorcerer demanded, starting cautiously forward. 
 
    “Because you’re not looking for him, you’re looking for me.” 
 
    The sorcerer stopped mid-stride, as if in surprise. “The warlock of three worlds?” 
 
    “Yeah! I mean, probably… unless there’s someone else running around here who thinks your government sucks and comes from three different dimensions” 
 
    “Show me your hands,” said the sorcerer, raising his own and starting forward again. “Held out in front of you, fingers locked together. Then we’ll let your brownie friend go.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Yeah, right, just a minute. But first… tell me what you’re looking for me for.” 
 
    The sorcerer scoffed. “To place you under arrest, of course.” 
 
    “Really? Aw, man! Okay, what’d I do?” 
 
    “You don’t have to do anything for us to arrest you. All it takes is for the Archmage to command it, which he has.” 
 
    “What about my rights? You know, as a mage or whatever?” 
 
    “Ha! ’Rights’. There are sorcerous loopholes around almost all of those. That’s how we operate. Surely you know that by now.” 
 
    “Oh, like how the Archmage made himself my legal guardian so he could lock me up in a cage away from everything and everyone else?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And why do you think he did that? Do you think it’s because he knows I’m powerful enough to become the Archmage myself? Because he knows he can’t stop me from taking the tests fair and square?” 
 
    “Obviously, yes. Are there any other questions you’d like to ask that you already know the answer to, or shall we proceed?” 
 
    “Sure, yeah, let’s proceed,” said Frotwoot, holding out one of his hands, at least, to reveal the pay phone’s receiver. “Where should I put this, though? I don’t think I can ‘lock’ my fingers together unless I put it down first, but I don’t wanna just hang up on ‘em, that’d be rude.” 
 
    There were two sharp intakes of breath from the sorcerers, and another, appreciative chuckle from Clod. “… Who did you call?” asked the sorcerer with the leash, seemingly having overcome his shock and horror before his partner could. 
 
    “Oh, you know, just the news. I thought they might be interested in what was going on. I mean, the Archmage, so scared of a sixteen year old kid that he’s sending out his goons to stop him from taking on the trials for the staff? That’s gotta be newsworthy, right? And not only that, you’re beating up on a defenseless brownie, like, right after we all just found out that the people from Seelie are actually more like real people than you all thought! Or at least like you all pretended to. I mean, geez, man… what’s the loophole for that?” 
 
    “Which news?” the beater tried to snarl, but was looking and sounding a bit too panicked now to really pull it off. 
 
    “You know that crazy conspiracy theory guy? The one pretty much everyone thinks is nuts? Yeah, I called him, because I didn’t think the normal news would believe me—” The sorcerer not busy holding Clod smirked and started forward again, only to stop as Frotwoot added, “—And then he called the normal news, so that they’d know that he knows that they know what’s going on her, and is recording it all right now in case later you try to cover it up or pay them off.” 
 
    The sorcerers exchanged glances, and the beater asked carefully, “Which crazy conspiracy theory guy?” 
 
    “The one that’s smart enough not to let anybody on this call but me know who he is; because he knows I’m the only one who won’t out him. and like, y’know… get him killed.” 
 
    “… I see,” said the beater, and after a quick, non-verbal but very visibly frustrated conference with his partner, he announced loudly, “Well, we most sincerely apologize for the misunderstanding, sir. Obviously the right of any child of Mage to seek his staff is one that must never be infringed, and while the rights of the Tuatha Danaan after recent revelations have yet to be fully established, certainly they would preclude any unnecessary violence on their person, at least without cause.” 
 
    “We thought we had cause,” the leash-holder chimed in. “Because he wouldn’t tell us anything, you see.” 
 
    “Right!” the beater agreed excitedly. “And we thought he might have been interfering in your Mage-given right to take the trials!” 
 
    “Yes! That is exactly it!” said the leash-holder, letting Clod go. “And we’re very sorry!” 
 
    “So very, very sorry, yes!” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Frotwoot. “And that thing you said about the Archmage wanting you to arrest me…?” 
 
    “Also a misunderstanding,” said the beater, looking like he might throw up. “We, er… we thought you were someone else.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Who?” 
 
    “Sorcerous secret!” the leash-holder snapped, and then, without another word, he and his partner raced back out of the alleyway and out of Frotwoot’s sight, 
 
    “Hey, wait! I didn’t even get your names!” Frotwoot called after them, partly to speed them up, and partly just for kicks. Once he was reasonably sure they were gone, he dropped the phone and raced to Golly’s side, his heart dropping into his stomach when he realized—as he checked her pulse—that he could barely feel hers 
 
    “Oi!” said Clod, getting up and hobbling over to him even as he lifted Golly up out of the snow to carry her away. “Ruddy good show there, mate! And a well-timed one at that, I must say! I don’t mind telling you, I thought me number was up just then, and no mistake! How’d you get the number of that reporter, anyway? And while we’re at it, how’d you make that call so fyin’ fast?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” said Frotwoot, pushing gently past him to get Golly to the camper. “That phone doesn’t even work.” 
 
    “She still breathing?” asked Pixley, flying up from wherever he’d just gone to land on Frotwoot’s shoulder while Clod stopped and stood, dumbstruck, behind them at what he’d just heard. 
 
    “Yeah, man, but if we don’t get her to a hospital soon, I don’t know if—” 
 
    “Wait a tick, what’s wrong with the lady knight?” Clod said/recovered, falling in step behind them to sneak a peek at her over Frotwoot’s shoulder. “The sorcerers catch up with you lot as well?” 
 
    “No,” Pixley said flatly, as they all piled through the vehicle’s loosely-swinging screen door. “It was a manticore. You know where a hospital is?” 
 
    “Hospital? No, mate, there’s no time for a hospital! She’s too far gone for that!” 
 
    “… What?” said Frotwoot, losing his breath about halfway through. 
 
    “I’m sorry, are you a doctor?” Pixley didn’t-really-ask Clod, getting right up into his face in a way that probably would have been a bit more intimidating if he’d been at his usual scale. “Get us to a hospital. Now.” 
 
    “All right, but I’m telling you, there’s no time! You’d be better served using the first aid kit I saw right above you in that compartment!” 
 
    Pixley furrowed his brow and looked from Clod, to the aforementioned compartment, back to Clod, back to the compartment, to Frotwoot, and then back again to Clod incredulously. “First aid kit?” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “You think this is a joke?” 
 
    “No, sir knight, I most certainly don’t! Here!” Swatting Pixley aside, Clod opened up the compartment himself and pulled out a carved wooden box with a giant red rune in the middle of it that Frotwoot likely would have assumed to be analogous to Earth’s medical cross if he’d been able to focus just then on anything other than cradling Golly in his arms as the light that she was in his life went fading rapidly out of it. Setting the box down on the counter, Clod threw it open to reveal rows and rows of strangely-colored bottled liquids, and then spun it around to further reveal a yellowed piece of laminated parchment fastened to the lid’s inside. There was a single word written on it, not in any language or alphabet Frotwoot actually knew, but in a language that transcended the need for knowledge, so that he understood it anyway; a language that he’d only spoken a handful of times before, each time forgetting what he’d said almost as soon he’d said it, not because what he’d said was unimportant, but rather, because what he’d said was too important, and his memory hadn’t been strong enough to hold it. 
 
    It was the language of magic. And the hope Frotwoot had nearly lost came surging back as he realized what it said, 
 
    “The healing spell,” he whispered to himself, before whispering—somewhat more fervently—to Clod, “Thank you.” Then, taking a deep breath, and laying both hands on Golly’s stomach, he read the magic word aloud. 
 
    Bubbling amber light immediately spilled out from his fingertips, shining under and through Golly’s skin, and as it did he could see her wounds start to heal up right in front of him… but not all the way. Furrowing his brow and speaking the word again, Frotwoot was relieved to see that this repetition healed her further, to the point where she regained consciousness by coming out of shock, and one more use of the word stopped the exclamations of pain. 
 
    “Golly!” Frotwoot gasped, hugging her as she started to sit up and holding her tight. “Are you okay? Does it still hurt?” 
 
    “No,” said Golly. “I mean, yes, I’m okay, and no, it doesn’t hurt. What’d you do?” 
 
    “Magic,” Frotwoot grinned crookedly, pointing to the first aid kit. “Clod showed it to me, though, so you’ve gotta thank him, too. Oh, and hey, speaking of Clod, come here, man! Let me heal you, too!” 
 
    “Nah, mate, that’s all right,” said Clod, picking up a bottle of red liquid from the kit instead. “This potion should do me up fine enough, wot?” 
 
    “What? No, dude, come on. Just let me do it. It’s the least I can do for you, since I’m the reason you got so beat up.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, sir knight, I’d feel more than a bit uncomfortable with you giving up any of your life force just so’s I can feel a mite less run over. Now, if my life ever comes to be in any actual danger due to injuries I’ve sustained, then that’s another story, innit, but—” 
 
    “Wait, wait, ‘life force’? What?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know: Your life force! That… ineffable… immeasurable… whatever-it-is that keeps us all going?” 
 
    “Right, and what was it said about him giving some of it up?” asked Pixley, in a much more patient (though only marginally less worried) tone than the one he’d been using toward Clod before. 
 
    “Well… that’s how the healing spell works, innit? It takes a bit of your life force and lends it to someone else. That’s why you’re only supposed to use it in case of emergency, like the little placard, there, says.” Clod took a long pull the potion, keeping his eyes on them all the whole time. “Wot? You didn’t know that? It’s one of the most basic laws of magic, it is. You can’t make something from nothing. Everything’s gotta come from somewhere.” 
 
    “How’s that work when you’re using it to heal yourself, though?” asked Frotwoot, trying very hard not to think of how many moments of his life he’d given up just now, and so far. “I used it after I got shot in the gut with an arrow once, so… what? Did I just, like, give some of my ‘life force’ to myself, then, or…?” 
 
    “No,” Clod answered right away, but, after thinking about it for a moment, amended, “I mean … sort of. It’s more like you rearranged it. You took some from the end, to prop up the front.” 
 
    “… And I’ll die sooner because of that.” 
 
    “Sooner than you would’ve if you’d never been shot, yeah. But later than you would’ve if you’d never used the spell.” 
 
    “Oh.” Frotwoot tried to wrap his head around that for a moment, then gave up and said, “All right. Whatever. So… everybody’s okay? Except for me, who just found out he’s gonna die a little bit younger?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Golly chuckled sadly, shaking her head only once before Frotwoot stopped it with a gentle hand against her cheek. 
 
    “No. Don’t be. I’d give it all to you, if I had to.” 
 
    “… Right, so should we get going, then?” asked Clod, as no one seemed to be volunteering that they weren’t okay. 
 
    “No,” said Frotwoot, letting go of Golly’s face and standing up. “There’s something I need to do first. Where’s your magic mirror?” 
 
    “… Kid, we really should get going,” said Pixley, as Clod patted his pockets for a second before remembering his mirror had been taken from him during the interrogation, at which point he dashed back outside in a panic to go get it. “You did a good job scaring those guys off, don’t get me wrong, but if they have a supervisor or something they have to report back to with a brain, then—” 
 
    “Nah, man. I’m done running; I’m done hiding. We’re the good guys here, and the good guys shouldn’t have to hide. If the sorcerers don’t want all the normal, non-evil people of Magicka to know what they’re doing, how they’re trying to stop us from doing what we’re doing, then all we need to do is make sure they can’t—at least not without an audience.” 
 
    Pixley and Golly furrowed their brows at each other in confusion for a second, watching as Frotwoot took the now-retrieved (and only slightly-scuffed) magic mirror from Clod, and their brows only furrowed deeper as he found the app he was looking for, hit “record” on the glass/screen, and pointed its camera at himself with a crooked smile to say, “Hello, Magicka. I’m the Archmage’s secret grandson. Welcome to my stream!” 
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    Elizora (or her magically-projected image, at least) just sat there with her hand over her eyes for a long time, before slowly sliding it down to half-cover her mouth instead and say, “A ‘live stream’?” 
 
    “Yep,” said Frotwoot, sitting across from her in the camper/illusory cave. “Well, I mean… that’s what I meant to do, but I guess I was just recording. Clod showed me all the best places to send the video out to to make it go viral, though.” 
 
    “Did he?” Elizora gave Clod a look that made him shrink like a child facing a grounding. “And what, pray tell, was in this ‘viral video’ that you meant to be a ‘live stream’?” 
 
    “I already told you,” the girthy warlock chimed in. “He—“ 
 
    “I want to hear it from him, thank you.” 
 
    Frotwoot held out his hands. “What? No, it was good. I didn’t say anything that might blow back on us, like that I’m a fairy, or that I’m working with the warlocks. I just said that I was the Archmage’s secret grandson, and that I was pretty sure he and the sorcerers were trying to stop me from getting the staff.” 
 
    “You said one more thing, though, didn’t you?” said the bathtub witch—though she seemed more amused than horrified (unlike everyone else). 
 
    “Um… what? You mean the thing about how I was only doing all this to stop the war? Yeah, I thought that’d go over better with the slave owners than the other, realer reason I’m doing it, but if you guys don’t think that was a good idea, or whatever, then—” 
 
    “No, not that! The other thing!” 
 
    “ ‘The other’—? Oh, yeah, right! I also told them where the next trial was and that they could come watch me do it.” 
 
    Elizora didn’t even have to say anything to that. The look on her face said it all. 
 
    “I think it’s rather clever, actually,” said the bathtub witch, turning to the other warlocks to talk about him as if he weren’t there. “What Frotwoot’s done here is made it much more difficult for Dryadia to move against him. If word should get out that the Archmage is violating his own grandson’s mage-given rights—” 
 
    “Then Dryadia will have no more than a week of bad P.R. and Frotwoot, for his part, will still be dead,” Elizora cut in, sharper than a knife. “Oh, yes. How terribly clever.” 
 
    “Yeah, but no, you see, that’s the thing,” said Frotwoot defensively. “The ‘bad P.R.’ he’d get is that he was afraid of me; that he actually thought I was more powerful than him, and had to stop me. There’s no way the tree guy would let something like that happen. I know it doesn’t make sense, but it’s just the way he is. Trust me, I know.” 
 
    “ ‘Trust’ you. Hmm. Remind me again, dear, how many times have you allowed this wizard that you claim to know so very well to betray you?” 
 
    “Just two! I knew he would the second time, though, just nobody would listen to me.” 
 
    “It’s true, I wouldn’t,” said Pixley. 
 
    “Does it really matter at this point?” the bathtub witch broke back in while Elizora gave up and rolled her eyes. “What’s done is done. Whether we agree with the strategy or not, it’s already been set into motion. There’s no going back now.” 
 
    “Are you at the location of the next trial?” asked the girthy warlock. 
 
    “Yeah,” Frotwoot nodded. “That’s, uh… that’s how I told everyone where it was.” 
 
    “And is anyone there?” asked the bathtub witch. 
 
    “… Yeah,” said Frotwoot, exchanging sly glances with Golly, Clod, and Pixley as he did. “A few people.” 
 
    Elizora sighed. “There are a lot, aren’t there?” 
 
    Frotwoot grinned not-so-slyly at her, and, without another word, stood up, threw open the camper door, and let the cheering/jeering of the crowd of thousands that had assembled outside pour in. “Yeah,” he said, closing the door again to (somewhat) dull the roar that his opening it had prompted. “There are a lot.” 
 
    Elizora held a hand to her temple as if she were developing a migraine, looked to the other warlocks, and with a weary, crooked smile, shook her head and said, “Well… I suppose you’d best go out there and give them a show now, then, shouldn’t you?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Um… hey, everyone!” Frotwoot said as he emerged from the camper just a little over a minute later, his voice magically-amplified—via a spell Elizora had just taught him—to greet all the wizards and witches that were assembled and waiting for him out on the snow-covered grass of the college campus where (apparently) another former Archmage’s statue somewhere stood. “What’s up?” 
 
     The cheering/jeering started up all over again, homemade cardboard signs written in glowing amber ink bouncing up and down, lobbying for his attention, but the chaos of the crowd was only allowed to reign for so long before several, more orderly-minded news crews pushed their way to the front to hold out their microphones and start asking him questions: 
 
    “Young man! Young man! WZND News! Are the claims you made in the shocking video you released tonight true?” 
 
    “Are you really the Archmage’s grandson?” 
 
    “LoreWars, here! Is this a hoax?” 
 
    “Do you really expect us to believe that a man as young as yourself has enough progeny to rival his own grandfather in power?” 
 
    “Come on! This is a hoax, right?” 
 
    “Which of the Archmage’s children were you born to?” 
 
    “Which parent was it? Was it your mother? Your father? Do you even know?” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Where did you come from?” 
 
    “Was the Archmage keeping you in exile?” 
 
    “When did you learn you were related to him?” 
 
    “What even made you think to try to start taking the trials of the staff?” 
 
    “Was it really only because you’re opposed to the war?” 
 
    “HOAX!!! HOOOOOAX!!!” 
 
    “Geez! Okay, um,” Frotwoot began, and as soon as he started speaking the babbling of the reporters—and of the rest of the crowd—immediately (and to him, at least, somewhat jarringly) stopped. “Well, my name’s Fro—Dayne,” Frotwoot mentally kicked himself for almost giving them his faerie name when the whole point of the backstory he’d cooked up for this very moment was to pass himself off as a mage, but was sure not to kick himself visibly in any way before continuing, “And that was my father’s name, too. So, yeah, I think that answers a couple of your questions…” 
 
    “Wait, are you saying that your father was Dayne Wanderson the 2nd?” 
 
    “Uh, yep.” 
 
    “Did he know?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Dayne Wanderson! Your father. Did he know about you before he died? Did you ever meet him?” 
 
    Frotwoot had to pause for a second before answering, because a lump had suddenly formed in his throat right around the word “died”. “He’s—? Yeah. Yeah, he knew about me.” 
 
    “Who’s the mother?” 
 
    “What?” The lump in his throat was gone, but Frotwoot could not seem to shake the heavy feeling that had come with it, and it was really throwing him off; finding out he’d guessed right about something had never felt worse. “Oh, I’m not telling you that.” 
 
    The reporters clearly hadn’t been expecting this answer, because now they needed a second to think up a whole new crop of questions to rally back with, during which time Frotwoot made a show of casually setting off toward the glowing light of the next graven staff, parting the still noisy, still very excited crowd before him while throwing out an occasional high-five, smile, and/or wave. There was a lot less jeering now, he noticed, and a lot more cheering. Either there was some kind of unfortunate cultural misunderstanding at play here (like, where “cheering” and “jeering” meant the opposite thing when the Magi did it, or something), or (and probably much more likely, he second-thought, as it was much less stupid) his plan was working; even if he wasn’t outright winning them over, he was at least making them doubt. 
 
    “Why not?” the first reporter to get his wits back about him asked, leading the pack as he scurried to catch up. “Why can’t you tell us?” 
 
    “Is it because this is a hoax? It is, isn’t it? Ha! I knew it!” 
 
    “Is it someone famous?” 
 
    “Would revealing her identity put her in danger?” 
 
    “Is there someone you would tell?” 
 
    “Have you promised someone an exclusive?” 
 
    “That one,” said Frotwoot, snapping his fingers and pointing behind him to the news witch who’d mentioned, “The ‘putting her in danger’ thing. The Archmage already tried to get to me. You think I want him going after my mom?” 
 
    “Why do you think the Archmage is after you?” 
 
    “Do you have proof?” 
 
    “WHY ARE YOU PUTTING US THROUGH THIS RIDICULOUS HOAX?!?!” 
 
    “I mean, I haven’t, like, read his mind or anything, but if I had to guess I think I’d say he’s after me for the same reason none of you have ever heard of me,” Frotwoot answered only one of those questions, stopping to face them all again as he reached a statue with a glowing amber light hanging over it just for him in middle of the quad. “It’s like I said in my video: The dude’s afraid of me. He’s afraid of my power.” 
 
    “Yea? Verily?” Frotwoot and the crowd all turned to look as one as the Archmage/Dryad made his own path to the statue—or, more accurately, as the sorcerous goons who were with him made a path, pushing and shoving anyone out of the way who they thought weren’t moving quickly enough. “Do I seem afraid of thee now, ‘Dayne’?” 
 
    Frotwoot got the sense he was supposed to be intimidated, so he made sure everyone could see he wasn’t by looking The Dryad straight in the eye and smirking. “Afraid enough to show up, yeah, also-’Dayne’.” 
 
    Gasps, and “ooo”s, and exclamations on the theme of “Oh no he didn’t!” rose up from the audience all around them, but they stayed quiet, even as The Dryad reached out to put a grandfatherly hand on Frotwoot’s shoulder—where his thumb could touch his neck—to say, only to him, through the magic of tactile telepathy, “Oh ho, well played, Frotwoot! Well played indeed. What thou hast wrought here hath almost left me impressed. Prithee, though… canst thou think of even one good reason why I should not merely tell these good people what thou really art? Yea, even a faerie and a mage, whose rights as an illegal hybrid are as yet undefined?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Frotwoot tactile-telepathied back. “Can you think of one good reason why I shouldn’t tell them what thou ‘art’? Yea, even a jerk, and a freaking body-snatching tree man?” 
 
    The Dryad’s tight smile, rapid blinking, and tensing of the veins in his neck made it clear that he’d been hoping Frotwoot wouldn’t think of that. “Very well. If that is how thou wouldst have it, Frotwoot, then that is how it shall be.” Turning to face the onlookers but keeping his hand right where it was, The Dryad smiled a bit more convincingly now and said, out loud this time, and to all, “My dear boy! What have I to fear from my own grandson? For behold, thy power, however great, would then also be mine! And lo, though thou didst proclaim in thy video that I did exile thee, I say unto thee that I didst not even know of thee until now!” 
 
    “What about the sorcerers?” asked that “hoax” guy from LoreWars. “Are you saying, your holiness, that you were personally unaware of a deep state conspiracy to suppress the rights of this individual who claims to be your grandson? Or, are you suggesting that this is all a—” He took a weird, deep breath at this point, and then finished with a longing sort of sigh, “Hoax?” 
 
    “I suggest neither!” said The Dryad. “Nay, I hath come unto you all here tonight only to learn, as you have, and to know for myself whether or not this boy’s words have been true. And also, as I seek to learn, ask but one question, yea, even a question that hath already been asked! Dayne.” The Dryad turned back to Frotwoot, the corner of his mouth going up in a barely-suppressed sneer. “If thy father was truly my son, then who, of all the witches in Magicka, is thy mother?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked around, puzzled. Hadn’t he already covered this? “I… can’t tell you, dude. If the sorcerers find out, they’ll—” 
 
    “They shall do nothing. For thou hast my word, here and now, yea, even as thy Archmage, that no harm shall come to her, no matter who she may be.” 
 
    “Uh…” Frotwoot looked around again, not so much puzzled anymore as panicked. The crowd was murmuring amongst themselves, and even some of the people holding signs saying they believed him were starting to look skeptical. The LoreWars guy had wasted no time in turning back to his camera to confidently report that this had indeed been a hoax, as surely any “unshifted” (?) offspring of the neo-magical elite (??) would only logically have to look a lot more like a lizard person than Frotwoot currently did (???) . And while the other reporters who were choosing this moment to comment into their cameras were doing so in a much less insane-sounding way, the general gist of the comments was the same, and the effect Frotwoot’s obvious unwillingness to answer The Dryad’s question was having on the doubt he’d staged all of this to instill in the hearts and minds of the people of Magicka in the first place was clear: It was turning it the other way. He was losing them. And if he didn’t win them back soon, he knew, then the protective spotlight he needed to stay alive here would fade and— 
 
    “I’m his mother!” a voice declared from several yards behind them, and as everyone turned to look all at once in the same direction, just as they had when The Dryad had first appeared, the crowd parted just as it had then to reveal a very beautiful (or at least very masterfully made-up) young witch flanked by more than a few sorcerous enforcers of her own. 
 
    “You?!” said The Dryad, apparently recognizing her—which made sense, as she seemed to be wearing the same wizardly coat of arms as him on her cape, dress, and hat. What was weird, though, was that everyone else seemed to recognize her too, leaving Frotwoot standing there stupidly as the only one not shocked and/or scandalized by what he’d just heard. 
 
    “Yes, Dayne. Me,” the witch replied, coming up beside Frotwoot to give him a well-hidden, and… oddly familiar wink. “I’m sorry, son. I would have been here to support you much sooner but, you know me! I just got out of the bath.” 
 
    Suddenly—and with another wholly unnecessary wink—Frotwoot knew who this witch was, too. 
 
    “… What?” said several of the reporters. 
 
    “And I’m sorry to you, as well, Dayne,” the bathtub witch said to The Dryad, taking him by the hands and ignoring how weird everyone thought that thing she’d just said about the bath was. “I never meant to keep it from you, but I thought you’d be so angry. After all, your son might have been my best friend since childhood, but you were my husband!” She half-turned to wink again at Frotwoot, as if to let him know that this bit of exposition was for him, and he tried to remain grateful to her for timely intervention in spite of his feelings of resentment at being talked down to by her; again. “Of course, we weren’t married until after Dayne the 2nd had passed, when we found comfort from our loss in each other’s arms, but still! Surely you can see why I would keep our love child hidden from you! What if you didn’t want me anymore? What if you took your jealousy out on the baby? I know now that that was irrational, and that my feelings clearly influenced Dayne the 3rd’s perception of you, but the more time passed, the harder my foolish, youthful mistake became to correct! Oh, Dayne! Dayne, my dear sweet love! Can you ever forgive me?!” 
 
    The Dryad didn’t even look at her. He just narrowed his eyes over her head at Frotwoot—who smiled as annoyingly brightly as he could back—and tore his hands away to whirl around and storm back off through the crowd and into the night. 
 
    “Hmm. I suppose that means he needs some time,” said the bathtub witch, standing back up and shrugging. “Well, ‘son’? Now that all the questions and answers are over, wasn’t there something you came here to do?” 
 
    Still smiling, Frotwoot nodded and reached out to touch the statue’s stone staff, the last thing he heard before being whisked away in a vision of bright, bubbling amber light the sound of hundreds of people gasping all at once. 
 
    (It was pretty rad.) 
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    “… Welcome back! Thank you, thank you! Ha! Yes, well! Normally I’d say you’re being too kind, but have we got a great show in store for you folks tonight! First up: You’ve seen him in the news, you’ve heard all the facts, rumors, and innuendo, you might have even—ahem—heard a few off-color jokes about him in my opening monologue! But right here, right now, being interviewed for the first time anywhere, fresh off completing the latest challenge in his bid for the Archmage’s staff, ladies and gentlemen… give it up. for… Dayne Wandersen the 3rd!!!” 
 
    Frotwoot came out on stage to a standing ovation, and while the feeling it gave him it never really got old, exactly, over the course of the next twenty-four hours or so (“or so” because he didn’t actually know how many hours there were in a day, here), as he appeared on everything from late night talk shows, morning shows, sketch comedy/variety shows, daytime talk shows, local and national news programs, talk radio shows, celebrity panel game shows, and the occasional “unboxing” video for little wizard and witch kids, he definitely started to get used to it. And getting used to it made him less nervous about it, which, in turn, freed up his nerves to start getting “-ous” about something else. 
 
    Namely: The war. 
 
    “Dude, how many more of these things are we gonna have to do?” Frotwoot asked the P.R. guy his fake mom—AKA Emmony “Bathtub Witch” Wandersen—had hired for him as they sat in his dressing room between takes of a (terrible-looking) sitcom he was supposed to be making a surprise guest appearance on. The little TV hanging up in the corner of the ceiling was playing the news, and the more propaganda-like footage he saw of recently “recruited” Tuatha Dryadia “troops” being marched and trained and outfitted and armed, the more he started to think he might be wasting his time. “I’ve got, like, a magic staff to go earn and three worlds to save, remember?” 
 
    The P.R. Guy held up his finger to quiet him for a second as he continued the conversation he was having (and seemed to have been having all day) on his magic mirror… and then dropped his finger once that seemed to have shut him up, going on talking as if the interruption had never even happened. 
 
    “All right,” Frotwoot growled, jumping up to fling open his pentagram-starred door and storm out into the hallway. “ ‘Mom’? Hey, ‘mom’, are you out here?” 
 
    Emmony didn’t answer him, possibly because she didn’t hear him—but also possibly because she wasn’t used to being called “mom”—but he tracked her down soon enough anyway, finding her eating catered snacks at the long food table on the edge of the set and flirting shamelessly with two of the three male leads from the show. 
 
    “Mom!” Frotwoot snapped, startling the actors but barely fazing her. “Can we talk?” 
 
    “Of course, darling,” Emmony replied with a sweet smile but a sour look in her eyes. Once they’d found a quiet spot away from other ears, the smile changed to match the eyes and she said, “What is it, Frotwoot?” 
 
    “Whoa, what—why’re you mad? Did I do something?” 
 
    “Not deliberately, no. But I was in the middle of one of my best anecdotes, and you—“ She sighed, almost as if in annoyance at what she’d just heard herself say. “Actually, you know what? Never mind. It’s fine. They were both much poorer than me anyway. How can I help you?” 
 
    Frotwoot smirked and furrowed his brow at her in bemusement, but otherwise let what she’d just said slide so he could get back to the point. “Okay, um… well, I just wanted to say this has been great, and I appreciate you setting it all up for me, I really do, but The Dryad’s stepping things up in a big way on his end and I was thinking maybe we should get back to my quest before it’s too late.” 
 
    Emmony snorted. “Your ‘quest’?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s, like, what knights in Seelie call their assignments, or their cases or whatever.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” she said, in her classically condescending way. “Well, if you really think so, sweetie, then I suppose this can be the last thing we do until tonight.” 
 
    “Great, that’s—Wait, what’s tonight?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing too strenuous. Just a little meet and greet at my second townhouse.” 
 
    “Meet and greet with who?” 
 
    “Why, only the most powerful mages on Magicka, Frotwoot! People of fame, fortune, and influence. People you want to have on your side.” 
 
    “So… am I supposed to try to get them on my side, or—?” 
 
    “Oh no, no, no, nothing so overt as that! Just meet them. Talk to them. Charm them. Let them think they’re getting to know you while you actually get to know them. I don’t know what quaint, fantasy-themed term the knights of Seelie call it, but here we call it ‘networking’. Do you think you can manage that?” 
 
    “… Maybe?” Frotwoot was feeling kind of queasy all of a sudden. “I mean, it’s kinda’ weird, though, because I don’t even really know you. All you’ve told me so far is that you were a childhood friend of my dad’s and you’re married to my grandpa.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm. And what more than that is there to tell?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, just, like… all of the between stuff that would help make that weirdness on the ends make sense?” 
 
    “We’ll have time for that later,” she assured him, looking distracted; one of the actors was waggling her eyebrows at her, and—poorer than her or not—she seemed to like that wizard’s eyebrows. “I’ll tell your man to clear your media schedule for the rest of the day, and you and I will have a nice long chat. Okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, okay. Cool. Thanks.” She started to walk away, and at almost the exact same time he started to panic. “Wait! But what about this, like, ‘meet and greet’ thing? You’re gonna be there, right? You’re gonna help me with that?” 
 
    “Of course. And I’ll be helping you prepare, as well, so that by the time it begins you’ll have developed such an aura of refinement and sophistication that it may almost even be believable that we are mother and son.” 
 
    Frotwoot struggled to smile through an incredulous grimace, because he didn’t feel like he had the energy right now to waste on being outwardly offended. “… Great.” 
 
    Emmony smiled back at him as if to say, “Yes, it is, isn’t it?”, patted him twice on the cheek, and redirected her attention back to her waiting suitors. Frotwoot wandered back to his dressing room, and after changing the channel on the TV to watch something other than the (increasingly worrying) news on it for a while he slowly drifted off to sleep… 
 
    … Only to be awoken again somewhat more quickly by the feeling of a hand shaking him by the shoulder. 
 
    “There he is!” said Clod, the owner of the hand, beaming brightly down at him. “We’ve been looking all over for you, haven’t we, Sir knight? And here you are! Right where we left you!” 
 
    Frotwoot looked around the dressing room blearily. Other than Clod, there didn’t seem to be anyone else there. “ ‘We’? Is that like, the royal ‘we’, or—?” 
 
    “No time for that sort of grammatical gibberish right now, Sir knight! We’ve got a posh meet and greet to get you to, and not much time to do it in!” 
 
    Frotwoot wasn’t yet conscious enough to resist being hauled up out of his chair and dragged through the hallway outside, but he did manage to remember why he was there enough to ask, “Wait, what about the show? I thought they wanted to do another take.” 
 
    “Right you are, Sir knight! That they did! But then this bloke comes in from the network, right, and he and the showrunner have this big fyin’ row about not wanting to offend their advertisers by seeming to endorse someone new for Archmage before they actually are the Archmage—as some Magi consider that sort of thing to be ‘unfaithful’, apparently—and in the end they both agreed it might be best to just cancel your cameo altogether… as the only alternative, said the bloke from the network to the showrunner, would be to cancel the whole show.” 
 
    “What—?” Frotwoot was fully awake now and, having just emerged outside, couldn’t help but notice that the sky was filled with stars instead of sunlight. “When did all this happen?” 
 
    “Oh, hours ago.” 
 
    “And you guys all just left me here?! To sleep?!” 
 
    “Not I, Sir knight!” said Clod, feigning offense as he stopped at the side of a fancy-looking black car to open the door and usher Frotwoot inside. “That was ‘they’. It’s ‘we’ that came out to find you, and no mistake!” 
 
    Frotwoot stopped with one leg halfway into the car to look at Clod and cock his head. “… Okay, now see, dude, this is what I was talking about: Is ‘we’ just you, or—?” 
 
    Clod firmly but gently pushed Frotwoot the rest of the way into his seat, and—after closing his door for him—dashed around the front of the vehicle to take up his usual position as driver. As soon as the brownie’s foot hit the gas pedal (i.e., immediately, and possibly before he’d even finished sitting down) any and all other questions Frotwoot might have still had left for him promptly vacated the space they were taking up in his brain to make way for the overwhelming fear and panic that for some reason just naturally seemed to come with being able to see out the windshield while Clod was driving you somewhere. Along with being overwhelming, it was also a pretty much all-consuming sort of fear and panic, and so it was that their already hurried and (to Frotwoot, at least) unhelpful conversation was effectively put on hold, until they arrived far, far too quickly at their destination a few minutes later, at which point Frotwoot tried to resume it only to end up flinging his door open to lose every bit of his catered lunch on the driveway instead. 
 
    “You all right there, Sir knight?” Clod asked what had to be rhetorically as he came around to… well, do nothing, really as Frotwoot’s door was already open. “It’s not nerves, is it?” 
 
    “Are you… trying to kill me, Clod?” Frotwoot answered his not-real question with another not-real question, glaring up darkly at him. “Or just drive me crazy?” 
 
    “Frotwoot!” Emmony’s voice interrupted whatever Clod’s response might have been, drawing both young mens’ attention to the front stairway of her “second townhouse”. She was coming down the steps remarkably well for someone wearing such high heels, and was also, Frotwoot thought, staying remarkably clothed for someone who was moving as much as she was while being dressed the way she was. “There you are! My goodness, I was so worried! Where were you?” 
 
    “Uh… right where you left me?” 
 
    “Come, come, we’ll use the service entrance!” Emmony ignored him, taking him by the hand to pull him to his feet. “We can clean you up and get you changed for the party without risking any of the guests having to see you!” 
 
    “Oh yeah, right, I mean, we wouldn’t want that,” Frotwoot grumbled petulantly, but followed her to a little door at the back of the house anyway; he did look kind of gross just then, after all. 
 
    A quick trip to a guest bedroom via some out-of-the-way stairs later, and Frotwoot was left alone by Emmony once again. He assumed it was for modesty’s sake, as the outfit he was apparently supposed to wear was standing before him on a dressing mannequin, but was soon proven wrong as a host of dour young maids rushed in after her to start both magically and physically taking off his clothes. “Whoa, wait! What the fie?!” he said, but the maids just kept on doing what they were doing, with the calm, almost bored determination of true professionals at work, and despite all his further objections—including, but not limited to, his panicked, violently-thrashing attempts to escape—they got their job done just as quickly as he imagined they probably would have if he hadn’t put up any resistance at all. leaving him (as they left the room) with his hair styled, his teeth brushed, his skin perfumed, and his clothes traded with the black and gold-embroidered, vaguely wizardly-looking evening wear that had previously been worn by the aforementioned mannequin. 
 
    “Ready?” asked Emmony, coming back in. 
 
    Frotwoot opened his mouth to complain, to protest, to say something, but in the end he realized that there’d really be no point and just let out a strangled sigh and shrugged, instead. 
 
    “Good!” Emmony replied, demurely offering him her hand and grinning at him as if he’d enthusiastically said “yes”. “You look marvelous, by the way, you really do,” she went on as he took the hand only for her to then convert it into where she was wrapped around his arm and leading him toward the distant sounds of the party. “I hope you didn’t mind having my girls help you, it’s just that I don’t have any men on staff here, you see (at least not insofar as the domestic realm goes), and I didn’t think your driver (the brownie), whatever-his-name-is, looked to be up to the job, what with the state of his hat.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. You, uh… you said were friends with my dad, right?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Best friends.” 
 
    “It… wasn’t because you had anything in common, was it? Like, was it maybe more of an ‘odd couple’ type thing, or—?” 
 
    Emmony snorted and gave him a sideways smirk that seemed to indicate that she thought he was kidding, and before he could think of a polite way to say, “No, seriously, my dad wasn’t like you, was he?” she led him out of the darkness where the servants dwelt and into the light of the “meet and greet” where the rich people partied.  
 
    “My dear friends!” she said loudly from the top of the grand staircase, letting go of Frotwoot’s arm to show him off like a model standing next to a just-revealed prize on The Price Is Right. “May I present to you, my son, and our future Archmage: Dayne Wandersen the 3rd!!!” 
 
    Frotwoot smiled and waved as everyone applauded, hoping deep down inside that it would be the last time he’d have to do so for a while, and then set off faux-confidently down the stairs to let the work of the party begin. 
 
    Most of the people he was forced to talk to throughout the evening were pretty nice, in a difficult-to-authenticate sort of way, and the weird, magical finger food and drinks weren’t bad, if a little hard on his still-queasy stomach, but it wasn’t long before the shamelessly overt (and even more shamelessly conditional) propositions of marriage from every single young female socialite in attendance started to make him feel uncomfortable. At first he tried to simply fend them off by saying he was already seeing someone else, but Emmony made it quite clear via a brief, yet very persuasive tactile-telepathic conversation that he would not dare say such a thing again, or the else the hand she was patting his cheek with just then would start clawing. 
 
    (“No girl,” she’d said, by way of explaining her reasoning, “Wants a married teen idol.”) 
 
    Also and sometimes equally uncomfortable were the questions and comments he didn’t know how to reply to, as they weren’t the sort of things the kind of people he usually dealt with would ever, in a million years, feel comfortable enough to say. Things like: 
 
    “You know, I always thought Dayne the 2nd and Emmony seemed closer than just ‘friends’! Were you the result of a tryst, do you know, or a much longer affair?” 
 
    “Have you spoken to your grandfather about this yet? I mean… spoken to him again? I’m sure he’d love to reconcile, now that you’ve both got all your facts straight. Unless, of course, your plan is simply to kill him! Ha! Are you… are you going to kill him?” 
 
    “Hey, kid: Are the Archmage and your mother getting a divorce? And, follow-up question: Do you think I’d have a shot? Not for anything serious, you know, but just for some fun?” 
 
    Fortunately, Emmony was almost always on hand to help him deal with that sort of thing, and in the rare instances in which she wasn’t there was always someone else waiting to talk to him nearby that he could “inadvertently” catch the eye of to encourage a “rude” interruption on the part of the other guest. This tended to work out pretty well for him, getting him out of trouble without leaving a bad impression, but every now and then the person who’d been interrupted wouldn’t leave, and the tense, passive-aggressive conversation between the two guests that Frotwoot would then find himself stuck right-smack in the middle of would invariably turn out to be even more uncomfortable than the situation he’d been trying to escape. 
 
    Like all things, though the party did eventually come to an end, and it was with great (if masked) relief that Frotwoot said goodbye to the last three young girls still vying for his hand, ignoring the sounds of scratching, kicking, and hair-pulling (the sound, in that case, generally coming from the mouth rather than the actual areas involved) that immediately commenced from outside the front door as Emmony firmly pushed it to a close. 
 
    “Well!” she said, throwing up her hands and looking around at the detritus of the party while Frotwoot slumped down into the nearest chair. “That went rather smashingly, didn’t it, ‘son’?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m feeling pretty smashed; you know, like in my soul.” 
 
    “Hmph. Yes, my dear, I’m afraid I quite know what you mean. It’s rather hard, isn’t it, maintaining a feeling of one’s integrity when one can’t even comment on the various crimes against fashion being committed in front of one’s very own eyes?” 
 
    “… Yeah,” Frotwoot said carefully, looking up at her with (mostly masked) disbelief on his otherwise blank face. “Yeah, that’s totally what I meant.” 
 
    “That was a joke, Frotwoot.” 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    “Yes, well… if you’d like to engage in some more genuine conversation before you go to bed, I’m sure the people waiting for you in the study would be happy to oblige.” 
 
    “ ‘People’?” Frotwoot repeated in despair, but Emmony didn’t stay with him to explain, as she had a house to go make her staff clean up, and clearly all that unhelpful yelling and micro-managing wasn’t going to do itself. Letting out a sigh, Frotwoot hauled himself back up to go entertain, and once he’d figured out where her study was (as opposed to her late father’s old study, her brother’s study, and—I kid you not—her guest study) he paused outside the door, took a deep breath, set his smile in place, and flung open the door… to see Golly and Pixley waiting for him inside. 
 
    “Hey babe,” said the one of those two most likely to say such a thing, closing a book she was reading in a chair to smile up at him. Pixley was standing in the middle of a book of his own, dressed in what appeared to be doll clothes, and unlike Golly he didn’t look up from his reading to greet him, but just sort of absentmindedly waved in the general direction of the door, instead. “How was the party?” 
 
    “Pretty lame,” Frotwoot grinned back, only to feel it drop a little as he got close enough to see how forced and tight her smile actually was. “… But, y’know, they, uh—they always are without you. Hey, um… are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” Golly lied right to his face. She wasn’t any good at it, but he could tell she was trying hard enough that pressing her just then wouldn’t have gotten him any closer to the truth. So, he didn’t.  
 
    “Where have you guys been all day?” he asked as if he believed her, sitting down in the chair on the opposite side of the fireplace. 
 
    “Stuck in here.” 
 
    “… What, all day?” 
 
    “Emmony didn’t think your being seen with a young woman and a ‘faerie thrall’ would help your image with ‘certain key demographics’, so… yeah. Pretty much all day.” 
 
    “We got a lot done, though,” Pixley chimed in from the top of the study’s desk. “While I was dusting the place I noticed that there were lots of books in here about past Archmages and their lives. We figured learning as much as we could about them might help us out when you’re trying to complete their trials. And yes, Frotwoot, I just said I dusted the place. And yes, I know: I’m crazy.” 
 
    “Crazy or not, dude, that was a good idea,” Frotwoot said with a bit of chuckle, turning to look at the book Golly had been reading and holding out his hand. “Can I help?” 
 
    “No, we’ve got it,” Golly said quickly, for some reason hiding the title of the book and jumping up to put it away behind him, before he could turn around to see where it was. “You just focus on saving the worlds, okay? That’s what really matters.” 
 
    “Golly… seriously, are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m great,” Golly lied again. “I’m just—I’m gonna go get something to eat.” 
 
    “Wha—? Wait, I—!” Frotwoot tried and failed to stop her, and once he was gone he turned with his hands held out to Pixley to catch his eye, who could only shrug in reply. 
 
    “I don’t know, kid.” 
 
    “Okay, yeah, but like… is she mad at me, or—?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. The Rustigarks are usually a lot more direct about being mad. Why? Do you think you did something to make her mad?” 
 
    “Not really, I mean… okay, so like, Emmony made me pretend I was single all night so I could flirt with all these girls, but that wasn’t—Oh. Oh fie, you think that’s it?!” 
 
    “Nah. You’d have at least five claws in your chest right now if that was it. We didn’t hear anything about that in here, and even if we did, I’m sure she’d understand it wasn’t your choice. It’s something else.” 
 
    “What?!?!” 
 
    Pixley shrugged again, but more forcefully this time. “Still don’t know, kid. But if I had to guess, I’d say that whatever it is, she’s not telling you because she doesn’t want you to worry about it. So… don’t.” 
 
    “How can I not worry about it?! My girlfriend’s upset!!!” 
 
    Pixley shrugged for the third—and most exaggerated—time, then walked across the page he was (literally) on just then to turn it and get quite pointedly back to his book. 
 
    Frotwoot launched himself up to go find Golly and work this out, but before he’d gotten even halfway to the door a heretofore-unnoticed globe next to the desk beeped and lit up with various scattered dots of amber light, prompting both he and Pixley to stop what they were doing to first look at it, and then at each other. 
 
    “Wait… I thought she kept hers in her bathroom,” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “The base has wheels on the bottom,” said Pixley, taking a few unconscious steps back from it in disgust. “She probably just… rolls it in there.” 
 
    “Should I answer it?” 
 
    “Uh… I don’t know. Is it clean enough, you think?” 
 
    “What, to answer it?” Frotwoot snorted and shook his head at him. “Gee, I don’t know. There’s only one way to find out, I guess. If I don’t make it back from this, tell my family I love them.” 
 
    Pixley sighed and took another couple of urgent steps back from the globe as Frotwoot took a couple of steps toward it. “Frotwoot… kid, you know what happens when people flush without closing the lid.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, man, you told me. Stuff just like… splashes out, and gets everywhere. Maybe she closes it, though.” 
 
    “Nobody closes it,” Pixley said darkly, as if the thought kept him up at night. “Nobody.” 
 
    “I do, ever since you grossed me out with all that! Why are you so worried about this anyway, dude? You don’t have to touch it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what if you have to pick me up or something later?” 
 
    “I won’t!” 
 
    “Right. But what if you do?” 
 
    “… Dude, are you okay? You’re usually a lot better at coping with your… thing than this.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m usually a lot bigger than this, too, so…” 
 
    “What’s that have to with anything?” 
 
    “Everything! I’m almost as small as the germs now, Frotwoot! That makes them more dangerous to me than ever!” 
 
    Frotwoot paused to consider this for a moment, as at first it seemed to actually make some kind of sense… then violently shook his head when he realized that no, it didn’t, he was just getting used to Pixley’s unique brand of nonsense and it needed to stop. “I’m answering it.” 
 
    Pixley held up his hands and backed off. “All right, fine. Just don’t expect me to let you pick me up..” 
 
    Moments later, the study was transformed into the image of the warlocks’ cave, and sitting in there all alone was Elizora, presumably still in prison. “Frotwoot! I… was expecting Emmony.” 
 
    “You want me to go get her?” 
 
    “No need. I’m sure by the time you do I’ll have thought better of saying what I wanted to say to her anyway. Seeing you instead of her seems to have thrown me off the fiery, and thus no doubt ill-advised impulse that prompted me to place this call in the first place. Have a good night, dear,” 
 
    “What?” Frotwoot laughed puzzledly. “Wait, what’d you wanna say?” 
 
    “Yes, Elizora,” said Emmony, coming into the room/cave in a slinky nightgown, a bottle of something more-than-likely age-restricted in one hand and a half-full goblet of it in the other. “What did you want to say?” 
 
    The two witches glared across the room at each other with such intensity at that point that Frotwoot couldn’t help but ease himself back and out out of their eye-lines as if he were stepping out of a potential line of fire. Even Pixley, whom Frotwoot had never known to be intimidated by any (non-microscopic) living being, raised his eyebrows and looked back and forth between them a few times in alarm before looking up at Frotwoot and saying, “I feel like we should go…” 
 
    “No, Sir Pixley, please stay,” said Emmony, further emphasizing her desire for them not to leave by shifting her body to further block the door. “I’m sure it will be quite enlightening for you and your squire to hear the subtext that has so thickly permeated all of my and Mrs. Windwood-Wandersen’s conversations around you finally be made text. Wouldn’t you agree, Elizora?” 
 
    Elizora glare got deeper and deadlier, but she didn’t reply. 
 
    “Oh, no… I suppose you wouldn’t, would you? After all, stacking up our grievances against each other would only make clear to anyone, apparently, but you, that your stack reaches much closer to the ceiling than mine. Especially since your grievances against me might more correctly be considered grievances against Dayne—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare speak his name!” snapped Elizora, rising to her feet and nearly making both Frotwoot and Pixley dive for cover. “Not again! Not after you’ve spent all day and all night dragging it through the mud!” 
 
    “And how have I done that?” Emmony countered, taking a swig of liquid courage before striding forward. “By bringing his son, his legacy, out of the shadows? By helping him only to achieve what his father dreamed of achieving? Is that what you consider ‘dragging’ someone’s ‘name’ through ‘the mud’?” 
 
    (“That was a lot of air quotes,” Pixley murmured from his perch on Frotwoot’s shoulder. “She’s gonna drop that wine…”) 
 
    “No,” said Elizora, narrowing her eyes and tilting her head in the fashion of a woman who was about to do something very nasty with their words. “What I consider dragging someone’s name through the mud is claiming that they once engaged in an extramarital affair with a woman of ill repute—A woman, in fact, of such ill repute, that when the person whose good name is thus being dragged was alive, the affections of that same woman could only reasonably be rejected out of hand! And were! With almost comical regularity!” 
 
    “Dayne was my best friend!” Emmony snarled, all pretense of detached sophistication suddenly gone. “My best friend! Do you understand? And yes, I loved him! Of course I did! Who knew him that didn’t? But even though he never returned that love, not in the way I wanted him to, I love him still, as no one else ever has, and as only a true friend ever could!” 
 
    “Oh, right,” said Elizora, rolling her eyes. “So naturally you married his father, as all true friends are wont to do.” 
 
    “Yes! I did! I did marry Dayne the elder! I did it for him! To spy on his father, to work against him, and gain the advantage wherever I could for the warlocks, to help get revenge for what he did to my friend!” 
 
    “Hmm. Yes, of course. And I’m sure the elevation in status you received as a result of your marriage was merely an unintended side effect of this, your most noble thirst for vengeance, rather than… say… the next best thing to the status that marrying the younger Dayne would have given you? With the idea of you using your position to help the warlocks just a guilt-salving afterthought? Could we say that? That that’s definitely not it?” 
 
    As Elizora was saying this, Emmony’s rage turned and drooped its way slowly down into shock, and Frotwoot could tell that she was genuinely hurt. She looked at him, her eyes almost pleading out loud for him not to believe what he’d just head, then looked back at Elizora, her eyes hardening until they were “almost” saying something entirely different; something probably not suitable for print. “You know, Elizora? Maybe you’re right. Maybe I have let Dayne down. Maybe, in coming to Frotwoot’s aid in the manner in which I did, I put my own foolish desire to live out the fantasy of being Dayne’s ‘one true love’ above protecting the memory of who he truly was. But you know… everything else? I know why I did it. I know what my true intentions were, even if the truth of it sometimes sounds unbelievable even to myself. And because I know that, I can live with myself. I can live with letting Dayne down, as long as it’s just this once. Because, my dear, at least when I let him down,” now the hurt on her face turned into a cruel, twisted smirk, and she stepped close enough to the image of Elizora that—if she were actually there—their noses would have almost been touching, “I know I’ll never be able to let him down as badly as you.” 
 
    Elizora didn’t just look as if she’d been slapped upon hearing those words, she looked as if she thought she deserved it. And whether she did or not, it was clear she didn’t have anything more to say. 
 
    “I’d have given my life for your father, Frotwoot,” Emmony went on by way of epilogue, turning away from Elizora to place a hand (after freeing one up by tucking the bottle under her arm) ever so gently on the side of his face. “And… in a way, I suppose I have: My dreams, my friends, my family, my ambitions, my self-respect… all of it. Sacrificed for him, and for all that he stood for. And if I have to, if the situation should ever arise where there is no other recourse, I’ll just as gladly give my life for you. Now, Elizora on the other hand… well, maybe you should ask her sometime just what exactly it was she gave his life for. Hmm? And then perhaps my ‘repute’ won’t seem so ‘ill’ anymore.” 
 
    (“Oh! There it goes,” sighed Pixley, as Emmony’s reckless air-quoting finally caught up with her in the form of a dropped and shattered wine glass.) 
 
    And then, with one last, increasingly bleary-eyed but still venomous look shot over her shoulder at Elizora, Emmony kissed Frotwoot on the cheek she wasn’t holding, took the bottle back in hand, and staggered as triumphantly as someone who was staggering could out of the study/cave. 
 
    “What was she talking about?” Frotwoot asked Elizora (while Pixley flew down to the carpet to get to work on cleaning it up). 
 
    “Nothing,” said Elizora, shaking her head and not looking at him. “It’s… nothing. Just a family matter.” 
 
    “I’m family.” 
 
    “No, you are not!!!” Elizora snapped, making him jump back in surprise. “ ‘Ex-stepgrandma’ is not family! It’s childish nonsense! All we are, Frotwoot, are two people working toward a common goal, and that is all we will ever be!” And with that, she reached out to her little portable globe and ended the call. 
 
    “… What the fie was that?!” said Frotwoot, looking down wide-eyed at Pixley, who was staring in a fairly wide way himself at where the image of Elizora had just been. 
 
    “I—I don’t know, kid. I’m sorry. I don’t… I don’t think she meant it, though, if that helps.” 
 
    “Why’d she say it then? She sure sounded like she meant it! And, dude, what is the deal with her and my dad?! Did she, like, get him killed? Is that it? Is that why she freaks out every time someone brings him up?” 
 
    “I think, so, yeah.” 
 
    Frotwoot hadn’t been expecting that, and so he did a double-take at that answer. “What?” 
 
    “Not directly,” Pixley clarified with his signature silent laugh (picking up a shard of glass as big as his head to… sort it into a pile of the other shards as big as his head, it looked like…?) “I mean… I only know as much as you do, obviously, but from what I do know it seems like she blames herself for whatever happened to him for getting him involved with the warlocks.” 
 
    “But that’s—! That was a good thing! Right? She helped him become one of the good guys!” 
 
    “Uh-huh. And then the bad guys hurt him, hence the self-blame.” 
 
    “But that’s—! Dude, that’s stupid! That’s not her fault!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Pixley shrugged in helpless agreement (carefully avoiding touching any part of the glass with lipstick on it). “But, y’know, kid, the thing about guilt is… it doesn’t always have to make sense. And it gets away with that because it doesn’t always let you see clearly.” 
 
    “Okay… but then why’s Emmony think it’s her fault, then? Does she not really, and she was just being a jerk?” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe. Or maybe… in some ways… love’s just a lot like guilt.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and took a step back to think about what he’d just heard for a moment, about the emotional torture Elizora seemed to be putting herself through, and when he couldn’t bear to think about it anymore he rushed back to the globe and said, “ All right, dude, that’s it! I’m gonna call her back. I’m gonna call her back, we’re gonna talk about this, and we’re gonna get her to stop feeling guilty for something she didn’t even do!” 
 
    “That’s gonna be a lot easier said than done, kid.” 
 
    “I know. But if it helps her it’ll be worth it.” 
 
    Frotwoot quickly ran through the steps of placing a call with the magic globe, and after several minutes of thinking he’d done something wrong this time he realized, in fact, that he hadn’t; she just wasn’t answering. 
 
    “Great!” he sighed, throwing up his hands and slumping down in the chair behind the desk. “So I guess now nobody wants to talk to me!” 
 
    “I’ll bet some more of those talk show hosts do,” Pixley said with a slight smirk. 
 
    “Yeah… well that sucks for them, man, because I’m not doing any of that tomorrow. First thing in the morning, I’m getting up, going out, and getting this freaking staff thing done.” 
 
    “You think you can do all that tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yeah! I mean… how many past Archmages can there be? Like thirty?” 
 
    Pixley gave him a look that was a cross between a knowing smile and a wince, and while Frotwoot was sure Pixley knew the exact number, he didn’t need to hear him say it to know from that look that it was much, much higher. 
 
    “Forty?” 
 
    Higher. 
 
    “Fifty?” 
 
    Apparently higher. 
 
    “Sixty?” 
 
    Nope, still higher. 
 
    “What, seventy??? That’s—Gah!!! What?! More than seventy?!?! Were a bunch of them assassinated or something?” 
 
    Pixley tried not to laugh, because clearly Frotwoot hadn’t been joking (he might not have even been capable of it just then). “These people live a long time, kid, but they’ve also been around for a long time—Or at least their current form of government has. I don’t think they’ve ever even had another one.” 
 
    “So what, is it like a hundred?” 
 
    Pixley almost looked guilty, now. 
 
    “Oh my gosh, dude, what?!?! How many is it?!?!” 
 
  
 
  



   
 
      
 
    24 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, the actual number of former Archmages was one hundred and fifty-seven, a fact that did not help Frotwoot sleep any better than his current unresolved issues with both Golly and Elizora did. Eventually, after a lot of tossing and turning in the guest bed Emmony had set up for him right next to her room, he realized that there was a more simple, more magical way to deal with his insomnia, and after a quick, one-minute trip across the hall to wake up Emmony (“right next to” being a somewhat relative term when it came to a house of such ludicrous size) and ask for help he was accompanied by her back to his room and knocked clean out with a sleeping spell. 
 
    “Good morning, sleepyhead,” Emmony yawned what seemed like an instant later, lowering her spell-casting hand as the other one went up to cover her mouth. 
 
    Frotwoot sat bolt upright and looked around, disoriented; it felt like no time had passed at all, but the sun was up, he felt fully rested, and Emmony was standing over him, fully sober and fully-dressed for the day ahead. “Did you just… cast another spell to wake me up?” 
 
    “Indeed I did. It’s not good for you, and you’ll probably crash when you run out of energy later, but I got tired of waiting. Now come, come! We have so much to do, and not much time to do it in!” 
 
    No sooner had Frotwoot started to get out of bed than the maids from last night swarmed in, and it wasn’t until they were done dressing/wrestling with him and had left that he actually managed to get both feet fully out from under the covers and on the floor. “Dude! Seriously: Can they not do that to me anymore, please?” 
 
    “Hmm? I’m sorry?” said Emmony, looking up from her mini magic mirror as if she’d forgotten he was there. “Did they do something inappropriate?” 
 
    “Yeah! All of it! With the… dressing, and the undressing, and the touching…!” 
 
    Emmony narrowed her eyes and tilted her head at him. “What a strange young man you are, Did they clean you?” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “There’s no time for a proper shower right now, so I asked them to clean you. I’m sure they did, but just in case…” Emmony held out her hand, scrunched her face up for a moment as if she were trying to remember something, and then quickly cast a spell that seemed to douse Frotwoot in soapy water, scrub his skin, and dry him off all at once—which, yes, now that he thought about it, was something that the maids had done to him during the assault. “There! It’s messed up your hair a bit, unfortunately, but don’t worry—It’s hat weather, anyway.” 
 
    Frotwoot’s next sentence was interrupted by a pointed hat matching the more functional-than-fancy-looking wizard’s outfit he was wearing being tossed directly into his face, and whatever he’d been about to say was forgotten anyway as he rushed to keep up with the already-departing Emmony down the hallway and said, instead, “Wait, where are we going?” 
 
    “Good Morning Magicka has a fifteen minute interview spot scheduled for you in,” she looked at her watch, “Well, fifteen minutes, and after that there’s a children’s show whose name I can’t remember that—” 
 
    “Hey! Whoa! We’re not gonna be doing another one of those ‘media blitz days’ all day like we did yesterday, are we?” 
 
    “Of course not. Yesterday wasn’t as well thought out as today. This time, between engagements, you’ll be recording another of those live video blog things you did for the website we’ve set up for you at ‘mww.dayne3forarchmage.wiz’ and answering questions from your followers, among whom will be—” 
 
    “Uh-huh. And what about the trials for the staff? Am I ever gonna be able to do any of those? Like, ever?” 
 
    Emmony’s brow furrowed and her mouth froze, hanging open, as she stopped and seemed to realize that the only answer she had to give to that didn’t seem to be a very good one. 
 
    “… Okay, how about this,” Frotwoot sighed, covering his face and rubbing his forehead with his hand. “I’ll go do the trials, and you go do all the media stuff. At the end of the day, I’ll do that… that video blog thing for the website, to sort of recap what I did and give you things to talk about the next day, and that’s just how we’ll do things till this is done.” 
 
    This idea seemed to tickle Emmony’s ego just as effectively as Frotwoot had thought it would, but her grin turned somewhat hesitant as she asked, “Do you think the shows we’ve booked will go for it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I mean… you’ve got a story to tell too, right?” 
 
    “…Yes. Yes, I suppose do,” Emmony nodded, letting the confidence in her grin become fully restored before launching herself back into action. “Well then! I’d best change into something more appropriate for being the subject of an interview, hadn’t I? And I’m sure you’ll understand that I’ll need to take the nice car to the television studio, leaving you with that unsightly camper you’ve been driving around in. You do understand, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Frotwoot shrugged, quietly relieved. Clod couldn’t drive the camper very fast anyway, so his chances for survival had considerably increased. 
 
    “I hope you do, truly,” Emmony went on, touching his face again, but this time with both hands. “I know what Elizora thinks of me, but I… but I’d just hate it if Dayne’s own son thought of me that way, too.” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “No, I know, but this person I am sometimes, this… vain, uncaring society girl… this is the person I was before Dayne; before he showed me that someone could care more about what they did for others than what others thought of them. I’m not her anymore, really. Not on the inside. I just use her to do what I need to do; to carry on Dayne’s legacy. To do what he thought was right. And if Elizora can’t understand that—judgmental old witch that she is—then I at least need you to, Frotwoot. I don’t know, why, but I do. Please tell me you understand? Won’t you?” 
 
    “Uh…” said Frotwoot, taking a step back so as to get his cheeks unsquished from between her hands (which he awkwardly took into his own hands, and then dropped gently) before he continued. “Yeah, sure. I understand.” 
 
    Emmony closed her eyes and sighed as if in deep relief. “Oh, do you really?” 
 
    “Yeah. Your problem with Elizora’s that she can’t let who you were in the past go, right?” 
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
    “And her problem with you is that you can’t let who she was in the past go. Right?” 
 
    Emmony’s face hardened at that, and the soft, unexpectedly vulnerable look in them that had been flashing fleetingly through her eyes just then vanished back into the carefully guarded distance that was usually there, her eyes now ready—like some kind of witty tiger—to spot any potential opening in the conversation for a quip or a barb. “Did she tell you what she did?” 
 
    “I know what she did.” 
 
    “And you still defend her?!” Emmony scoffed, shaking her head. “My, you must be Dayne’s son, to be so forgiving. I can only hope you’ll be as kind to me, should the occasion ever arise.” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t know what to say to that. So he said nothing. 
 
    “Well!” said Emmony, straightening up and transforming the rest of the way back into the “vain, uncaring society girl” who Frotwoot honestly didn’t think was anywhere near as bad as she thought she was (or, for that matter, not as “not her” as she thought she was). “We’d both best be off, then, shouldn’t we? You’ll find your brownie driver and your camper downstairs, in the paid parking lot a block over. He insisted on spending the night in there—though only Mage knows why—and he should have a purse full of money I gave him for any incidental expenses you might incur in the course of your ‘quest’ for the trials. If he doesn’t, let me know, and I’ll get you another one—As well as a suitable skin-irritating curse of some kind to discourage him from stealing from me ever again.” 
 
    “Thanks,” laughed Frotwoot. “Are, uh, Golly and Pixley down there too?” 
 
    “ ‘Golly and—’? Oh yes, of course, the rest of your party. No, they’re away on an errand and will no doubt be joining you at the next trial as soon as they can. The plan was originally for them to join you outside the interview I’m—oh look at that—very nearly late for, but—” 
 
    “Errand? What errand?” 
 
    “Not sure. I was a bit hungover so I just gave them money to make them go away.” 
 
    “But—! Okay, but how’re they gonna know where to find me?” 
 
    “Both the brownie and the goblin have portable magic mirrors. Call them! Text them! Send them an e-mail! Whatever works! It’s magic!” 
 
    “All right,” Frotwoot chuckled, because she’d just done jazz hands in his face and there was really no other way to react than that. Then, as she turned to leave, “Hey, Emmony?” 
 
    Emmony stopped short and rolled her eyes. “Yes?” 
 
    “You know that thing you do, where you call by the name of their race even though you know their actual names?” 
 
    “… Yes?” 
 
    “That’s just you being the girl you used to be, right? Because if it isn’t, you should really knock it off. And if it is…well, you should still knock it off, because when you’re around me I want you to know it’s okay to be yourself. Even if ‘yourself’ isn’t always everything you want it to be. All right? Because, like, if my dad liked you, and he was as good a guy as you say he was… I mean, you couldn’t have been all that bad, right?” 
 
    In reply, Emmony just stared at him for a while, her face totally impassive, until finally she let it break into the smallest, but most genuinely grateful (hint of a) smile he’d ever seen. Then, with a wink and a flick of her cape, she was off, shouting for her maids to bring her something “decent” to wear and magically undressing herself—right there in the hallway—as she went. 
 
    “… Geez. Or maybe that’s what he liked about her, who knows.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Clod?” said Frotwoot, bursting into the camper a few minutes later to get out of the cold, the many layers of his outfit turning out, he’d found, to mean not a darn thing when you realized that most of the layers were silk. “Clod, dude, are you here?” 
 
    Unless he was really good at playing hide and seek, a quick look around seemed to tell Frotwoot that he wasn’t, and so there wasn’t much for Frotwoot to do but sit and wait for him to come back. 
 
    “There he is!” said Clod, coming in after him mere seconds later (and, of course, just as Frotwoot was starting to get comfortable). “Ready to go, Sir knight? I got breakfast!” 
 
    Frotwoot’s stomach made him glance at the white paper bag in Clod’s hand for a moment, but then his brain made him look up and say, “Wait, how did you—? I didn’t—? Dude, you must’ve been walking, like, right behind me! Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “Wot?” Clod set the bag down on the little table and opened it up to give Frotwoot what may or may not have been a donut. “Oh, right. Well, I was shadow-shifting, wasn’t I?” 
 
    “… Shadow-what?” 
 
    “Sha-dow-shif-ting!” Clod enunciated a bit more clearly (which was good, because the slur in his Dick-Van-Dyke-in-Mary-Poppins-like accent had just made things for Frotwoot a bit confusing, not to mention having given him a very strange mental image of what “shadow-shifting” was when one dropped the “f”). “You know! What we brownies do!” 
 
    “Oh, ‘shifting’! Yeah, I still don’t know what that is.” 
 
    “Are you having a laugh?” 
 
    “What? No. I… I mean I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I suppose they might call it summat else by now,” Clod shrugged, reaching into the bag to get himself something that was definitely not a cruller, but seemed to be trying its best to convince the world it was. “I haven’t been back to Seelie since I was a wee nip. But when I was there, that’s what we called it when we melted into the shadows, like so:” With his free, non-eating hand Clod reached into a shadow behind the microwave and— 
 
    “Gah!!!” cried Frotwoot, jumping up out of his chair. “ Dude! Where’d your hand go?!” 
 
    “It’s right here!” Clod assured him with a chuckle, pulling his hand back out of the shadows, where it almost instantly unflattened and re-formed back into its original shape. “Wot, you mean to tell me you’ve never seen a brownie do that?” 
 
    “No! I—!” Frotwoot began, but then he realized that, no, yeah, he kind of had. “Wait… yeah, back when they were transfiguring some at the tower.” 
 
    “Right. There you go.” 
 
    “But I thought that was like… the new power they got, from the tree guy’s old notes.” 
 
    Clod took a bite of his breakfast before answering, even though that meant he’d have to talk with his mouth full, because of course he did. “Nah. The shrinking down’s all we get. Makes it easier to find a shadow of suitable size; y’know, for stealth and espionage and avoiding being seen by good company and the like.” 
 
    “So why have I never seen anybody doing it?” 
 
    “Fie, I don’t know! Has the occasion ever called for it?” 
 
    Frotwoot thought back to all the brownies he’d known, and realized that… yeah, no, it usually didn’t. Except… “Well, there was this one girl, Blinn, she was—” 
 
    “—She was being used by the sorcerers as the leader of a violent street gang, so as to help drug up the populace and thus make their future enthrallment a mite more simple?” 
 
    Frotwoot just stared. 
 
    “Yeah, Mistress Elizora and the rest of the anti-enthrallment warlocks were working for weeks on shutting that whole thing down. Turns out someone on Seelie beat ‘em to it, though; which they didn’t mind, of course, as none of them actually had a plan.” Clod looked down at Frotwoot’s maybe-donut-thing. “Oi, are you going to eat that?” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head and handed it over. “Well yeah, no, that was us, but there was lots of times she could’ve used that power when we were fighting or she was trying to get away or something, and she didn’t!” 
 
    “Wasn’t she the one that was taking koldiron tablets?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, it… it helped her resist getting knocked out by our swords.” 
 
    “Well there you go then, Sir knight! The koldiron was blocking the use of her inborn magical powers! She probably had to sleep sometimes, too, poor thing.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded slowly, furrowing his brow as he went through his experiences with brownies one more time, just to make sure. “Wait, okay, so why were you using it just now?” 
 
    Clod fixed Frotwoot with a thoughtful stare, and subjected him for what felt like a very long time to the sight of a whole lot of thoughtful chewing. “Well, I do beg your pardon, Sir knight, but I thought that should have been obvious: I was avoiding getting another beating from any sorcerers that might’ve been wandering about.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, dude, I forgot about that! That sucked. Are you doing okay?” 
 
    “Fit as I’ve ever been!” Clod proclaimed, crumpling up the now-empty breakfast bag as if doing so were a show of great strength. “Anyway, you ready to get this show on the road?” 
 
    “Um, yeah, except—” 
 
    “Oh, here we go again with the questions!” 
 
    Frotwoot narrowed his eyes at him and dropped his jaw in disbelief, trying to determine if Clod had just been trying to be funny or was seriously complaining… then shook his head when he realized he didn’t really care either way (Clod was weird, he’d accepted it) and went on as if he hadn’t been interrupted. “Do you know where Dame Golly and Sir Pixley went?” 
 
    “Why yes, Sir knight, that I most certainly do. They’ve only gone to make the three of you some new magic swords.” 
 
    “They’re making swords?” 
 
    “Well, having them made, same difference.” Clearly getting bored with this conversation, Clod turned around to slip into the driver’s seat. “Right! Where to now? The TV station?” 
 
    “Nah, we’re not doing that,” said Frotwoot, staying far away from the passenger’s seat, where he was safe from having to see the road. “We’re going straight to the next trial.” 
 
    “Right then! Point the way.” 
 
    Frotwoot did, and after about half an hour of (only somewhat perilous) driving they seemed to have arrived at their destination… along with a huge crowd of other people, all of whom (based on the signs they were holding up and the fact that they were chanting his fake name) seemed to have been expecting him. 
 
    “… What the fie?” he said, peeking out through the window blinds at what appeared to be some kind of airfield. “How’d they know this was where we were coming next? I didn’t know this was where we were coming next!” 
 
    “Beats me,” Clod shrugged, already having started up a game on his magic mirror. 
 
    “Oh, hey man, can I see that for a second? I’ve gotta tell Golly and Pix where to meet us.” 
 
    “I’ll do it.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded, and turned to take another peek outside, but when he looked back Clod was still playing his game. “Could you, uh… could you do it right now?” 
 
    “I’ve only got just this one more screen to clear, and then yes, Sir knight, I most surely will.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded again, though somewhat less confidently this time, and after waiting for as long and as patiently as he could he glanced over at the magic mirror and saw that a new “screen” had been started, and that was just about all his patience could take. “Clod!” 
 
    “Wot?!” 
 
    “Give me the magic mirror.” 
 
    Clod looked like he wanted to argue, but ended up just doing as he was told instead, albeit with a sulk and an attitude. “No dirty messages to your girlfriend, all right? I don’t want you messing up my autocorrect options with your smut.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll try.” 
 
    Once Frotwoot had sent Golly the name and address of the airfield (taken from the big sign outside), he gave Clod back his mirror and took yet another peek through the blinds, wondering if he should go out there right now or wait for his backup. No sooner had he decided to wait, though, then the choice was abruptly taken away from him by the sound of someone knocking on the camper door, which Clod—absent-minded and distracted by his game as he was—got up dutifully from his seat to answer. 
 
    “Dayne! Dayne! LoreWars, here!” the same “LoreWars” reporter who’d been hassling him the other night said breathlessly, as he pushed his way past the reporter who’d actually knocked to stick a microphone in Frotwoot’s face. “Any comment on the new challenger for the staff?” 
 
    “The new what?!” said Frotwoot, pushing his way past him to look outside. A path immediately parted in the crowd in front of him, as everyone there clearly wanted to see his reaction to what was waiting for him at the end of it, and while Frotwoot, of course, couldn’t see his aforementioned reaction to it himself, he was pretty sure it was one worth seeing—Because what was waiting for him there made him feel simultaneously sick, angry, and confused, and he knew just all of it showed up on his face. 
 
    Standing before him, in his own (or at least what appeared to be his own) body, with (what was definitely) one of his own, punchably smug smirks, beckoning for Frotwoot to come join him at the base of the next trial-giving statue, right out there in the middle of the airfield… was The Dryad. 
 
    The “new challenger” for the staff. 
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    “Hey man, what’s up? Here to give me some competition?” Frotwoot asked The Dryad as casually and good-naturedly as he could for the press, while at the same time stepping forward to take him by the hand and—as he shook it—demand “through the magic of tactile telepathy”, “Dude, what the fie are you doing here?!” 
 
    The Dryad smiled and shook his hand back, answering out loud, “Yea, verily! That is, if thou dost not mind, ha ha ha!” and with his thoughts, “What am I ‘doing’ here, Frotwoot? Behold, I am here to crush thee and thy plans; yea, even to take for myself, under mine own name and identity—which the staff doth recognize as distinct for the purpose of the trials, even in the Archmage’s body, which lo, my mind doth still inhabit, but that I at this time have merely disguised—yea, even to take for myself the staff, both to better secure it, and to prevent thee from ever getting it, by creating a trial of my own upon doing so that I know wilt be impossible for thee (or anyone else, for that matter) to pass. That is what I am ‘doing’ here, Frotwoot, that. And if thou art wise, thou wilt abandon thy traitorous quest against me now and plead for my future mercy—for behold, then, and only then, will I be at all likely to give it. For otherwise—” 
 
    Thinking all of that at Frotwoot had taken The Dryad a fair bit longer than a non-awkward handshake generally could, so Frotwoot (sensing the weird vibe they were giving off) broke contact by pulling his hand away from him and then re-established it by putting his arm around the Dryad to smile and pose for some more pictures (several rolls of which had already been taken). “Yeah yeah yeah, dude, whatever, you’re real scary,” Frotwoot thought back. “What’re you talking about ‘traitorous’, though? You’re the one who betrayed me, remember?” 
 
    “Not this time I wasn’t. ‘Twas thee, and only thee, that didst betray our friendship by refusing to aid me in my conquest.” 
 
    “… You really don’t know how nuts that sounds, do you? Why would I ‘aid’ you in your conquest of this world, the world I’m from, and the world I stopped you from conquesting the first time you betrayed me?” 
 
    “The word is ‘conquering’, Frotwoot, as thou dost well know. Stop playing the fool.” (Right… ‘playing’, Frotwoot thought, but only to himself.) “And thou dost speak as if I would not be a benevolent ruler, when thou dost not truly know one way or the other whether or not I would be.” 
 
    “Would you be? I mean, dude… you’re talking about making it impossible for anyone else to follow you as Archmage—whether they’re more worthy of it or not. That doesn’t sound very ‘benevolent-rulerly’ to me.” 
 
    “Ah, but it does if the one ruling doth believe himself to be the most benevolent option!” 
 
    “And you really believe that about yourself? You, the guy who used to pretend to be a god so he could make his people easier to enslave, and who’s only going after Earth in the first place just to spite me?” 
 
    “I—?! To spite thee? Ha! Thou dost place too great an importance on thyself! For behold, the reason I am ‘going after’ Earth is because it—yea, like even unto Magicka and Seelie—should be mine, as it would have been of old, had the then-Archmage not frustrated my designs!” 
 
    Frotwoot mentally scoffed. “Yeah, right.” 
 
    “ ‘Tis right!” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” thought-talked Frotwoot, as—at the photographers’ urging—they each put on their goofiest smiles and changed their poses to mock-reach together for the statue’s stone staff in a corny, “Oh no! Are they gonna do it? Are they gonna do it?” kind of way. “Yeah, and I’m sure getting all this press down here to watch you catch up with me in the trials wasn’t all about spite, either.” 
 
    “Yea, truly, it was not! Though I didst admittedly enjoy seeing thy consternation as thou didst emerge from thy camper, the ‘press’, as thou dost say, is only here incidentally, having followed me from The Most Holy Museum and Tomb of Mage.” 
 
    “What were they doing there?” 
 
    “Why, to bear witness to the milling throng that had assembled there in thy wake, of course! Yea, even the throng that didst so assemble to see if they, too, were worthy to take on the trials. For behold, it was reasoned among them that if one so young as thee dost have enough power to rival that of the Archmage, then it must needs be so that anyone might therefore have more hidden power within them than their own circumstances might suggest. Of course, this reasoning is not taking into account thy wings, and the seemingly infinite power that doth emanate therefrom, for thy mixed pedigree is as yet unknown, and—” 
 
    “All right, all right, dude, whatever! You’re just me telling me stuff I already know now!” Frotwoot cut him off with the voice of his mind, before adding, with the voice of his mouth, “Okay, so… how do you wanna do this? Should I go first, or—?” 
 
    “Ooo, wait, wait, why not together?” a giggling young witch in a cluster of giggling young witches near the front (all of whom, Frotwoot couldn’t help but notice, were wearing big round buttons with his face surrounded by a bunch of hearts on them) suggested, as the flashbulbs of the photographers stopped flashing and the posers for the photographs stopped posing. “No one’s ever done that before!” 
 
    There was a general murmur of excitement at this idea, and Frotwoot looked at The Dryad with a fake smile and a shrug. “What do you think? You wanna try it?” 
 
    “Yea, verily,” The Dryad replied, smiling just as fakely. 
 
    (“Oi, did you hear that?” came a whisper from the crowd as Frotwoot and The Dryad, eyeing each other suspiciously, each started to slowly reach for the staff. “He’s already practicing talking like the Archmage’s started talking now! He’s in this to win it, and no mistake!” 
 
    “Oh,” came a whisper from another whisperer. “I thought he was just doing a silly impression of him. Seemed a bit rude, to me.” 
 
    “What? No! No, no, you’ve got it all wrong! He’s acting the part he wants, not the part he has! ‘Faking it till he’s making it’, and all that rot.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just a sort of… shared speech impediment,” a third whisperer suggested. 
 
    “A ‘speech impediment’?!” the first whisperer shot back incredulously. “What, to make them talk all archaic and posh?” 
 
    “All right, or maybe it’s just some sort of regional accent, I don’t know,” the third conceded. 
 
    “Right, because that makes so much more sense than mine…”) 
 
    Finally, after it seemed as if their fingers had been inching toward the staff long enough for some wild west showdown music to play, both Frotwoot and The Dryad lunged to grab hold of it all at once, and, in a (literal) flash, they found themselves together but gone, standing (but not quite standing) in the weird, trippy, non-space of the mind where the Archmages of the past had left a piece of themselves behind to guide the Archmages of the future. Floating in the center of it all was the image of a burly old wizard with a—frankly—amazing mustache, a long, billowing scarf, and what appeared to be a pointed flight cap (complete with goggles), and when he saw them arrive in front of him he seemed mildly irritated to be interrupted from what he was doing, even though (being as he was just a magically-projected image) that was most certainly nothing. 
 
    “Now look here, chap, I have neither the patience nor the inclination to make up any silly rhymes for you, so if you want the bloody staff then here’s your bloody trial: Climb into the cockpit of my dragon and show me you have what it takes to be an ace. You’ll see what I mean when you get back. Dismissed!” 
 
    As Frotwoot and The Dryad came back to reality, the light from the staff that usually faded at this point didn’t, arcing past them to the first patch of empty runway. Once there, it began to swirl and build and coalesce into something else, and from that still-forming, ever-growing, ever-bubbling shape several more beams of magical amber light split off like fireworks into the sky above to become something else again. And again, And again. And so on, until finally, all at once, they’d all stopped “becoming” and had simply “become”, leaving in their wake what appeared to be a small fighter plane on the ground and several more such planes in the air. 
 
    “… Oh. Okay, yeah,” said Frotwoot, nodding slowly to himself as he and everyone else watched them fly. “ ‘ ‘Ace’. Got it. That should be… hard.” 
 
    “What?” said The Dryad, snapping out of the spell the aerial feats had put him under to look at Frotwoot as if he’d forgotten he was there. “Thou dost know the answer to the riddle?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think. I mean… no, it’s not a riddle, but I know what we’re supposed to do. My Grandpa Crossley was a Navy pilot, so—” 
 
    “—So I doth need to hear thy ancestor’s more than likely inconsequential life story before thou wilt answer unto me a simple question?” 
 
    Frotwoot almost said something like, “Fine, dude, figure it out on your own,” but he was enjoying the feeling of knowing something The Dryad didn’t know for once far too much to stop himself from explaining to him anyway, with just a hint of spite “An ace is someone who’s shot down five planes (… jerk).” 
 
    “Ah! So the trial, then, is for us to use the magically-created simulacrum of a dragon fighter that doth still sit before us upon the ground to destroy five of the simulacra that doth fly above us overhead!” 
 
    “ ‘Dragon fighter’?” Frotwoot repeated, furrowing his brow. Then, “ ‘Simulacra’?” 
 
    “But lo, there doth only appear to be one, so…” The Dryad tried to give Frotwoot an apologetic sort of look, but couldn’t, because his grin got in the way. Then, just as Frotwoot was cocking his head and starting to wonder what this preemptive (failed) apology was supposed to be for, The Dryad pushed him down and started running for the plane, making said apology’s purpose quite clear. 
 
    “Hey!” Frotwoot called out indignantly, letting the shock of the moment pass before muttering to himself, as he scrambled back to his feet to give chase, “Did I just help him? Why did I just help him…?” 
 
    Without being able to use his wings to catch up (as doing so would have immediately exposed his secret faerie-ness to the onlooking crowd) Frotwoot knew he had pretty much no chance of reaching the parked plane before The Dryad did, but he still tried anyway—And, as it turned out, that trying actually paid off, because as soon as the magically-summoned vehicle started rolling forward one last piece of the light it had been made of broke off to rapidly build and leave another, identical plane in its wake. Frotwoot only hesitated for about a second in surprise, then jumped into the cockpit face-first to twist, and spin, and somersault himself into a sitting position as quickly as he could (proving, perhaps, that maybe he should have hesitated a bit longer). Once that was accomplished, he took another moment to look around and realize that the plane kind of did look like a dragon, what with the scaling of the metal and the bat-like scalloping of the double-stacked pair of wings, and then remembered that the little model airplanes he’d seen hanging from the ceiling of his biological father’s bedroom had looked very much the same. This then led him to wonder if they’d been named “dragon fighters” after the creature, or if the creature had been named “dragons” after them, or if they’d been created specifically to “fight” them, or if The Dryad had simply created the dragons of Seelie as a living version of these planes, since Magicka had had a pollution problem when he’d left and he didn’t seem to like vehicles very much anyway… at which point Frotwoot shook himself, stopped “wondering” about things didn’t really matter (like, at all), and refocused his attention on the probably more important task of getting his “dragon fighter” moving. 
 
    “Okay,” he muttered, looking down. “Okay, there’s the stick… I guess that’s the throttle right next to it… no fuel mixture nob, because I guess there’s no fuel… there’s the million little dials I don’t really understand anyway… and… all right! Okay! I got this! Let’s do this!” 
 
    Strapping in, Frotwoot was immediately heartened by the fact that his memory of where the throttle was (from back when he’d still been small enough to sit in his grandpa’s lap in that old replica cockpit at the aviation museum, and also old enough to remember at least some of what he’d been saying to him) paid off, the plane starting forward as soon as he’d “punched” it (just like grandpa had shown him), and he might have been starting to get even a little bit cocky when pulling back on the stick did what he’d expected it to do, too, by raising the fighter’s nose into the air. But it wasn’t long before he realized he was pulling back on the stick too much, the orientation of the plane having become significantly more vertical than horizontal, and when he tried to correct for it by pushing it down he over-corrected instead, nearly crashing face (or was it propeller…?) first into the runway as he did. 
 
    Luckily, his time as a faerie had given him a lot of experience with flying badly but not fatally, and so he was able to correct his correction and get back into the air with only a minimal amount of sparks, screaming, and scraping. Leveling out once he was airborne turned out to be as simple as applying the “less is more” principle he’d slowly learned through—once again—the process of trial and (mostly) error in his own flying, except that here he actually managed to pull it off, moving the stick hardly at all and yet getting the more sizable results in adjustment he wanted. No sooner had he managed that, though, than any feeling of accomplishment he might have had was dashed by the sight and sound of The Dryad’s dragon fighter blowing one of the other dragon fighters out of the sky, and the magical, split scoreboard that appeared with a big “0” on one side and a “1” on the other only made said dashing worse. Flying without crashing was good, he thought, but it wasn’t going to be enough; he needed to start shooting some other flying-without-crashing things down, too. 
 
    In an unthinking attempt to turn around and get into the fight, Frotwoot moved the stick to the left only to immediately move it right back when doing so only made his plane start to spin. A vague memory of something to do with “rudders” came back to him then, and once he’d located the pedals that controlled them he quietly thanked his Grandpa Crossley for pointing them out to him (and, of course, Grand Theft Auto 5, for instructing him in their use) before employing those rudders—along with the stick—to turn a bit more safely, 
 
    Once he’d done that, he got to work scanning the sky above him for the other planes, and gave the trigger button/rune on the back/top of the stick a test squeeze to see what would happen, and from where. Twin balls of fire came roaring out from two small tubes hidden in the nose, answering both questions simultaneously, and as soon as he was done laughing at the sheer awesomeness of it Frotwoot tilted his dragon fighter toward the nearest enemy dragon fighter and… didn’t even get off a shot before another enemy fighter shot at him first. 
 
    “FIE!!!” he swore loudly as he spun and banked his plane wildly out of control to evade, only to say it even louder again once he’d righted himself: “FIE!!!” 
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, Frotwoot saw that he was now even farther removed from the action than when he’d started, and—as annoying as that was—it was softened quite a bit by the fact that none of the magically-created and controlled target planes (if you could even call something that fought back like that a “target”) seemed to be following him. It was almost as if they couldn’t. Another glance over his other shoulder told him that The Dryad had apparently already figured this trick and/or limitation of the trial out, what with how he was circling and shooting into the fire zone without actually entering it. But the upside of this (well, for Frotwoot, at least) was that he was clearly having trouble hitting anything that way, and in fact had yet to chalk up another kill other than that first one on the scoreboard. 
 
    Hoping he’d have better luck at it, Frotwoot turned around to try the same tactic for a while, but the fireballs seemed to rapidly lose accuracy over any kind of range, and lining the shots up with nothing but the naked eye in the first place was already hard enough. Eventually he thought about getting closer, as that was obviously the way this trial had been intended to be undertaken, but he was having so much trouble just flying and shooting at the same time as it was that he couldn’t imagine adding “dodging enemy fire” to the mix. And yet… what else could he do? Just keep taking potshots and hope for the best? No. There had to be a better way. If only Golly and Pixley were here, he thought, maybe they could— 
 
    “Frotwoot?” Golly’s voice came crackling from out of the dashboard. “Frotwoot? Babe? Are you there? Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Golly?” Frotwoot replied in disbelief. She didn’t answer him back, though, because she very likely couldn’t—not until he’d found the handset next to the speaker and switched it on, anyway. “Golly, hey! Where are you?” 
 
    “We’re on the ground!” Golly said excitedly, as if she hadn’t been expecting him to answer. “In the little… building thing. The thing with the tower.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s just called a ‘tower’. How are you talking to me right now?” 
 
    “There’s a radio in here! Duh!” Golly giggled, but not in a sufficiently giggly enough way as to hide the undercurrent of nervousness that came with it. “And I mean like, y’know, Pix wasn’t actually sure it would work, but he remembered reading about this Archmage last night, and how he always said he ‘wasn’t anything’ without his ‘ground crew’; so he figured there had to be some way for a ‘ground crew’ to reach you while you’re flying around up there in that… dragon… machine… thing, and so we asked around and… there you go!” 
 
    “Okay, cool. So, uh… what’re we doing? How can you guys help?” 
 
    There was a pause on the other end, during which Frotwoot took a few idle (and useless) shots in the direction of the enemy fighters, and then Golly came back on the air with, “Babe? You still there?” 
 
    “Nah, I went to sleep.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Golly giggled again, with roughly the same ratio of mirth and nerves that had been mixed into her giggles before. “Well, while you were napping, Pix found this book called ‘The Dragon Fighter Pilots’ Manual’ under the desk, here, and he’s going through it right now to see if there’s anything you can use.” 
 
    “Great! Manuals are… good… usually! But, uh… why isn’t Pix telling me all this? I mean, he can hear me right now, right?” 
 
    Golly sighed. “He says it’s too much like a phone.” 
 
    “What is? The radio?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What?! But that’s not—! Wait, wait, what about those cool watch radio things we used when we were fighting the Redcaps? He used those, and those were pretty much the same thing.” 
 
    Golly paused for a moment, and Frotwoot could just almost hear Pixley whispering something to her in the background. “He says they’re different,” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Another pause, some more whispering, and then, “ ‘They just are’.” 
 
    “Right, great. So, did crazy find anything yet? Maybe something he could pretend he’s just saying out loud to himself—like, y’know, near the radio but not to it, so I can hear him without it having to go through you first?” 
 
    More whispering. “ ‘Yes, I think so’, and ‘no, it doesn’t work that way, you can’t trick it, I’ve tried’,” 
 
    “All right, so what’ve we got?” 
 
    “Um… he says there’s all this stuff about ‘pre-flight procedures’ and that he wants to make sure you did all of it, because he says he knows that even if you’ve driven one of these ‘dragon fighter’ things on Earth before that you still probably didn’t. Because… ‘that’s what you do’.” 
 
    “What’s what I do?” 
 
    Golly stifled a giggle this time as Pixley gave her his answer. “ ‘Things wrong’?” 
 
    Frotwoot wanted to protest, of course, as most anyone in his situation with even a shred of dignity would, but he had just called Pixley crazy—which he felt made the elder knight’s hitting back more than fair—and—even if it hadn’t—it wasn’t like Pixley didn’t have a point. So, instead: “Okay, jerks, fine. Let’s run through ‘em. See what I missed.” 
 
    “ All right. Okay, um… are your ‘dials’ all working?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell.” 
 
    “Are you strapped in?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Is the ‘cockpit’ clear of any ‘trash or debris’?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, it’s weird, but the magic that made the plane appear out of thin air didn’t make any trash come with it.” 
 
    “Is your radio—Oh, okay, yeah, that’s working. What about your ‘dragon’s eye goggles’? Are you wearing those?” 
 
    For the first time, Frotwoot noticed the pair of goggles secured to a hook on the dashboard in front of him. They kind of blended in a bit with all the runes and swirling lights and everything, but now that he saw them—and the weird, lizard-like shape and tint of their big, orange lenses—he still wasn’t sure how he’d missed them. They blended in, yeah, but not that much. “…Uh, yeah, no.” 
 
    “He says to wear them,” 
 
    “There’s a windshield, though. And I think it’s even a magic one. I don’t really need them.” 
 
    “… He says that’s not the point. He says that the book says that (here, this is stupid, let me just read it) ‘to aim with any accuracy, a pilot must wear the dragon’s eye goggles linked to the dragon fighter to which they have been assigned. When worn properly, the goggles will create a targeting reticule that can tell the pilot whether or not a target is in range, as well as where the fighter’s fireball breathers will hit’.” 
 
    “Really,” said Frotwoot, grabbing the goggles up right away and putting them on. As soon as he had, a pentacle-shaped, gray-colored crosshair became visible in front of him. A quick test shot confirmed that the fireballs did, indeed, go where the crosshair was pointed, so Frotwoot immediately re-angled his fighter to take some actual aim at the others. Much to his dismay, his first few salvos still missed, gradually falling short like any thrown object at the end of their arc, but after some mild, muttered profanity he remembered the thing about it telling the pilot when a target was “in range”, and inched the nose of plane his closer until the crosshair turned amber, at which point he fired… and took one of the pilot-less dragon fighters down. 
 
    “YES!!!” Frotwoot and Golly both said triumphantly at the same time, as the defeated “simulacra” exploded in a burst of bubbling amber light to fly up and reform into a “1” for him on the scoreboard. “Oh, fie!!!” only Frotwoot said a second later, as the angle he was flying at started spinning him out of control. 
 
    “Frotwoot!!! What’re you—?! Wait, what? He should turn on the—? Oh okay! Frotwoot, listen: Pix says there’s an ‘auto-leveler’ you can switch on! It’s supposed to keep you from crashing whenever you let go of the ‘stick’!” 
 
    “Okay!!! Awesome!!!” said Frotwoot, raising both hands in the air. He kept spinning. “It’s not working!” 
 
    “No, you have to switch it on!” Golly repeated. 
 
    “How?!?!” 
 
    “I don’t know! Pix is looking at some diagrams or something right now!” 
 
    Figuring he’d have a better chance of surviving at this point with his hands on the stick, Frotwoot took it back and struggled—again—to right himself. This was made exceedingly more difficult by the fact that he was back in range of the other fighters (also again) and that they were taking turns closing in to shoot him down, necessitating many frantic maneuvers and many wild shots on his part, and thus making “leveling” himself less of a priority than it probably should have been. Any attempt he made to get clear of them and back out of the danger/scoring zone was ruthlessly cut off, as whatever magical intelligence was controlling them seemed to have learned from its/their past mistakes in letting him and The Dryad get away, and to make matters (somehow) even worse: 
 
    “Lo!” The Dryad’s voice came over the radio as he suddenly shot another plane down, having gotten his fighter just as close as Frotwoot had gotten his at some point during all the above chaos. “Lo and behold, that is two for me! Yea, even two to thy one! And verily, it would seem that I do have thee to thank for this, Dame Golrocca! For behold, thy voice doth carry into my cockpit as well as any other, and thy advice regarding the goggles was well-taken! Bwahaha!” 
 
    “ ‘Bwahaha’!” Frotwoot sneered mockingly in an unflattering impression of The Dryad’s voice, before saying to Golly and Pixley in his own voice, “Ha! Hey, you guys? Any news on that ‘auto-leveler’ thing yet? I’m getting kind of close to the ground, here! Or maybe it’s a building! I don’t even know!” 
 
    “We’re working on it! Why don’t you fly clear like you did last time?!” 
 
    “I can’t! They’re all around me!” 
 
    “Then shoot them!” 
 
    “I’m trying! But it’s hard to aim when I’m busy trying not to get shot too! Gah!!!” (That “gah”, in case you were wondering, had come as a result of a fireball nearly taking off his head. It wasn’t just a random “gah”.) 
 
    “Then don’t aim, babe! Just shoot! That magic fire’s not gonna run out, is it?! It’s magic! What’re you saving it for?!” 
 
    “I—” Frotwoot began, but then he realized that she was right. He had been holding back, because he was used to ammo in Earth (or, in his case, video game) planes being finite, and hadn’t thought that with magic it might somehow be different. “Yeah, okay,” he said, and (taking some of his silent thanks back from Grand Theft Auto 5) started holding down the trigger. 
 
    Empty enemy dragon fighter after empty enemy dragon fighter erupted in the immediate onslaught, and in no time at all the way was clear for Frotwoot to breathe, at least, if not entirely escape. A glance back up (or, in his present orientation, a glance down and slightly to the right) at the magic scoreboard told him that he’d only just taken down two, which was confusing, as he knew he’d seen at least twice as many as that blow up, but then he saw that The Dryad’s score was at four, and realized that—once again—Golly’s advice had helped him out, too. 
 
    “All right babe, Pix found out how to turn on the auto-leveler! What you do is—” 
 
    “Wait! Don’t tell me! It’s okay, I’ll figure it out!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure,” Frotwoot lied, but luckily he seemed to have the space and the experience now to figure out how to make that lie into a truth, and once he’d gotten himself flying more or less straight and upright again he saw that said space had come at the expense of his enemies flying much more carefully now, and at a much more difficult to hit distance. The Dryad was busy stalking one of them, but (without the help of an auto-leveler, Frotwoot thought, maybe undeservedly, but with great satisfaction nonetheless) not very well, what with all the wobbling and jerking his fighter’s wings kept doing, and he didn’t seem to notice that he was being stalked by one as well. Frotwoot smirked about this for all of two seconds, until he realized that maybe he wasn’t noticing the same thing, at which point he spun around in his seat and stopped smirking immediately at the sight of an enemy fighter, right behind him and about to fire. 
 
    “Babe—!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know!” said Frotwoot, spinning his plane out of the way just in time. “Thanks!” 
 
    “Pix says to stop and let him pass you! Then you can—!” 
 
    “Right, got it!” Cutting the throttle, Frotwoot dipped the nose of his plane down to let his unsuspecting pursuer fly by overhead, then sharply pointed it back up to let loose an attack of his own that first crippled the enemy, and then—with a follow-up attack—blasted it out of the sky. “All right!!!” said Frotwoot, so ecstatic at finally having gotten one not by accident and/or not by immediately losing control of his plane that he was found himself suddenly overcome by cliché: “Yeah!!! Woo!!! You guys see that?! Boom!!! That’s what I’m talking about!!!” 
 
    “Pfft! Embarrassing,” chuckled The Dryad, but Frotwoot ignored him. He had other things on his mind right now, like the fact that he was just one more kill away from completing the trial. And… one other thing. Something that had been bothering him since last night. 
 
    “All right, now that we’ve got, like, all this flying craziness pretty much under control, you and me really need to talk.” 
 
    “We… do?” said The Dryad. 
 
    “Wha—? No, dude, not you! Golly!!!” 
 
    “We do?” said Golly. 
 
    “Yeah, we do. Because you know what? As good as I feel about almost being an ace right now—and as awesome as all this fighter pilot stuff kind of just generally is—knowing you’re unhappy keeps butting into my brain and making me less happy than I should be. Which is kinda’ distracting. Y’know? And which is bad, because I’m trying to save a couple of worlds here, and I’m pretty sure being distracted when you’re trying to save even just one can’t be good, so… yeah, I don’t know, I guess basically what I’m trying to say here, is: What’s up, beautiful? Why aren’t you happy? You’ve gotta tell me, and we’ve gotta work it out. The fates of both Seelie and Earth depend on it, and I’m not above using that fact as a shortcut to fixing relationship problems with my girlfriend. Not above it all.” 
 
    The Dryad scoffed, and an audible click seemed to indicate that he’d turned off his radio. Golly, on the other hand, laughed, was uncomfortably quiet for a moment, and then, “I’m fine, babe. Really. Let’s not—let’s not talk about this right now, okay?” 
 
    “No. No way. You’re not fine. You haven’t been fine since last night, after the party. And if we don’t talk about it (whatever it is) now (when you kinda’ have to talk to me and can’t stop, in case there’s, like, y’know, an emergency or whatever), I don’t know if you’re actually really going to talk about it with me later—or ever. So what is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I—!“ Golly paused to think, while Frotwoot closed in on his target. “Is this really the right time?” 
 
    “Yeah, why not? What else are we doing?” 
 
    Golly laughed. “No, I mean… this is why I didn’t wanna talk about it! You have to focus! You’ve got all these really important things to do, and—” 
 
    “Okay, first: I already told you, us not talking about it is making it so I can’t focus. It’s super distracting. And second: There’s nothing more important to me than you.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” said Golly, in a voice that said she doubted it but still wished that it was true. “That’s just because I’m here. Because I’m now. What about when you can get home? Am I still gonna be that important to you? Is Seelie?” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow as he carefully lined up his crosshair and tried to keep his trigger finger from twitching and giving him away. “… Yeah?” 
 
    “You don’t sound very sure.” 
 
    “No, Golly, I sound confused. Where is this coming from?” 
 
    “I don’t know, it’s—Nothing. Nowhere. It’s fine.” 
 
    “Golly…” 
 
    “Okay, there was this book, all right?!?!” Golly burst out with it all it once, as if she’d wanted to all along and simply couldn’t stop herself anymore. “It was the one I was reading when you came in! It was all about Earth, and what it’s like, and how it’s different from everywhere else, and I just…!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “And it just sounds so different! I mean… how are we ever gonna make this work?” 
 
    The crosshair lit up, and Frotwoot took the shot, but as soon as he did the enemy fighter coincidentally banked out of the way. “Fie! I don’t—I don’t know. But we will, okay? We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Will we? Can we? I’m a knight, Frotwoot. A knight of the Seelie Court. I’m not leaving that behind.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know! And I wouldn’t ask you to!” Frotwoot assured her, pouring on the speed as the fighter he’d just missed moved to evade him now that it knew he was there. “I know being a knight’s your dream!” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right, it is. And what’s your dream? Playing guitar on a street corner on Seelie? Or being a rock star on Earth?” 
 
    “Neither. I wanna be a studio musician. I told you that.” 
 
    “Okay (and I still don’t know what that is), but if you could choose, where would that studio be? Seelie? Or Earth?” 
 
    Frotwoot opened his mouth to answer… but hesitated. 
 
    “See? It’s Earth, isn’t it? Even the music’s different there, you know how it works, and what people like. You’d be just as unhappy trying to make your dream fit into Seelie as I’d be trying to make it fit into Earth. You know knights don’t even really do anything there?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but there’s cops—” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, right, the people everybody on your world hates. The ones who have to do everything a knight does without getting any of the honor. Sounds good! Where do I sign up?” 
 
    Frotwoot tried shooting the fighter he was pursuing again, but only nicked a wing. “I wasn’t saying you should be a cop, I was just saying that that’s what—Look, that doesn’t matter, okay? When this is all over, I’m gonna make sure we’ve got a way to go between dimensions whenever we want. I can put, like, a ring portal in my closet, and you can put one in yours, and—” 
 
    “And what, babe? Live separate lives on separate worlds, but that’s okay, because we can visit each other sometimes to go on dates?” 
 
    “Yeah! I mean, no! Maybe? Sort of…?” 
 
    “What if we ever got married? Would we each have our own house? Pay taxes on both of them? Where would we sleep? Where would our kids go to school? Fie, Frotwoot, how would we even have kids?! I’m a goblin and you’re a faerie! I know your grandpa, or whatever, broke the enchantment that makes mixing the races impossible on your parents, but does that mean it broke it on you, too?” 
 
    “Uh…” Frotwoot resisted the sudden urge to look down; both for safety’s sake, and because of course it wouldn’t really tell him anything. 
 
    “And what would we even do with kids like that? Half-faerie and half-goblins? Where would they be accepted? There’d be nothing like them on Seelie or Earth! What kind of life would they have?” 
 
    Frotwoot could hear Golly’s voice breaking now, and he knew that there were probably tears on her face that there was no one around to wipe away. She’d obviously been thinking about their future together a lot more than he was, but she was mistaken if she thought he hadn’t been thinking about it all. When he hadn’t been able to sleep the night before, and his mind hadn’t so much “drifted” from the trials for the staff as “dwelt obsessively” on what might be bothering Golly, he’d come up with something to—Actually, wait, no, let’s let him tell it: “You know… last night, I couldn’t sleep. I looked for you, but I couldn’t find you. And even though I didn’t know what was wrong, I knew something was, and I thought: Whatever it is, I know we can get through it. As long as we love each other, we can get through it. And that’s when I realized that we were more than we were saying we were; that my feelings for you, they’d gone past just ‘boyfriend and girlfriend’ feelings, and that I needed to let you know that, somehow; to show you the faith I have in our relationship, and to share with you the strength that I get from it. To share the power that comes from my love with you. And so, Golly, I—” 
 
    “Frotwoot, look out!!!” Golly cried, and Frotwoot turned to look just in time to see twin balls of fire being shot at him from another fighter, which—just like with The Dryad—had crept up on him while he was busy chasing the other one. A sharp dip downward left the back of his plane singed, but intact, and he came back up shooting. 
 
    Of course, his “shooting” was more instinctual at that point than actually in any way well-considered, but even though he didn’t hit anything as he turned the crosshair on his attacker the fact that his weapons firing forced the enemy to evade rather than renew its attack, and the plane Frotwoot had been chasing before was quickly forgotten as this new one drew his ire (what with, you know… having so rudely interrupted his romantic speech and all). 
 
    “Get him, babe, get him!” Golly urged him from down in the tower, sounding a bit annoyed herself at said interruption. Frotwoot had no reason or intention to do otherwise, but nevertheless took this as a divine command, pushing his throttle to the limit and staying doggedly on the enemy’s tail, despite how difficult its evasive maneuvers were making that right now. More than once he nearly spun out, prompting Golly to ask, “Can I tell you how to turn on the auto-leveler now?”, and when he grunted in the affirmative to tell him, “Okay, Pix says to just touch your finger to the top dial, and—Really? Okay, yeah, then draw a six-pointed star between it and the other dials, and… that should be it. I guess.” 
 
    Frotwoot did as he was told (with just about as much skepticism in his heart as Golly had had in her voice, if not a little bit more), and as he did a glowing amber line formed where his finger had been, and stayed where it had formed in the shape of the star he’d drawn with it when he was finished. Experimentally letting go of the stick, Frotwoot found that dragon fighter righted itself as expected, and when he took back the stick found that it obeyed his nudges for course alterations. “All right!” he shrugged, grinning crookedly. “It worked!” 
 
    “Great! Now take him down so you can finish saying to me what you were saying!” 
 
    “Do you know what it is?” 
 
    “No! But it sounded like it was gonna be good, so hurry!” 
 
    Smiling at the renewed happiness he could hear in her voice, Frotwoot once again did as he was told, and after a long series of turns, spins, swoops, loops, and cutting his enemy off Frotwoot finally got it square in his sights… 
 
    … Only to have to watch, in horror, as The Dryad burst firing out of the clouds to steal his kill and become an ace. 
 
    “Ha ha!” The Dryad laughed over the radio as he switched it back on. “Behold, Frotwoot! Victory is mine!” 
 
    “Dude! That was my kill!” 
 
    “Nay, verily, it was not! For if it were, would not the victory be thine?” 
 
    “… Whatever, dude, I’ll just go shoot down another one.” 
 
    “Wilt thou?” said The Dryad. “Truly, twill be quite a feat, without thy weaponry.” 
 
    “What are you—?” Frotwoot began, only to wish he hadn’t asked when the answer came in the form of a lightning bolt from The Dryad’s outstretched hand, hitting the guns in the nose of Frotwoot’s fighter and fusing them (as Frotwoot immediately confirmed, with several frantic test pulls of his trigger) into uselessness. “Dude, what the fie?!?!” 
 
    “ ‘Tis a shame thou didst fly so close to the clouds, and didst thus attract a freak bolt of lightning,” said The Dryad, who didn’t sound like he thought it was a “shame” at all. “For behold, that is what I shall tell those below, who cannot see, and who will no doubt be quicker to believe thee a bad sport than I to be a cheater—especially having heard my version first.” 
 
    “Pfft! Okay… jerk. That’s super lame, but I can just redo it, right? I can just go down there, grab the statue’s staff, and take the trial again.” 
 
    “Yea, verily!” The Dryad agreed, as he continued flying victory laps around him, presumably so he could see the defeat on his face. “But by that time, I will have moved on, and the protective presence of the press with me. As I surge ahead, none will suspect thy sudden disappearance (that is, should one occur) as anything but a self-imposed exile of shame.” 
 
    “Didn’t we already go over this? Try it, and I’ll give you up.” 
 
    “Giveth me up, and… all right fine, I forgot. Thou shalt not disappear. But I’m winning now, and thou art losing! And behold, thus shall it ever be! Ah-ha! Ha ha ha ha!” 
 
    Somehow narrowing and rolling his eyes at him at the same time, Frotwoot gave not even half a second’s further consideration to the remaining enemy fighters before realizing there was another, closer option… and turning his full, severely ticked-off attention on The Dryad’s fighter, swerving hard to cut off his laughter/latest victory lap with an attempted mid-air collision. 
 
    “Whoa!!!” The Dryad, Golly, Pixley, and some of the stronger-throated spectators below gasped as the planes barely avoided running into each other. Then, just The Dryad said, “Frotwoot! What doest thou?!” 
 
    Ignoring him, Frotwoot turned his fighter around for another try, getting close enough this time to scrape magic metal against magic metal. 
 
    “Hast thou gone mad?!” The Dryad panickedly demanded, breaking off and heading toward the ground as fast as his plane would allow him. Frotwoot turned to follow, trying not to smile too much at the fear in The Dryad’s voice, and when he’d gotten close enough to the sharpened, lizard-like tail end of The Dryad’s dragon fighter (and, at the same time, when Golly and Pixley had seemed to have just about given up on urging him to stop, with Golly insisting now that Pixley should just “fly up there and stop him!”) he did what he’d actually intended to do all along, hitting the button that would release the straps holding him to his seat with one hand and pulling the lever that would eject him from it with the other. The momentum of the chase—combined, of course, with his own, natural faerie aerodynamicism, and the force of the ejection mechanism—sent him hurtling towards The Dryad like a boulder being flung from a catapult, and with just a little help from his wings (i.e., just enough to keep the crowd below from noticing) he managed to land and clamber himself into a sort of wedged, standing position both above and kind of in The Dryad’s cockpit, both his arms wrapped very tightly around the fighter’s top wing. 
 
    “… Frotwoot?!” said The Dryad, looking utterly bewildered and understandably (what, with what was currently taking up the center of his field of view, and all) uncomfortable. 
 
    “Hey! Bail out!” Frotwoot said cheerily back, and with that, he stomp-kicked the stick so hard it broke, and jump-flew toward the nearest patch of grass to make a very, very painful (but necessary) landing. The sounds of his and The Dryad’s planes crashing into the ground shortly followed his, and once he’d stopped bouncing and rolling (which, quasi-luckily, he’d actually gotten pretty good at) over the turf Frotwoot looked up just in time to see The Dryad and his parachute-sprouting seat hovering in the distance overhead and a new score being added to the magical board. 
 
    The Dryad was still at five, and Frotwoot, with the willful destruction of both their planes… was at six. 
 
    “YES!!!” Frotwoot shouted, leaping to his feet and throwing his fist up into the air, as if the two motions were somehow connected. “Yes!!! Ha ha!!! Yeah!!! Look at that!!! I’m an ace, Grandpa!!! I’m a freaking ace!!! Woo!!!” 
 
    “Frotwoot?!?!” Golly’s voice came floating across the airfield behind him, barely beating her to him. “Frotwoot, babe, are you okay?!?! Are you nuts?!?! What’s wrong with you?!?! Are you some kind of fying idiot?!?! Why’d you do that?!?! And what were you gonna say before, when—?!?!” 
 
    “Golly,” Frotwoot interrupted, taking her by the cheek as he reached into his pocket to pull something out of it. “Do you know what a promise ring is?” 
 
    Golly clearly didn’t. Nor did she seem to understand the relevance to their current situation. “What?!?!” 
 
    “It’s an Earth thing,” Frotwoot explained, revealing the… well, nothing that was nestled between his thumb and forefinger, but that nonetheless seemed to be keeping them from closing together. “I don’t actually have one right now, but it didn’t seem like this could wait, so just pretend, okay?” 
 
    Golly furrowed her brow at the invisible ring for a moment, turned to him with a little smile and scoff of disbelief, and then (once she seemed reasonably certain that he wasn’t kidding) she nodded, keeping her eyes fixed firmly (and probingly, in case “reason” and “certainty” had failed her) on his face as she did. 
 
    “All right. So, um… okay,” Frotwoot chuckled nervously, suddenly feeling more anxious about this than he had jumping between planes without a parachute. But, just like then, there was a fire inside pushing him onward, telling him it would be worth it even as it made him a little bit sick. “Golly: With this ring, I promise to love you; to love you like I love no one else. I promise to be there for you, even when being there’s harder than not. I promise to hold you when you need to be held. I promise to always make you laugh, even it means making myself look like an idiot to do it. I promise to listen to that awful goblin boy band you like with you, even if sometimes when that weird, short one with the dreadlocks and the overalls sings I’d rather die—” 
 
    Golly snorted, despite herself. 
 
    “—See? Keeping my promises already. I also promise to never make you feel dumb, because no matter what your mom says, you’re not. You’re so not. I promise never to make you feel worthless, because you’re worth more to me than anything I’ve ever even dreamed of. I promise to support you, and help you however I can with your career as a knight, even though I kind of suck at it and can’t do much to help. I promise never to make you cry on purpose, unless it’s the happy kind of cry. I promise to follow you wherever you go, and be with you wherever you wanna be, for as long as you want me to be there. Even if that’s Seelie; even if that’s hard. Because where you are is my home now, Golly. Where you are is where I belong. And even though I can’t promise I won’t ever leave you (because, y’know, there are other people who need me, too… selfish) I can promise that I’ll always come back to you. Always. And I promise that, together, we can face anything the future throws at us…even meeting my parents, who I promise are gonna love you, because, well… who could stop themselves? I know I can’t. And that—all of that—is my promise to you, and all you have to do,” Frotwoot held out his “ring”-holding hand. “Is say you want it by taking this ring. So? Golly? Will you take my ring?” 
 
    Golly covered her mouth with her hand, as she seemingly struggled to contain both a bout of laughter and a flood of tears at the same time, but as soon as she’d (more or less) composed herself she held out her other hand to wiggle her fingers and let Frotwoot slide the “ring” onto it. “I’ll never take it off.” 
 
    Frotwoot grinned, and as the two of them moved in for the inevitable kiss The Dryad’s dragon fighter seat landed with a thump right next to them, fading away into magical nothingness before he could even unstrap himself. “Verily, Frotwoot, thou art mad!” the old wizard snarled, as he clambered to his feet. “Was it thine intention to kill me, and thy grandfather as well, or merely to—?!” 
 
    The customary end-of-trial flash of light washed over them, then, as the last bit of amber energy returned to the staff of the statue—said flash doing its best (and failing) to somehow make Frotwoot feel more euphoric than he already did—and when it had faded away there was a new, glowing beacon in the sky, calling him forward. The light had clearly succeeded in making The Dryad feel better, though, which was good, Frotwoot thought, because he’d gotten the sense that he’d been angry enough at him at just then for things to start coming to blows—but it was also bad, because with that light now he could see where the next trial was, too. 
 
    “… Hmm. Ah. Yes, well… well played, Frotwoot! Ha! Yes, well played, indeed! For behold, while I wouldst surely have thought up such an ingenious tactic in thy place, truly, not many would, and, er…” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks dude. Good job, uh… being, like, a total jerk and a cheater. That was so cool.” 
 
    They both looked away from the magical waypoint at the same time just then to lock eyes, and, after a moment that felt very much like an old Western showdown, they shared a smile that was more like a grimace, they set off—first at a walk, and then at a (limping) run—toward the next trial, with Golly, Pixley, Clod, and the assembled media/press corps of Magicka following closely behind them. 
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    Just like that, Frotwoot’s quest to get the Archmage’s staff had become a race. And, like any race worth watching, it was filled with backs and forths, highs and lows, and surprise turnarounds for both him and The Dryad. It started out equally enough, with the two of them being led by the magic waypoint in the sky to a dilapidated old alchemy lab, but Frotwoot soon fell behind as the challenge there involved actually knowing things about alchemy. A lot of studying and help from Emmony and his friends later he eventually passed that trial, but didn’t catch up with The Dryad again until three or more trials later, where the task was to help a ghost move on the next life by helping them fulfill the cursed covenant they’d broken in life. 
 
    “Well, this should be easy,” Frotwoot had said to his friends as they’d walked into the (clearly) haunted house whose courtyard held that particular (and creepy-looking) Archmage’s statue, and whose sign on the front lawn read, “Archmage Pterry’s Necromancers Academy and Home For The Dead”. “There’s ghosts all over the place.” 
 
    “Yea, verily,” sneered The Dryad from a tattered old chair next to the door, somehow startling him far more than the sight of the dead people moaning and floating all around them had. “ ‘Tis so easy that I have only been stuck on this trial since yesterday. But no, no, show us, Frotwoot! Show us all how easy ‘tis to break a cursed covenant! Yea, even those covenants that were too difficult for serious necromancy students and their instructors to break, and that they did thus leave behind seemingly as a case study in those covenants with impossible requirements!!!” 
 
    “… Does he always give so much exposition when he talks?” asked Golly as they walked away from him. 
 
    “Sometimes it’s worse,” Frotwoot shrugged, stopping suddenly to let a woman pass by him instead of through him. “I guess we’d better go see if he’s right, though.” 
 
    As it turned out, he wasn’t. The problem The Dryad was having, Frotwoot realized. as he started talking to some of the (former) people, was that he wasn’t listening very well (not surprising), and that he was rude (not just not surprising, but actually kind of expected). Apparently, as much as some of these ghosts of the Magi needed help, they didn’t want it at the expense of having to help someone like The Dryad. This more than worked out for Frotwoot, as he was unlike The Dryad in almost every conceivable way, and so it wasn’t long before he found a ghost whose unfinished business was something he could, in fact, finish. 
 
    Once that was done (“that”, in this case, being the transcription of a short letter a deceased ex-sorcerer dictated to him detailing the true story of how a former coven-mate of his had died in action, and then sending it on to that coven-mate’s mother—as per a cursed covenant that they’d both made with each other back in training), Frotwoot couldn’t resist poking around a bit for some more situations he could help with. After sending five additional ghosts on to their eternal reward, though, he and his friends decided they’d better move on (what with the murderous way The Dryad was starting to look at them from his chair), but they all promised to come back someday soon to see what else they could do for those who remained.  
 
    (It had been nice to help them, of course, and that had obviously been the main reason he’d done it… but Frotwoot would have been lying if he didn’t claim some not-so-small satisfaction at seeing The Dryad’s face as the now much more friendly ghosts waved him good-bye.) 
 
    The next trial was a pretty weird one, involving astronomy and a bunch of jargon-filled clues from the former Archmage’s statue-self that didn’t make a lot of sense, but eventually Pixley managed to figure it out with the help of his equally weird mind, and Frotwoot maintained his lead for the next three trials, at which point The Dryad suddenly caught up. 
 
    “Hey, man,” Frotwoot greeted him at the table in a dungeon where a logic puzzle with one safe potion and ten poisonous ones had been magically set up. “You find a ghost who actually wanted to talk to you?” 
 
    “Yea, verily. ‘Twas the one in the attic that thou didst most cruelly deny.” 
 
    “ ‘The one in the’—?” Frotwoot’s eyes went wide as he remembered the one he meant. “What, the one with the chains?! But that guy—! He wanted me to—!” 
 
    “Yea,” The Dryad said flatly, staring him down with just the slightest of evil smirks. “Verily.” 
 
    Frotwoot kept his distance from him after that… which was unfortunate, because if he hadn’t been he might have seen The Dryad solve the logic puzzle shortly after that and been able to copy his answer to keep himself from falling behind. 
 
    That was okay, though, because Frotwoot pulled ahead again just a couple of trials after that one (where the challenge was to make a child understand a complicated magical concept, which of course The Dryad lacked the patience for, and which Frotwoot had the unexpected advantage in having to break it down in such a way for himself first before he could even attempt to explain it anyway), and while he fell behind during the trial that followed (it was basically a trivia game written around Magi literature, of which he knew literally nothing about) he re-took the lead during a trial created by an Archmage who had famously likened casting spells to making music. The challenge she’d come up with required its taker to only really be any good at the “music” part, the “magic” part having already been assumed. This was great for Frotwoot, naturally, as he’d pretty much been raised to appreciate and be good at music, but for The Dryad… well… 
 
    “Bah!!! This isn’t magic!!!” The Dryad protested, kicking over his drum set as Frotwoot got up to leave. “Verily, it’s not anything!!! It’s just—it’s just noise!!!” 
 
    Smirking, and unable to restrain himself, Frotwoot stopped in the doorway of the old recording studio to look back at him. “Yeah… reading music can be hard, huh? Hey, you need some help? I mean, I didn’t really get it till after I turned seven, so—” 
 
    Frotwoot ducked to avoid The Dryad’s thrown drumsticks, laughed, and continued on with his quest, knowing as he did (as Pixley hadn’t liked his cockiness and had chosen that moment to fly up next to his ear and remind him) that—whatever his current struggles—soon enough, The Dryad would be right behind him. 
 
    This went on for weeks, neither Frotwoot nor The Dryad managing to maintain their position in the lead for very long, and the constant breaks each of them had to take in between (Frotwoot to maintain his social media presence, and The Dryad to build his war machine) only served to keep them from widening the divide. In a burst of inspiration, Frotwoot and Emmony crafted several days worth of video blog messages in advance, each one just generic and yet interesting enough to fool anyone who was paying attention to thinking they were about events happening now, and used the time that was saved to knock out about a dozen more trials while The Dryad was busy working on the enslavement, enthrallment, combat training, and planned deployment of the Seeliean people. 
 
    Counting up all the trials he’d passed so far, Frotwoot realized he only had about five or six left (there was an “or” there because he wasn’t counting very carefully), and he went to sleep back at Emmony’s house that night after he’d passed the last of the aforementioned dozen feeling excited and anxious for the new day, where his quest—if everything kept going like it was going—would finally be complete. 
 
    So yeah, obviously that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    “Wait,” Frotwoot said a few minutes after waking up the next day, taking the toothbrush out of his mouth and turning/looking all around as, suddenly, he noticed that something was missing. “Wait… what the fie?!” 
 
    After repeating the turning and looking (and muttered swearing) process a few times, just to make sure, he spit out what was left of his toothpaste and went running out of the bathroom to find a window. When he couldn’t see what was he looking for that way, either, he tried looking out a window on the other side, and then ultimately just went physically outside, running barefoot all around the house as he desperately searched the sky. “… FIE!!!” 
 
    Rushing back into the house, Frotwoot searched the halls for someone—anyone— to tell about what was going on, only to give up (it was early, and there were a lot of halls) and go straight to Emmony’s bedroom. “It’s gone!!!” he exclaimed, bursting through the door to find Emmony drinking a mug of something hot and reading a newspaper in bed, a lady’s maid standing nearby and bending over to (apparently) do her hair and put on her makeup for her  
 
    Once both of the women were done shrieking in startled surprise at this intrusion, Emmony flicked her hand at the maid and gave her a scolding look as if she’d been the only one doing the shrieking before fixing her gaze on Frotwoot and saying, “Good morning. Yes, please, do come in. I don’t mind strange men coming into my room and seeing me in a state of undress.” (The maid gave the implied sarcasm of this last sentence a skeptical sort of look, but deftly hid it as Emmony turned back to her to give her her cup and shoo her away.) “What’s gone, Frotwoot?” 
 
    “That—the waypoint thingie!” 
 
    “… I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “The waypoint! The—You know, the, uh—the big, magical light in the sky!” 
 
    “Ah.” Emmony’s eyes widened as she came to understand his concern. “Yes, yes, of course. The one that only you and Dryadia can see that leads you on to the next trial. Are you quite sure?” 
 
    “Uh-huh!” Frotwoot tried to answer her as un-manically as possible. 
 
    “Hmm. That’s… odd. Perhaps he’s done something to—Wait,” Emmony twisted around to look at a calendar on the wall, and squinted because her room was so large that sitting up in her bed was too far away for her to see it. “What day is it?” 
 
    Puzzled at this apparent non-sequitur, but not particularly wanting her to stand up in her current “state of undress” to go look for herself, Frotwoot crossed the room to look at the calendar for her. Several days had been marked off, presumably by magic (what with all the amber X’s that had been drawn across the little boxes exactly matching in thickness and style in a way too uniform to be done by hand… and, y’know, this being Magicka), and unless things worked differently here he was pretty sure that meant that the latest unmarked day was the current one, and read (or tried to at least), “Um… I haven’t really learned how to read these weird little rune-y numbers you guys have yet, but it says it’s the ‘Winter Solstice’, so—” 
 
    “The Winter Solstice?!” Emmony sprang out of bed at that, causing Frotwoot to look at her out of instinct (the one covering sudden movement) first, and then look away, blushing, out of a certain set of manners meant to defy another instinct (the one covering you-know-what). “Already?! But we haven’t even decorated yet, and the ball—Oh, the ball is tonight, and I was supposed to have had a festive gown and hat specially made for the event, and—and oh, we’ve just been so frightfully busy, and—GIRLS!!! GIRLS, COME QUICKLY!!!” 
 
    Frotwoot suddenly felt as if he was in the middle of a stampede as all of Emmony’s lady’s maids came rushing in at once, and as soon as one of them had had the presence of mind to throw a robe over her he looked at her in incredulous bemusement as she started dictating tasks and plans for the holiday preparations and said, “Wait, what about the thing?!” 
 
    “What thing?” Emmony said between orders, getting right back to them at the same pace as if she’d never left soon as she’d hit the question mark. 
 
    “Wha—?! The—?! The light!!! The big, magic light in the sky that we were just freaking talking about!!!” 
 
    “Oh yes, that. That’s why I needed to know the day, wasn’t it? It’s rather lucky you brought it up.. Don’t worry overmuch about it, dear, I’m sure it will be back by tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “What?! Why?!” 
 
    “You do get so excited, don’t you? Sir Pixley and Dame Golrocca and I were just talking about that the other day.” 
 
    “What’re you—?! Wait, what?! Pix and Golly said that?!” 
 
    Emmony smiled as Frotwoot took several long, deep breaths in an attempt to make himself appear more calm than he actually was, and—with whatever it was she’d been trying to accomplish with that whole thing apparently done—jumped back in the conversation a couple of lines to answer the question she’d initially ignored. “Winter Solstice is a government holiday. As such, any work-related or government magic not considered absolutely essential to the running of our world are shut down for the duration. This would seem to include the magic governing the trials—which, if I’m being honest, I’d never thought of before, and since I have no reason to believe you’re not being honest as well I suppose it must be so—but, really, when you think about it, does make a perfect sort of sense, now, doesn’t it? Hmm! Anyway, back to the tree, I—” 
 
    “Wait wait wait,” said Frotwoot, holding up a hand, both to get her attention back and (since she’d gotten pretty well into his head with her previous observation) to steady himself from getting too “excited”. “Okay. So… what you’re saying is, like… the light’s gone, because it’s a holiday… and because it’s a holiday I can’t do any trials.” 
 
    “Correct. And, might I say, a very succinct (if unnecessary) summary of what I literally just said.”  
 
    “And that means The Dryad can’t either. Right?” 
 
    “One would assume so.” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded slowly, taking it all in before allowing himself to react, then said in as “excited” a voice as someone who’d just been told that a neighbors friend’s nephew’s cat had done something “cute” the other day (but they couldn’t actually remember what), “All right. Cool. So… what should do I today?” 
 
    “Whatever you’d like!” Emmony all-but-snapped. It was clear she was getting kind of fed up with all these interruptions, and had mentally moved on to what she considered far more important matters; like what was too many wreaths and garlands, and how much plunging neckline was too much plunging neckline. “It’s a holiday! Take your pretty little gobliness lover out and enjoy it! There’s a safe in my study that can only be opened with my permission, and you now hereby have my permission, so go! Take one or two stacks of bills and go and let me think!!!” 
 
    “She’s not my lov—” Frotwoot began, but Emmony had already gone back to business and didn’t look like she was likely to come back from it, so in the end he just sighed, shrugged, and went to do as she said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Wait, we missed Midwinter’s Eve?!” Golly exclaimed after Frotwoot had tracked down her guest room (which was also Pixley’s, because it had a dollhouse), woken her up, and told her what was going on. “Our first Midwinter’s together and we missed it? Gah!!! Fie, babe!!! What were we even doing last night? Seriously, what was it, helping some ‘swamp hag’ clean out her basement? That was our first Midwinter’s Eve?!” 
 
    “Okay, first of all, the swamp hag was an extreme hoarder, so don’t underplay the danger,” said Frotwoot, sitting down next to her on the bed and putting his hand on hers. “And second of all, we might’ve missed it, yeah, but if I’m remembering science class right we haven’t missed Christmas yet.” 
 
    “What’s ‘Christmas’?” 
 
    “It’s Earth’s Midwinter’s Eve!” Frotwoot told her, doing his best to put across enthusiasm without straying into “excited” territory. “I think it comes a couple days after it, though, so it’s not today, but we can make it today! It and Midwinter’s Eve! It’ll be our first ‘living in two worlds’ kind of compromise!” 
 
    “… Okay,” said Golly, brightening up considerably at that, but still keeping it kind of dim, just in case. ”What do you do on ‘Christmas’?” 
 
    “It’s almost exactly the same as what we do,” Pixley chimed in from the dollhouse, where he was tidying up and rearranging the furniture in a ‘less stupid’ way that he thought made ‘a lot more sense, I don’t even know why anybody would ever set it up this way’. “They just added an optional religious element and something called ‘eggnog’.” 
 
    “What about the Cold Old Elf?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, they have him, too. They just call him ‘Santa Claus’ and made him fat.” 
 
    “Fat?! How’s he gonna fit down the chimney if he’s fat?!” 
 
    Pixley smirked at her and shrugged. “I know,” 
 
    “… Okay, you guys are gonna have to show me the book you keep getting all this from,” said Frotwoot, suddenly feeling really strange about having his culture talked about like it was the unusual one (he was not going to get “excited” about it, though). “It sounds like it’s leaving a lot of really… good stuff out, and—All right, all right, you know what? Let’s just go. Let’s go out, and let’s do it. I’ll show you.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Their first stop (after they got the money from the safe, of course) was to the townhouse’s kitchen, where Frotwoot enlisted the help of the least busy-looking cook in making sure that certain Christmas-y things were on tonight’s menu that otherwise wouldn’t have been. The ham was no problem, once Frotwoot figured out what the Magicka equivalent of a pig was (turns out it was just a boar), but when he got to gingerbread, candy canes, and (yes) eggnog, he was at a little bit of a loss. The chef assured him that they’d figure out how to make all of them when she got some time, and Frotwoot thanked her with what he assumed was a big tip (possibly too big, based on the way her eyes widened at the sight of it) before taking his friends outside to continue on their merry—or, at least that was what Frotwoot was striving for—way. 
 
    Clod was just staring at the ceiling when they got to the camper, but he still refused to drive them anywhere on a holiday. Frotwoot told him that was fine, he just wanted to see if he wanted to come along, and since such an invitation had likely never been extended to him before Clod agreed out of what seemed to be sheer curiosity and ended up driving them anyway. That accidental trick of good fortune (Frotwoot really had just wanted to see if he’d come along, even though Pixley and Golly both staunchly refused to believe it) ended up being a bit of a waste, though, because as soon as Frotwoot saw a horse-drawn carriage riding up and down the streets, bells jingling on the back of it, its driver calling out prices for someone to hire it, he knew that that was what they had to do. Ditching the camper, they booked the thing for the whole day, and while they rode on to their next destination Frotwoot did his best to teach them all some of the more easy-to-learn Christmas carols as they went. 
 
    “So, wait, the snowman just melts and dies?” Golly said in horror as they got to the end of “Frosty The Snowman”. 
 
    “No! Well… yeah, I mean, I guess, but he’s magic, right? So he’ll be back next year.” 
 
    “Ohhh, so it’s some kind of resurrection metaphor,” Pixley nodded thoughtfully from his perch on Golly’s shoulder. 
 
    “Uh… maybe? I don’t—” 
 
    “Now, wait a tick,” said Clod. “Is this the same talking snowman as the one from that other song what was built to look like some bloke called ‘Parson Brown’ that used its first moments of sentient thought to ask its creators if they wanted to get married?” 
 
    “… No,” Frotwoot sighed patiently. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “So are there a lot of talking snowmen on Earth, then?” asked Golly, crinkling her nose in confusion. 
 
    “No! It’s just—They’re just songs, okay! It’s make-believe!” 
 
    “All right, all right, don’t get excited,” said Clod, winking at Golly and Pixley as he did and getting a reluctant snort out of the former and a guilty smirk out of the latter. 
 
    Frotwoot’s eyes bugged out—and one of them even started to twitch a little—at Clod of all people sharing a secret joke and clowning on him with it in front of his best friend and girlfriend, but a few long, deep breaths brought him back to calm, and with a slow, measured, not at all “excited”-sounding tone of voice he said, “Okay. No more snowman songs. Let’s do ‘Jingle Bells’…” 
 
    By the time they got to where they were going everyone in the carriage knew that one (including the driver) and as there didn’t seem to be any metaphysical concerns with its “deeper meaning” among them Frotwoot considered the “caroling” segment of his guided Christmas experience to be a success. Next up was the shopping, which he was pretty sure you couldn’t get wrong—but when people started recognizing him and flocking to his side to get pictures and autographs it turned out that you kind of could. After putting up with the mob for a few minutes Frotwoot got the bright idea of pointing and shouting, “Oh my gosh, what’s that?!” at which point he ducked away into an alley and started to run, The Beatles’ “A Hard Day’s Night” playing in his head as he went. One quick, flying jump up onto an out-of-sight fire escape later he’d gotten away… only to look down and see that no one was really chasing him. The crowd had sort of just dispersed, confused, once they’d realized he was gone. 
 
    “Well, that was embarrassing, wasn’t it?” said Clod as Frotwoot rejoined the group. 
 
    “What? No!” Frotwoot lied. “I’m glad no one chased me. That would’ve been annoying.” 
 
    “Right.” Clod’s obvious skepticism as he said that wasn’t quite reflected in Golly and Pixley’s faces, but it was certainly—at the very least—refracted. 
 
    “… Okay, so I wanted them to chase me. Shut up. But, y’know, just in case someone ever actually does, maybe we should go check out that beauty parlor over there and see if they can make me some kind of magical disguise. You know, something so we can, like… ‘shop in peace’ or whatever.” 
 
    Clod’s look then might have been one of pity, except that “pity” generally tended to be a bit more kind. “You really think that’s necessary, mate?” 
 
    “Can somebody else say something now?!?!” 
 
    “Let’s go, babe,” Golly chuckled, taking him calmingly by the arm and leading him toward the shops—And it was at this point in the “guided Christmas experience” that it turned out no one needed any guiding, as shopping for gifts seemed to be common to all three holidays. What they did need, though, was money, and once Frotwoot had split what he’d taken from the safe four ways they all (well, almost all, as Pixley needed to stay with somebody normal-sized, and this time chose Frotwoot for the honor) set off on their own to go look for things to secretly buy everyone else. 
 
    “What do you think we should get Clod?” Frotwoot asked his knight as they wandered into one of those weird, hard-to-define-what-it-was-they-actually-sold-but-you-know-there’ll-be-religously-iconographic-candles-tacky-statues-stuffed-animals-possibly-illegal-things-stored-both-under-and-above-the-counter-and-oh-yeah-lots-of-samurai-swords kind of gift stores (you know the kind). “I don’t even know what that jerk likes.” 
 
    Pixley laughed his silent laugh and shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve been watching him for a while now, and it kind of seems like he doesn’t particularly like anything.” 
 
    “Nah, everybody likes something, dude, that’s—Wait! He likes food, right? And hats? He’s always eating and wearing a hat!” 
 
    “Uh… well, I guess he… needs both those things, yeah. I don’t think that necessarily means he likes them.” 
 
    “He doesn’t hate ‘em, though.” 
 
    “Probably not, no.” 
 
    “Okay, so: Food! Hats! What do we…?” Frotwoot looked around the shop thoughtfully, and when he saw nothing to go with those thoughts he looked inward to find, “… Chef’s hat?” 
 
    Pixley just stared at him in quiet, almost disappointed disbelief. 
 
    “Gift card it is,” said Frotwoot, grabbing two of them from near the register and buying them on the spot. 
 
    Now that they’d gotten that out of the way, deciding what to get Golly for Christmas/Winter Solstice/Midwinter’s Eve was up next, and for Frotwoot, at least, that was a lot easier, because as much as she seemed to value her invisible promise ring (in that only some of that value was ironic), he’d wanted nothing more since he’d given it to her than to give her an actual, real ring: A ring she could wear, and show off, and remember how much she meant to him whenever she looked at it. Of course, the kind of rings that were sold at the kind of store he was in just then tended to give people a rash (again: you know the kind), so once he’d made sure Pixley didn’t want to buy anything else there it was back out into the snow-covered street to go look for a jewelry store. 
 
    “Oh, hey man!” said Frotwoot after they’d found one, but before they’d stepped inside. “I forgot to ask you how the proposal to Mab went!” 
 
    “The…? Oh. Right. Yeah, it didn’t go so well.” 
 
    Frotwoot froze in the doorway as Pixley continued on into the store, and after a second or two the older faerie looked back at the younger one, confused. 
 
    “What? What is it? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “She said no?!” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Mab!!!” 
 
    “Oh,” Pixley laughed (which seemed odd, given the topic). “No. No, kid, she said yes.” 
 
    “But you said—!” 
 
    “That it didn’t go well. Right. She saw the Pixies’ bachelor party for me on the news and was pretty ticked that they knew before she did, but I turned it around.” 
 
    “How?! By reminding her that you’re crazy?!” 
 
    “More or less. You coming?” 
 
    Frotwoot almost wanted to say no, out of principle, but this was the store he’d specifically wanted to go to, so he left his principles at the door and grumblingly followed him inside. “So she said yes, then.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That means it went well.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense.” 
 
    Frotwoot narrowed his eyes at him, trying to see if on his little mouth if he was hiding a telltale smirk, but whether he was or he wasn’t Frotwoot’s eyes weren’t good enough detect it, so he turned his attention on the nearest display of rings, necklaces, and other assorted jewelry too obscure to name-check that presently surrounded him. 
 
    “Holy crap!!!” 
 
    “What?!” said Pixley, tensing up and looking around, instantly ready for a fight. 
 
    “Look how much these cost!!!” 
 
    Pixley did, and after he had he shrugged and said, “Do you have enough?” 
 
    “No! Not even for the cheapest one!” 
 
    “Would you have enough if I gave you some of my money?” 
 
    Frotwoot did some quick mental calculations, and shook his head despite the next word he said aloud being, “Yeah… but then I wouldn’t have enough to buy you anything. Or Emmony, which seems kind of rude, since it’s her money.” 
 
    “We’ll get Emmony a joint gift. I don’t really know her that well anyway. And I don’t need anything from you, kid, this is more important.” 
 
    “But Pix—!” 
 
    “No, get her the ring. That’s an order, from a knight to his squire.” 
 
    Frotwoot reluctantly did as he was told, carefully choosing from the available selections the ring that hit closest to that weird sweet spot between “cheapest” and “most perfect for the girl it was intended for”, and after he’d bought it (and a pretty silver necklace for Emmony that Pixley had deduced most fit her style, based on the jewelry he’d already seen her wearing combined with her general fashion and aesthetic—because for some reason Pixley’s mind worked on everything as if it were a crime scene) he knew it was the right one, but he still felt guilty about it. “Pix, I—” 
 
    “Kid, listen to me: Since we started this quest, I’ve watched you grow into the knight I always knew you could be; into the knight I’ve been training you to be. You’re bolder now, you’re more decisive, you’re more tactically smart… and even when it comes to the things you’re not good at, like flying, or fighting, you do them anyway, because they’re what needs to be done—And you’re better at them now than you ever were, better than—frankly—I ever even thought you could be. You’ve stopped focusing on what your life used to be, on what you want it to be, and started focusing it what it is now. On how to make it work, and how to make it better. You—” Pixley’s lips broke into a trembling, trying-not-to-cry kind of smile, and he had to take a moment to compose himself before going on. “You’ve run out of things for me to teach you, kid. You’re a success. You’re done. You’re my squire, the first I’ve ever had, and you’re—you’re not my squire anymore. You’re a knight. And for me, kid, this Midwinter’s Eve? There’s no better present you could give me.” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t know what to say. Normally he’d just make a joke or say something pithy to defuse the unmanly emotions that were floating around, but it didn’t feel right this time. Not after that. Not after something so special, something so pure. Eventually he realized he probably shouldn’t say anything at all, and contented himself instead with giving Pixley a half-embarrassed smile, holding up his fist, letting Pixley press his fist to his for a bit longer than two guy friends normally would (he would’ve gone even further at this point and hugged him, if the size difference between them just then wouldn’t have made that prospect ridiculous), and casually walking on when they were done as if nothing unusual between them had even happened. 
 
    But of course something unusual had happened. Something neither of them would ever forget. And any more talking about it than they had already done by then would have just ruined it. 
 
    So they didn’t talk about it. And Frotwoot didn’t joke about it. 
 
    And it was perfect. 
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    Once Frotwoot and Pixley had met up with Golly and Clod again, the “Guided Christmas Experience™” Frotwoot was taking them on (and that he kept goofily insisting on calling that, complete with the “TM” at the end) continued with some skating, hot cocoa, and sledding. After they’d done all that, though, Frotwoot was pretty much out of ideas, so, taking what they’d bought with them (and, of course, awkwardly hiding what they’d bought from each other as they did; the “surprise” element of the three holidays’ gift-giving apparently being universal as well), the four Seelieans got back into the their hired horse-drawn carriage, rode it to “their” still-not-reported-as-stolen camper, and went back to Emmony’s house just in time for her “Winter Solstice Holiday Ball” (as the huge banner above the door said) to begin. 
 
    Many familiar famous and/or wealthy faces greeted Frotwoot as he walked up the stairs, and for the most part actively avoided even looking at any of his friends. His girlfriend, though, got more than a few death stares from some of the young, single witches who’d been pursuing him, and in response she rather smugly wrapped her arm around his and smiled oh-so-sweetly right back at them. Pixley and Clod, meanwhile, wove their way ahead through the crowd to Emmony’s study, and as much as Frotwoot wanted to ditch the ball and join them (especially now that he was starting to get the death stares) he knew Emmony would be furious if he did. 
 
    “Frot—Dayne!!!” she exclaimed as she saw him, looking him up and down in visible despair. “What are you—?! Why aren’t you dressed?!” 
 
    “What?!” Frotwoot followed her gaze downward, momentarily wondering if he was still asleep and having one of the most common and horrible archetypal nightmares, but then his brain caught up with his ears and he laughed in relief when he realized what it was she was actually saying, and that he was, in fact “dressed” in the way that really mattered. “Ha! Oh, right! I don’t know. Um… what am I supposed to be dressed in?” 
 
    Emmony rolled her eyes and dragged him off to his room, and a few minutes later they both reemerged into the party with Frotwoot now wearing a fancy (and festive!) green and red outfit that perfectly matched hers. Once the obligatory “mother and son” pictures had been taken by the press she split off from him to go find her next husband, and just as Frotwoot was about to slip away to go find his friends a very familiar pair of wizards pulled him aside to talk to them, the “girthy” one taking the lead. 
 
    “Merry Solstice, m’boy!” he chortled, his nose red and his eyes bleary as he clapped Frotwoot on the back with the hand not holding (and slightly spilling) his drink. “Remember us?” 
 
    Frotwoot glanced briefly but with genuine interest at the face of the remaining (and much skinnier warlock), who—up till now—he’d really only known as a rule-loving silhouette, and turned back with a crooked grin to the one that he’d known as that and—at least once previously—something more. “ “Yeah! Yeah, hey! What’s up?” 
 
    “It has been decided that the warlocks’ rule of anonymity should no longer apply when a certain threshold for trust has been achieved,” said the stickler, who looked and sounded exactly like Frotwoot had imagined. “And it has further been decided that you have reached that threshold. Congratulations.” 
 
    “Oh! Uh…” 
 
    “I, ah, believe what my dear—and far too sober—friend, here, is trying to say, Frotwoot, is: Welcome to the club!” the girthy warlock translated/chortled/clapped him on the back some more. “Go on, then! Give him his present!” 
 
    “Very well,” the stickler said stiffly, handing Frotwoot a small box with a bow on it. “Here it is. Inside, you will find your own set of scarlet red, identity-obscuring robes that you will no doubt recognize as the traditional uniform of the warlocks. Though I am loath to have thus spoiled the tradition of the holiday gift-giving surprise, in this case we have agreed that it was a necessary evil, as your opening it here in front of so many unknown variables would no doubt be disastrous, and violate much more profoundly the coven of warlocks’ most sacrosanct rules; to whit, the rules regarding secrecy and safety, and secrecy for safety.” 
 
    “Uh… thanks?” 
 
    The stickler nodded stiffly. “You are welcome.” 
 
    An awkward silence ensued for a moment after that, but that moment only lasted for as long as it took the girthy warlock to down the rest of his drink, at which point he chortled (yet again) and clapped Frotwoot on the back (yet again), which—in his current mental state—he seemed to think was a completely adequate and not at all weird way to close out a conversation, because after he’d done it he walked away, taking the stickler with him. 
 
    The rest of the party went by fairly uneventfully, with Frotwoot mostly just drifting around, drinking punch, and trying not to get too deeply into any one conversation, until an up and coming young recording artist with way too many face tattoos (i.e., more than zero) and a stupid stage name (i.e., one with a numbers and symbols in it doing the jobs of letters) hooked him in as he was passing by said artist’s entourage (i.e., his group of hired friends, bodyguards, and attractive women) to ask him if he could give him any more details on the musically-based trial for the staff he’d recently completed, seeing as how the video blog from the other day had only mentioned it (along with a number of other trials, as Frotwoot had been getting them done so quickly lately) in passing. Frotwoot could tell right away that this was just an attempt by the up and coming young recording artist to be seen talking to him while people from the press with cameras were nearby, but he gave him some details anyway, and as he was doing that an old, already established recording artist broke in to ask Frotwoot how he knew so much about music. This led to Frotwoot explaining that music was actually pretty much his most favorite thing, which led to someone else asking if he played any instruments, and several more things led to several other things, until finally Frotwoot, the up and coming young recording artist, the old, already established recording artist, and various other recording artists at all different stages of their careers were jamming and playing with the live band at the head of the ball. 
 
    This went on for quite a while (despite Emmony pointedly catching Frotwoot’s eye multiple times from the edge of the dance floor to glare at him, fold her arms, and tap her foot in a way that clearly had nothing to do with the music), and (Emmony excepted) the crowd seemed to love it (as did Emmony, once Frotwoot figured out via a lot of confusing, nonverbal communication that all she really wanted them to do was stick to the “approved holiday setlist”, which he and the rest of the musicians—once he’d told them it was what his “mother” wanted—happily did… with only the occasional improvisation and/or twist). 
 
    Eventually, though, the time for music and dancing was over, and the time for speeches and… awards (for some reason) had begun, and so Frotwoot was forced to vacate the stage and go back to wandering around and being bored until—basically—all the guests had left. As soon as he could get away with it, he dipped out to duck into Emmony’s study, and as he closed the door behind him, looking over his shoulder at his friend, girlfriend, and… well, Clod, he smiled at them and said, in a voice filled to the brim with barely-contained excitement, “Okay! Now that that’s over: Who’s ready to hear the true story of Christmas?” 
 
    The three of them looked around at each other, bemused, and with a grin and a shrug, Golly, at least, raised her hand. 
 
    “All right,” said Frotwoot, pulling up a chair and just barely sitting down—he knew he’d be jumping up and moving around a lot for the next half hour, after all. “So we open up on the interior of an airplane, where John McClane, New York cop, is flying to California to visit his estranged wife, Holly, for Christmas….” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Okay, now that story makes a lot more sense for a holiday!” Golly laughed from her seat on the arm of Frotwoot’s chair, shaking her head and tapping the currently opened page of the book about Earth from which he’d just read the true true story of Christmas (and which she’d been reading over his shoulder, just to make sure he didn’t turn it into another movie synopsis, somehow) with her finger. 
 
    “Right, yeah, sure… but you still liked the other story, right?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “You guess?!” 
 
    “Ah, Frotwoot? Could the two of you possibly find it in your hearts to keep it down?” Emmony asked from behind the desk, where she’d come to sit down, close her eyes, lean back, magically turn on some soft, holiday-sounding music with a wave and a muttered spell, and essentially (but not literally, it must be said, as that was an actual possibility here) transform herself into a limp, living rag doll of exhaustion right around the time John McClane had first met “Clay” in Nakatomi Plaza. “Normal voices are fine, but after the supremely complicated social ordeal I’ve just been through, Dame Golrocca’s bark-like laughter and your personal brand of overly-excited histrionics are just a bit much for me at the moment, don’t you see?” 
 
    Frotwoot and Golly exchanged looks, and then Frotwoot (trying really hard not to focus too much on that “excited” thing) furrowed his brow and said, “Do you, like, want us to leave, or…?” 
 
    “No! Of course not! It’s a holiday! I don’t want to be alone, dear, I just want you and your girlfriend to keep it down, as I said, so that I can simultaneously recuperate and enjoy the general, warm ambiance of togetherness that your company brings in peace!!!” 
 
    “… Um, okay,” said Frotwoot, exchanging another set of looks (and some shrugs) with Golly before glancing over at Pixley and Clod to see what they thought about all this—which seemed to be nothing, apparently, as they were so absorbed in the board game Clod had found on the top of one of the bookcases that they weren’t even listening. “We’ll, uh… we’ll just try to keep it down to a general, warm ambiance level for you, then.” 
 
    “Yeah, no more getting excited,” Golly chimed in, playfully digging her elbow into him at the same time as her words. 
 
    “Right, and no more ‘bark-like laughter’,” Frotwoot agreed with a smirk, getting some more, and somewhat less playful elbow in return. 
 
    “Thank you,” sighed Emmony, spinning in her chair to face no one and turning the music up with a wiggle of her fingers. 
 
    “Hey, is this the book that almost made you break up with me?” Frotwoot asked Golly once they’d gotten over the initial moment of shared disbelief. 
 
    “Mmmmmm, yes,” Golly answered him bluntly but at length, with a drawn out nod and a smirk. 
 
    “What’s it say in here about Earth that’s so weird it’d make you freak out like that? Except for the people and the way they look, it’s not that different from Seelie…” 
 
    “Well yeah, that was it. It was the people.” 
 
    Frotwoot stopped flipping through the pages to look up at her. “What?” 
 
    “You guys are always at war! We got rid of war on Seelie. And you choose your leaders, basically, by who’s the richest! The richest! And they’re the ones your governments most like to help out! It’s crazy!” 
 
    “That’s not—! Okay, look, that’s—that’s really oversimplifying things.” 
 
    “So it’s not like that?” 
 
    Frotwoot wanted to say it wasn’t, but he wasn’t so sure he could; and as he wasn’t particularly interested right now in being on the butt end of some kind of preachy, hamfisted political messaging thing (or whatever it was this was shaping up to be) from the universe against his admittedly imperfect, but still beloved adopted world, he instead just sighed heavily, shook his head in annoyance, and did his best to get the conversation (and story) back on a more comfortable (and hopefully non-partisan) track by saying, “All right, whatever, commie. So… is that all? Because that kind of thing doesn’t even affect most people day to day—at least not where I’m from.” 
 
    “No, I mean… there’s the whole knight thing…” 
 
    “Which we covered already,” Frotwoot reminded her, flipping back to the section about “American law enforcement” to show her the pictures (… and flipping a few pages again when he realized the picture he’d landed on depicted “racial profiling/police brutality”). 
 
    “… But the biggest thing was the part about what they think of us.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” Frotwoot started to flip to something that might reassure her, but stopped when he couldn’t think of what. “I mean… yeah, I know it probably says most people on Earth don’t even think that stuff like goblins and trolls exist, and that the ones who do think you’re all monsters, but—” 
 
    “I know. It’s okay. I got over it.” 
 
    “No, but look, anyone who saw you wouldn’t even think you were a goblin!” Frotwoot insisted, flipping, now, to the section titled “Misapprehensions about the Tuatha Danaan” as he was seized by inspiration. “See? Look at that. They’re all, like… ugly, and scary, and scrunched up, and… and…uh…” 
 
    “And that one looks a lot like my dad.” 
 
    “… Yeah. Yeah, I didn’t wanna say it, but—Wait,” A familiar name in the block of text had caught Frotwoot’s eye, and then another one had caught it right after. And then another one. And then— “Huh.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did you read this?” asked Frotwoot, holding it up with a puzzled smile. “It talks about ‘Oberon’ being the king of the fairies, and his best friend being some guy named ‘Robin Goodfellow’. And the queen’s someone named named ‘Mab’, ‘Maeve’, or ‘Titania’.” 
 
    “What? Let me see that,” said Golly, taking it away from him to scan the text. “Did you see this about ‘Meg Mullach’? And a sprite named ‘Ariel’?” 
 
    “No!!! What the fie?!” 
 
    “Sounds like someone’s getting excited again!” Emmony warned him from her desk in a singsong voice. 
 
    “Oh wait, no, I read about this!” Frotwoot remembered, ignoring her. “It was in the tree guy’s spellbook! It said that Seelie, like, exists on the same ‘vibratory plane’ as Earth peoples’ imagination, and so sometimes events there ‘bleed over’, and—” 
 
    “Do you actually think anything you’re saying makes sense?” Golly interrupted. 
 
    “Yeah! I mean… okay, no, but look,” grabbing a spare piece of parchment and a quill, Frotwoot drew her a quick picture to illustrate his point (and then some frantic arrows all over it when that didn’t quite do it). 
 
    “Okay, so you’re saying… when stuff happens in Seelie, it ‘bleeds’ over into the imaginations of Earth people, and then they think they just came up with it.” 
 
    “… Yeah.” Frotwoot nodded, looking down at his picture with a furrowed brow and wondering why he couldn’t have just said it as simply as that to begin with.  
 
    “So… they can ‘remember’ things in the past that haven’t even happened yet?” Pixley chimed in, startling both Frotwoot and Golly. as his voice was the first thing to indicate that he’d drifted away from the board game with Clod to hover their shoulders and look at/listen to what they were doing. 
 
    “I guess…” shrugged Frotwoot, once he’d recovered. 
 
    “No,” Emmony said firmly, spinning back around in her chair to glare at them. “That’s not the way it works. That theory of Earth/Seelie parallelism paradox was debunked ages ago. The bleed is only ever concurrent, not regressive.” 
 
    “Okay… rad,” shrugged Frotwoot again. “So how are all these people we know getting talked about hundreds of years ago, before they were ever even born?” 
 
    “They—What?!” Emmony shot up from her chair to come look, and—after looking for a moment—seemed to realize she didn’t actually know what she was looking for and said, “Oh, for Mage’s sake, what am I—? All right, who? Which names are the names of your friends?” 
 
    Frotwoot, Golly, and Pixley told her, and before/as they did she took the book away and somehow (i.e., probably magically) highlighted each name they said with the tip of her finger. When she was done she stared at the page for a moment, then ripped it out, tossed the remains of the book aside, and went running out of the study. 
 
    “… What was that?” asked Golly; but since she’d basically just beaten everyone to the punch in doing so no useful answer to that question was likely to be forthcoming. 
 
    “Don’t know,” said Pixley, though it was clear by the look in his eyes that his (currently tiny, but no less powerful) little brain was already working on figuring it out. “Should we do presents?” 
 
    “Ooo! Yeah!” 
 
    “Wait, no,” said Frotwoot, stopping Golly mid-dash as she got up to (presumably) go get what she’d bought for everyone from wherever it was in the room she’d hidden them. “ Hold on: ‘Presents’? Isn’t this ‘Midwinter’s Eve’?” 
 
    “That it is, Sir knight!” said Clod, standing to come join them finally at the promise of impending gift-giving. “Well done!” 
 
    “No, I mean—” (Frotwoot took a second just then to glare at him, to which he got only a toothy grin in return), “On Christmas we don’t do presents till the morning.” 
 
    “What, really? Why?” asked Pixley. 
 
    “Because it’s not Christmas till the morning! And like, you know… we’ve gotta go to sleep, and, like… wait for Santa.” 
 
    “ ‘Santa’?” 
 
    Clod snapped at his fingers and pointed to get Pixley’s attention. “Right, yeah, Santa! Don’t you remember, mate? That’s that big Elf what runs a sweatshop full of smaller Elves and discourages them from becoming dentists.” 
 
    “Oh right, yeah, Santa Claus! He’s not coming here, though, is he? I mean, this isn’t Earth, and we got the presents for each other, not him, so…” 
 
    Frotwoot sighed, suddenly feeling too weary from a day full of clearing up these kinds of misconceptions to get into it again, and simply waved his hand at Golly and said, “All right, cool. Let’s do presents.” 
 
    Abruptly surging back into motion if Frotwoot’s words had unfrozen her, Golly darted across the room to what looked to be some kind of liquor cabinet and opened it up to reveal and retrieve a small pile of carefully-wrapped gifts. Following right behind her (but with considerably less enthusiasm), Clod knelt down to reach into that same liquor cabinet… and pull out a small plastic bag from a nearby convenience store. 
 
    “I asked him if he wanted me to wrap them for him,” shrugged Golly, who’d apparently wrapped most of Frotwoot’s and Pixley’s as well—“most of”, that is, because the ring Frotwoot had gotten her was still safely in his pocket. 
 
    “That you did, Dame knight,” Clod agreed, plopping the bag down on the coffee table in front of them. “That you did. And what’d I tell you? I told you ‘thank you’, but I didn’t wanna ruin the surprise. There’s a rather nice present for you in there, after all.” 
 
    “Really?” said Golly, eyes lighting up like a little kid’s on …well, Christmas, and making Frotwoot grin with delight at how cute this heretofore unseen side of her was. “Can I, um—I mean, can I see it? Which one is it?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, take your pick,” said Clod, picking the bag halfway back up to dump it. A candy bar, a jerky stick, and some kind of trashy tabloid magazine spilled out. “I’ve got a guess which one you’ll go for, though, so let’s see if I was right.” 
 
    Frotwoot, Golly, and Pixley all stared down at their “presents” for a moment, each one of them equal parts confused and amused, but it was Pixley this time who beat them all to the punch by looking back up at Clod and saying, “You kept all that gift money for yourself, didn’t you?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Most of the rest of the presents turned out to be significantly more thoughtful—the gift cards Frotwoot and Pixley had gotten Clod being the obvious exceptions—and that seemed to be due to Golly taking gift-giving very seriously. For Frotwoot, she’d gotten a magic guitar that could switch between electric, acoustic, and even bass sounds, with no cords required. For Pixley, she’d gotten several sets of doll’s clothes—each outfit including some element with the color green—and one outfit even being that of a knight, the white surcoat of which she’d drawn on with fabric markers to depict the half-black, half-yellow, lime-green lizard-emblazoned coat of arms of The Knightly Order of the Gecko. And for Clod, she’d gotten a nice new driver’s cap… which Clod loved, earning the bemused Pixley a well-deserved “See? See?” kind of look from Frotwoot to which the older knight just smirked to himself and ignored. 
 
    The gifts for Emmony were set aside (Golly assuring the boys that she’d just gotten her some girly thing they wouldn’t have cared about anyway), and after Pixley had given Golly his present (a wicked-looking dagger, which Golly seemed to like) Frotwoot distracted Clod by asking him if he wanted to set back up that board game him and Pixley had been playing earlier for all four of them to play this time and took her aside to give him his. 
 
    “Oh, so that’s what it looks like,” she smiled and nodded, slipping it on her finger and giving him a big hug and a kiss. 
 
    After the game (which Frotwoot very much regretted ever having asked to play, what with how seriously Clod seemed to be taking it) the three of them just kind of hung around, doing nothing specific but taking care to do it together. Frotwoot played with his guitar; Pixley tried on his new clothes and randomly cleaned stuff; Golly practiced doing tricks with her dagger and admiring her ring; Clod kept reading and arguing out loud with the rules of the board game; the tabloid magazine was passed around and puzzledly discussed; various different albums were tried out in the record player; and so on, and so forth, until finally Clod had left to go do whatever it was he did at night, Pixley and Golly had each gone to sleep (Pixley in his room, and Golly with her head on Frotwoot’s shoulder), and Frotwoot was left alone, quietly (and still) fiddling with his guitar (… or was it: “guitaring with his guitar”?). 
 
    “Now that was a Christmas,” he murmured, looking down fondly at the top of Golly’s head before looking not particularly fondly or unfondly at the clock over Emmony’s desk. As he did, his eyes were caught by the box the warlocks had given him earlier, still just sitting there, unopened, next to the magic globe, and after trying—and failing—to stretch for it for much longer than made any actual sense, he eventually got up and stretched to get it, weirdly balancing Golly’s head with one hand as he did so he could lay it right back on his shoulder when he sat back down. 
 
    Inside the box, as expected, were a set of crimson and black robes just like the warlocks wore. But not so expected was the little globe-shaped key chain that lay on top of it, the one that looked just like the big ones, and which lit up as he touched it to change, and reshape the room… not into a cave, but into the childhood bedroom of his father. 
 
    And sitting in the middle of it, looking unusually anxious, was Elizora. 
 
    “Oh! Frotwoot!” she gasped, almost standing up but then apparently deciding against it. “Good! I was beginning to fear they hadn’t given it to you! Is it still Winter Solstice?” 
 
    “Uh…” Frotwoot looked instinctively to where the clock had been, but since it was now no longer visibly there tried to remember instead what it had said when he’d last checked it a minute or so ago. “Yeah, I think so. Merry Solstice! What’s up? I haven’t talked to you in like—Uh, you know, since, uh—” 
 
    “Since I snapped at you and stormed off to my metaphorical room like an irrational old fool?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah! Yeah, that was it! Since then!” 
 
    “Yes, well, obviously I’m quite sorry about that,” said Elizora, some of her anxiousness converting itself into a smile as soon as she saw his. “You didn’t deserve it. It had nothing to do with you, and I would have apologized much sooner if I hadn’t felt so immediately embarrassed at myself about the whole thing.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. It’s cool.” 
 
    “It isn’t, though, is it? Or at least it shouldn’t be. You’re just not one to hold a grudge, are you? You’re too kind for that, too sensitive to other peoples’ feelings. Your father was like that, you know. He was—” Elizora’s voice cracked a bit, and she looked down at her hands. “You’re very much like him.” 
 
    Frotwoot wasn’t sure what to say at first, but then he realized that she was giving him an invitation. A subtle, quiet invitation to finally ask her what he’d wanted to ask her since shortly after he’d first met her, and every time he’d seen her since. And so he did. “Elizora… what happened between you two?” 
 
    Elizora looked up from her hands to look up the ceiling, as if trying to covertly stem the tears that he could now see were flowing from her eyes with nothing but the resulting gravity. “Well, it’s… I, er… I didn’t—” Now she buried her face in her hands, and with less a “break” in her voice than a full on collapse, said, “I betrayed him.” 
 
    Frotwoot blinked in surprise, carefully considering what she’d said before pressing for more. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It started—It was just after he’d escaped with your mother,” Elizora replied in two short bursts, with no consideration whatsoever; clearly she’d been holding this back for a while, and all the “considering” had long been done. “They didn’t go to Cottingly Glen straightaway—as you've no doubt already gathered, if you’ve thought about it all (… though, I suppose you might not have, knowing you)—but came to stay with me, at the home I first met you in. Your father, you see, he—he knew I had a soft spot for the Tuatha Danaan. He’d seen his father and I row about it enough times after I’d learned that the slaves we were capturing and selling to our people were still just as sentient as they’d always been, and in fact my acquiring that forbidden knowledge was the primary instigator for our divorce. So naturally, your father believed he’d have an ally in me. And he did… to a point. 
 
    “All Dayne and Twilla told me,” Elizora went on, after taking a moment to compose herself but still ending up looking pretty wretched regardless, “Was that his father—my only recently ex-husband—had been experimenting on the poor girl. I didn’t know in what way, and the information wasn’t offered, but I took them in with a thought, and I—Well… no, no, come to think of it, actually, there were thoughts; just of the vain, self-virtuous sort that don’t really do anyone any good, about how ‘progressive’ and ‘radical’ I was to be going against the ‘magical establishment’ by helping Dayne the younger actually do something ‘virtuous’, and ‘progressive’, and ‘radical’, with little actual risk or change to myself. And I’m sure those thoughts never entered his head! Oh no, not Dayne’s! He wasn’t the type! He was good, and he was honest, and not because of how righteous it made him feel, or made him appear to his friends, but because he was righteous! Because he really, truly cared, and—! 
 
    “Anyway,” Elizora broke off that line of conversation sharply, with a sniffle and an abrupt jerk of her head that was resolute in keeping her eyes from meeting from Frotwoot’s. “Obviously the fact that Twilla was pregnant inevitably became clear, and the lie I’d told myself about how ‘good’ and ‘forward-thinking’ I was was revealed when Dayne told me that the child was his. Now, mind you, I’m not stupid; I knew Dayne had feelings for Twilla. And I knew she had those feelings back. And while it disgusted me—as any act of what I considered to be ‘heresy’ did at that point—I was willing to overlook it. To pretend it didn’t, for the sheer sake of my ego. But to think that a mage was having a child with a faerie, breaking all the natural and supernatural laws of Magicka, I—!” She paused and bitterly shook her head, looking so ashamed of herself just then that Frotwoot’s rising instinct to take offense backed down and ceded the point to her, as she seemed to be taking sufficient offense at her past feelings for both of them. “I kicked them out. Where they went after that, I don’t know, but I do know that if they’d stayed with me they never would have gone to Cottingly Glen, they never would have been mentioned in Earth’s history books, and whatever happened to them after that—because I still don’t know!—never would have happened to them either. Of course, when I heard about what they were doing—you know, freeing the Tuatha Danaan and finding safe places for them to live—I immediately took up their cause, perhaps even indirectly assisting them in it before they were captured, but their cause wasn’t mine. And though I eventually came to believe in it, and did many ‘good things’ on your parents’ behalf, nothing I believe, and nothing I do, can ever make up for the fact that it is my fault that they aren’t here, right now, doing them with me. And that, dear Frotwoot,” finally, she looked him in the eye, although it seemed to be taking all her strength of will to do so, “Is what ‘happened’ between me and your father. Merry Christmas.” 
 
    With that, Elizora looked away again, wringing her hands in her lap and silently weeping, and for a long time there was no sound in the study but the crackling of the fire, Golly’s not-so-soft snoring, and the faint playing of wizardly holiday standards from Emmony’s magical radio. Frotwoot wasn’t sure what to say. He wasn’t even sure what he felt. But he knew this was a moment where he had to say something, so he searched his feelings, searched them long and hard, and what he came up with wasn’t what he’d expected to find at all: Magic. He found magic. Or, more specifically, a magical sort of… nudge; a feeling, yes, but in the shape of a direction, coming into him like a warm glow as if from somewhere outside himself, and helping him push past all the anger outrage and shock to find what he really felt, deep down, without having to yell and cry and otherwise work his way through to it. It was a magic he’d felt before, the very same magic that had always given him the Words to save himself whenever he’d really needed them; and while he still didn’t know what it was (definitely not his Grandpa, though, he knew that for sure), or why it was getting involved in this of all things, he was more grateful for it now than he’d ever been before, and he mentally told it so before telling Elizora, at last and out loud, “… It’s okay.” 
 
    Elizora looked up at him sharply. “What?” 
 
    “I said it’s okay. We’re… we’re okay.” 
 
    “But that’s—?! I—?! How can you say that?! I took your family from you!!!” 
 
    “No you didn’t. My grandpa did. The Dryad did, when he erased my memories. All you did was make a mistake, and not think about what would happen to us after you did. You didn’t know. You couldn’t know. And I think if you did, you wouldn’t have done it. Right?” 
 
    “Well… no, of course I wouldn’t have, but—!” 
 
    “But nothing. I said it’s okay. That means you’re forgiven, and you don’t get to beat yourself up about this anymore.” 
 
    Elizora opened her mouth to argue, seemed to think better of it, and looked back down at her lap again to shake her head. “I don’t deserve this.” 
 
    “No one deserves forgiveness. Even if you work to earn it (which, geez Louise, you sure have) it’s not something anyone has to give to you. It’s a gift. It never isn’t, except when it isn’t real. And this, Elizora,” at this point Frotwoot got up, setting Golly’s head on a pillow before kneeling down next to Elizora to meet her gaze with a smile, “This is real. You’re forgiven. And since I was super cheap and didn’t get you a present, well… I guess this is that, too. Merry Christmas. Happy Solstice. And a… whatever-it-is Midwinter’s Eve.” 
 
    Elizora’s eyes were wide with disbelief, now, and while the tears that were pouring from them didn’t stop, exactly, they certainly seemed to take on a whole new meaning as she let out a gasp and flung her arms wide to give him a hug. Of course, neither of them were really there, so she just ended grabbing at nothing, but Frotwoot appreciated the gesture and ameliorated her embarrassment as best he could with a chuckle and an air hug of his own. 
 
    “You know what? I love you, ex-stepgrandma Elizora. You’re pretty rad.” 
 
    “I—” Elizora laughed and rolled her eyes. “I think… I think I very well may love you too, ‘ex-stepgrandson’ Frotwoot. You’ve made it very difficult for me not to.” 
 
    “Yeah, well… that’s me for ya’. Difficult not to love, no matter how hard you try. Unless you’re a tree. Every tree I’ve ever talked to hates my guts.” 
 
    Elizora laughed again, but more reservedly this time, and as she and Frotwoot both straightened back up she seemed to be well on her way to putting back on her own personal brand of charmingly sardonic airs. “Hmm. Yes, well… I’m sure you’ll be relieved to hear that I got you a present as well. And while I’m sure it hasn’t a chance to being anywhere near as precious and dear to you as the one you’ve just given is to me, it was very expensive, and even more thoughtful, so I’m sure you won’t mind.” 
 
    “Is it this little globe key chain thing?” asked Frotwoot, holding up the aforesaid magical means by which they were communicating (i.e., the little globe key chain thing). 
 
    “No, though you can count that for your birthday, whenever that is.” 
 
    “Pfft! I don’t even know when that is. Is it the robes? Because if it is, you should know that those other guys said it was from them.” 
 
    “No, Frotwoot. It’s what’s under the robes.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at her, wondering if this was a joke or a riddle or something, but then he realized that his brain was probably just still stuck in “trials” mode and sat back down on the couch (once he’d set it back to “normal mode”) to pick up the still open box to see what was literally hidden there under his flowing new set of warlock’s robes. 
 
    “… Whoa,” said Frotwoot, picking the present up and turning it around so that the weird, unearthly wood it was made of caught and—yes—shimmered in the light. “Cool. So like, what is this, a magic gun, or—?” 
 
    “A magic wand, actually,” Elizora corrected him, despite it looking for all the world (and maybe even for all the other two worlds) like a wooden .45 caliber handgun, and not all like a stick. “A very special magic wand, completely unique, and first of its kind. Your grandfather and I may be divorced (in fact I’m quite sure we are, and would be very distressed to learn otherwise), but the children with him are still Wandersons, and thus hold rather high positions at the family wand factory. Usually said positions are nothing more than a passive income stream for them, nothing more than a perk of their birth, but when I told them their long-lost nephew may be in need of a wand, they—” 
 
    “Wait, we have a family factory? And wait, you have kids?! And wait, I’m their nephew?!” 
 
    “—Yes, Frotwoot,” Elizora sighed heavily. “Yes to all. Any other unnecessary questions disguised as exclamations to which the answer should already be obvious? No? Good. Now, as I was saying, when I told them you needed a wand, they—” 
 
    “Wait, hold on,” said Frotwoot; and, when he saw the exasperation on her face, “Sorry, it’s just… I don’t really see anyone around here using wands, so…?” 
 
    “Well, no, of course you don’t. You don’t generally associate with small children. You see… wands were originally created to hold within them the carved letters and runes of a single useful magic Word, which—when the natural magic of its holder was made to flow through it, by force of will—would then cast the spell that had been associated with it, such as that of a lightning bolt, or a fireball. In the early days of magic this was considered to be quite useful, as the alternative would have been to carry the specially-prepared and insulated spellbooks required to hold the words around with you wherever you went. But when it was discovered that the magic Words could, in fact, be memorized—” 
 
    “Everyone just started doing that,” Frotwoot nodded, beginning to understand. 
 
    “Precisely. And while wands were still undeniably a more efficient—and quick—way to cast a particular spell in the short term (especially in combat), their use by adults—who society now thought should know multiple spells by heart already—began to be viewed with scorn. Their use by children, however—” 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” said Frotwoot, looking at “magic wand” in his hands again, with a little less (and maybe even slightly tarnished) wonder. “Magic wands are like wizards’ training wheels… aren’t they?” 
 
    Elizora bobbed her head from side to side and looked up at nothing as she seemed to consider this. “Hmm… no… I’d say staffs are more like training wheels, as they can be filled with more complex spells and are thus more complex to use. Most adult Magi eschew those as well (unless it’s the Archmage’s staff, of course, which is a marvelous creation that holds all the spells, known and unknown, and that somehow, by its own edict can’t be duplicated), but using a staff still requires a higher level of expertise, so I’d say a wand is more like a…” She waved her hand around in the air a bit, as if trying to conjure the word from it. “Oh! A tricycle!” 
 
    “… A tricycle?” 
 
    “Yes, just like that! Of course, as I said, we made this one especially for you, to make its use even easier, as your lack of experience in the ways of magic is even greater than that of most toddlers of this world—” 
 
    “All right! Great! Thank you! So how do I use my magic baby toy?” 
 
    Elizora had to cover her mouth to stifle a snort and a laugh, making it instantly clear to Frotwoot (or so he hoped) that she’d at least partially just been messing with him, and when she’d gotten ahold of herself again she smirked what to him was a very welcome smirk (after all that guilt and sadness that had been holding it back earlier) and said, “Excellent question. Let’s go outside for a minute, my dear, and I’ll teach you.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    What Elizora had meant, of course, was for Frotwoot to go outside while she remained in her cell, and as he walked she did something to her little globe—for safety’s sake—that made it so that the magically-projected environment that they saw was now the actual environment around him. After a bit of dithering (and the accidental uncovering of two servants’ secret lovers’ hideaway) they decided to use Emmony’s second largest courtyard for the purpose of wand practice, and as it got underway the first thing Elizora did was explain to Frotwoot just what made this wand so special. 
 
    “There are seven elements of magic,” she explained, drawing moving pictures of them and their associated symbols in the scattered snowflake-filled air and naming them for him as she went. “Air, water, earth, fire, electricity, light… and darkness. Now, you may recognize these as the same elements with which Finvarra Dryadia (or Danu Dagda, depending on who you believe) imbued the original Tuatha Danaan, or peoples of Seelie. Faeries, with air, giving them flight; sprites, with water, giving them their aquatic abilities; trolls, with earth, giving them their… well, their obvious qualities; goblins, with fire, giving them their natural resistance to same and claws that can cut through anything on point of contact with a heat so extreme it can’t even be felt; phookas, with lightning, giving them their speed; and the fenodoree (or brownies) with both light and dark, giving them constant wakefulness, uncanny regeneration and health to achieve such stamina, and the ability to melt in the shadows (which, I’ve been made to understand, you only recently just learned of, and since it’s a holiday and I am trying to be extra nice to you right now I will forebear from asking you just how in Mage’s name you could be so unobservant as for that to be possible). 
 
    “With these elements,” Elizora went on, while Frotwoot’s mind lagged behind a bit with the various revelations regarding the peoples of Seelie he’d just heard, and his body gawked open-mouthed at the pictures she’d drawn and the accompanying, smaller pictures of the Seelieans he could just now make out within. “Anything can be done. Every spell can be cast. Knowing this—and through much experimentation—a group of five brilliant employees at Wanderson Wands Incorporated discovered that each element had its own Word, and that by simply speaking that word—and mentally tweaking it—every and any spell associated with that element could thus be cast. Instead of thousands of magic words, one need only learn seven. Making up several prototypes, these employees presented these findings to their employer—your grandfather—hoping to put Wanderson Wands back on the map. Of course, Dayne destroyed their prototypes and killed them, keeping this powerful new knowledge for himself and using it to become Archmage.” 
 
    “… Jerk,” said Frotwoot, as his still-blown mind finally caught up, only to be further blown again. 
 
    “Agreed. Unfortunately for him, though, a fact discovered can always be discovered again, and so he was forced to spend a great deal of energy—on the side, as an ambitious (and, I must admit, rather handsome) young sorcerer—snuffing out the flames of curiosity whenever and wherever they began to lean in that direction. He couldn’t snuff them all, though, and so it was that a certain wizard (the vengeful son, in fact, of one of the witches who’d first brought the fruits of her and her colleagues’ incredible work before your grandfather, never imagining what fate for them it would then entail) became a warlock, and this secret knowledge… became ours.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Frotwoot, looking again at the magical pictures in case he’d missed something, thinking for a minute, and turning back to her to say, “So… what’s this have to do with you teaching me how to use the wand?” 
 
    “What—?! The theory is important here, Frotwoot!” 
 
    “I know! I know!” 
 
    “Magic cast without context is chaos!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know!” 
 
    “Oh, you do not!” 
 
    “Okay, fine! It’s just… it’s just I’m standing here holding this, like… awesome magical gun thing, here, and—” 
 
    “And you just want to shoot it?” 
 
    “Well… yeah.” 
 
    Elizora sighed and rolled her eyes. “All right.” 
 
    “Yes!!!” 
 
    “As you’ve likely noticed (or not, I suppose, considering the ‘shadow-shifting’ thing), we modeled the wand after weapons we thought you might be more familiar with from your time on Earth,” Elizora eventually snuck in some more of her precious “context” as Frotwoot proceeded (with her bemused direction) to magically blow up hedge sculptures in a variety of crazy yet aesthetically-pleasing ways. “The cylinder that ejects from the bottom of the grip is seven-sided, with each side bearing part of the Word of a magical element. Depending on how you insert it, these parts will line up with one of its Word’s missing vowels that will then make it complete and enable you to cast its spells. To do this, you must channel your will through the wand and think about what you want it to do. Pulling the… what was it? Oh yes, that’s right, the ‘trigger’ should be sufficient for former, but when it comes to the latter I’m afraid that will take quite a bit of practice, and—Oh my goodness, did you see that?! Did you see that?!?! That was—!!! That fireball just flew out like some sort of flaming, twisting tornado from the gods and that bench, it was stone, but it just—!!!” 
 
    … And so it went, the “theory” talk becoming stories about Frotwoot’s parents, the minutes becoming hours, the “wand practice” becoming “just hanging out”, and the night slowly becoming day, until finally Frotwoot awoke with a start on a couch looking out at the courtyard where he and Elizora had dozed off talking to each other after they’d realized there was no more topiary on the property for them to destroy. Once he’d recovered from the disorientation that came with awaking with said “start”, he was pretty sure it had been the sudden reappearance of the waypoint to the next trial that had been the cause, its bubbling amber light flashing back into existence for him like an exploding star. Excited, he looked around for Elizora, eager to tell her that he could see it again, and that his quest for the staff was back on track, but it soon became very clear that she wasn’t there. Figuring she’d turned her magic globe off, he picked up his own to call her back, but when he did he saw that it was still on… and that they were still connected. 
 
    “What the—?” he muttered, and as he did he further manipulated the globe until it was projecting a false meeting place again; first the warlocks’ cave, then his father’s bedroom, and then finally he figured out how to make it project where she actually was, and when he did he was surprised to find himself not-really-standing on a balcony outside, high up over a crowd. Looking down, he saw that they were gathered and milling rowdily around a large outdoor stage surrounded by cameras, and, peering closer, he soon saw why… and seeing it made his heart drop into his stomach. 
 
    There was going to be a public execution. 
 
    A witch was going to be burned at the stake. 
 
    And that witch… that witch whose death the crowd was clearly so excited to see…. 
 
    That witch was Elizora. 
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    “Ah! Good morning, Frotwoot!” The Dryad’s voice greeted him from behind. Frotwoot whirled around to see his old enemy coming through the balcony door with a mug of something hot, and returned the wizard’s smug grin with a horrified, furious glare whose “horrified” level immediately began rapidly decreasing every second he looked at him and whose “furious level” was rapidly doing the opposite to compensate. “Didst thou see the surprise I prepared for thee?” 
 
    “Let her go,” Frotwoot demanded, balling his hands into fists to stop himself from doing something stupid, like trying to grab and kill someone who wasn’t even really there. 
 
    The Dryad took a sip of his drink. “Nay, verily, I shall not. For behold, to do so would but frustrate mine own purpose; yea, even which purpose is to prevent thee from reaching the staff before I do.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? You haven’t caught up with me yet. I can still save her and get to the next trial before you do.” 
 
    “Canst thou? For behold, thine own social media account didst reveal unto me that the next trial that I am about to undertake is that of an Archmage who was too lazy to prepare a trial, and unless thou didst somehow circumvent the holiday restriction of yesterday, then I believe that my passing that trial (which I am most confident I shall be able to do) will put us at the very same place in our quest.” 
 
    “You—You’re already up to that one?” said Frotwoot, doing his best not to let any of the “horrified” he was feeling creep back into his glare, now that he’d gotten it just where he’d wanted it. The trial in question had indeed been the easiest so far, as all the lazy old Archmage who’d created it (and whose magically-preserved image had even been sitting down) had said after Frotwoot had touched his statue’s stone staff was a very insincere, “Congratulations. You passed.” and waved him away. “But wait, how did you—? I didn’t make a post about that one yet! Emmony and I did a whole bunch of them in advance, and—” 
 
    “—And it seems she did utilize the break of the holiday to get ‘caught up’ to today. Of course, I had already seen the posts that thou didst just mention as well, having had a team of computer-minded sorcerers hack into her account long ago, and behold, I should thank thee; for without them I wouldst not have been as prepared for the trials that I didst face as I was with them.” 
 
    Frotwoot tried not to be too angry at himself (or, for that matter, acknowledge the irony of his own laziness having brought him to this point) because just then he wanted to focus all his anger on the still grinning, still smug man, and always awful man standing in front of him. “All right, tree guy, fine. You—you win. Just let Elizora go… and I’ll let you get to the next trial first.” 
 
    The Dryad scoffed and shook his head, taking yet another sip of his steaming drink and making Frotwoot dearly wish he could knock it out of his hands and make it spill all over him. “Oh, yea, Frotwoot, what a most tempting deal! A slight advantage to me in exchange for the removal of the potentially mortal risk to thee and thy friends that the current situation doth present, along with the advantage that I doth already possess! How could I say nay?” 
 
    “The next two trials, then! Three! Dude, I don’t even care, take the freaking staff, just please let her go!!!” 
 
    “Hmm. Thou dost not seem as confident as before that thou canst save her. And though thou dost present the staff as though it is thine to give, no doubt thinking that wilt still find some way to seize victory from the jaws of defeat even without it, behold: The staff is not thine. Nor is victory. But if I but continue on my present course, and yea, even ignore what thou dost say… mine, they both shall be.” The Dryad finished off what was left in his mug with great satisfaction, tipped his hat to Frotwoot, and said, “Fare thee well, Frotwoot. And… I feel as though I should say ‘good luck’, but I do not mean it truly. Yea, not verily at all.” 
 
    “Wait—!” Frotwoot began, but as he lunged forward The Dryad smashed/melted Elizora’s mini-globe with a ball of magical fire in his hand, and the image of the balcony disappeared, leaving Frotwoot to crash face-first into a much more solid, much more real wall. “Fie!!!” 
 
    Recovering quickly, Frotwoot immediately took off running through the house to find help, startling at least half a dozen footmen, cooks, and maids before finally finding it in the form Emmony, Pixley, and Golly all sitting around the (informal) dining room table for breakfast. 
 
    “Frotwoot!” Emmony half-greeted him/half-yawned. “Good morning, darling! Sir Pixley gave me your present, and I must say, it is surprisingly lovely! If I’d known you had such a fine feminine eye I wouldn’t have bothered with dressing you for dinners and parties all those times! Clearly you’re quite capable of—” 
 
    “Where’s Clod?!” Frotwoot cut her off, and Pixley and Golly stiffened up to exchange worried looks—The fact that Frotwoot had let that “feminine eye” thing pass without so much as an insecure sputter was a surer sign of the urgency of the situation than almost anything else he could have said or done. 
 
    “ ‘Clod’?” 
 
    “The brownie!” 
 
    “ ‘The brow’—? Oh, yes! The driver! I sent him off on an errand last night. I hope you don’t mind, it’s just that after you showed me your friends’ names in that book I got the idea that—” 
 
    “Did he leave the keys?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The car keys!!!” Frotwoot exploded, pounding the table with both fists. 
 
    Emmony took a second to wave off her up-till-now invisible bodyguard in the corner as he reflexively raised a spellcasting hand in Frotwoot’s direction and turned her attention back to Frotwoot to say, “I’m not sure, Frotwoot, but I can always hire you a car if—” 
 
    “Never mind! Forget it! There’s no time! I’ll just fly!” 
 
    “Frotwoot!”, “Kid!” “Babe!” all three of them called out to him in turn, jumping to their feet as if to stop him as he ran out of the dining room. But he couldn’t stop, he knew he couldn’t, because he was right, there was no time! Elizora had already been tied to the stake when last he’d seen her, and the hay at the base of it had almost all been placed. All there was left to do now was condemn her before the crowd with a few words about her being a warlock and heretic and then they’d just have to light the fire and— 
 
    And nothing, Frotwoot told himself firmly as he burst through the front doors of the townhouse, spread his wings, and took to the sky. Nothing was going to happen, because he was going to get there first. He was going to fly down to the stage, take out his wand, and save her. He had to. Because if he didn’t— 
 
    “I will!” Frotwoot snapped at himself, shaking his head to stop the thoughts from going down the pessimistic paths it kept trying to go down. “I’m gonna save her, and that’s it! So shut up!” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything,” said Pixley flying up alongside him with a quizzical look on his face. 
 
    “Gah!!! Dude, what’re you—?! Where did you come from?!” 
 
    “Um… from… behind you?” Pixley replied, trying not to smirk, because he could probably tell this was serious. “I don’t know if you forgot, kid, but you don’t fly very fast. You’re, uh… pretty easy to catch up to.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know. I suck at flying. I didn’t forget.” 
 
    “Who were you talking to just now? You know, just before me?” 
 
    “Myself.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s… weird. Why? What’s going on?” 
 
    “The tree guy’s gonna burn Elizora at the stake, and I’m trying not to let myself think about what’s gonna happen if he does!” 
 
    “What?!” said Pixley urgently, and, since he didn’t actually need it to be repeated (what with his the near-eidetic memory and all), added, “Where?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know, it—it looked like it was somewhere near that big government tower we broke out of. I think it’s kinda’ this way, but—” 
 
    “It’s all right, kid. Just hold on. I’ll get us there.” And with that, Pixley grabbed Frotwoot by the collar and used the faeries’ inborn, wing-given ability to carry things much heavier than themselves to take over and lend both his superior speed and (at least marginally better) sense of direction to their now-shared flight from the wealthier suburbs of Magicka’s capital city to its tower-filled center. 
 
    The older faerie only had to adjust their heading by a few degrees (which indicated to Frotwoot that he would’ve eventually gotten to his destination on his own anyway, which was reassuring), but the speed at which Pixley’s decades more of experience had taught him to fly ended up making all the difference, as they arrived at the stake and stage Frotwoot had seen from the balcony just in time to see the flames of execution being lit. If he’d had to fly it on his own, Frotwoot realized, he would’ve gotten there at least a few minutes lot later, and Elizora would have already been— 
 
    “All right, Pix, we’re here!!! Let me go!!!” Frotwoot cried as he knocked that grim thought away as well, pulling the wand from his pocket, loading it with the side of the rune-covered wooden cylinder that (mostly) spelled “water”, and aiming at the base of the fire. A powerful stream of liquid as if from a fire hose shot forth as he let himself fall (safely, of course, with the help of his wings) toward the ground below, and while the crowd promptly freaked out at this unexpected turn of events he could see Pixley—from out of the corner of his eye—flit off and angle down to go to work (somehow…?) on the many, many sorcerers that were rushing out of various hiding places from all around the stage to stop them. 
 
    “Frotwoot!!!” Elizora greeted him with an odd mix of stunned surprise and extraordinary relief. “What are you doing here?! Did you already beat Dryadia to the next trial?” 
 
    “Uh…” Frotwoot didn’t so much “answer” her as “stall for time” as he got behind the stake and drew his custom-made sword to cut the ropes that were binding her. 
 
    “Frotwoot, look out!!!” Elizora warned him as a black-clad sorcerer standing a few feet away raised his hands and opened his mouth to stop him. Frotwoot tensed up, not sure how he could in good conscience dodge a fireball or whatever while the woman he’d come to rescue was still stuck, tied to the spot he’d be dodging from, but the dilemma soon ceased to be one as Pixley—his own tiny, custom-made sword in hand—swooped down unseen by the sorcerer to slash his Achilles’ tendons with the amber-edged blade and send him sprawling forward. From there, Pixley zipped over to another sorcerer to slice his blade across her throat (the magic of it, of course, not killing her but simply knocking her out, if any of you moms out there were about to start writing an angry letter), and Frotwoot only had to take a quick look around the stage to see that he’d been doing a lot of that sort of thing since they’d gotten there. “… Well, he’s certainly made the most of his new size, hasn’t he?” said Elizora, who’d been watching the action with mild awe as well. 
 
    “Yeah,” Frotwoot agreed with a slight grunt, as he stopped sawing to push his sword through the last layer of rope. “Pix is pretty rad, huh? Are you okay? Can you stand? You need help?” 
 
    “Yes, dear, I can stand, but I’m afraid I can’t be much help to you at the moment as it regards doing magic, so unless you and Sir Pixley intend to somehow fight all these magicians off by yourselves, I suggest you pick me up and fly us both away from here as soon as possible.” 
 
    “What?” said Frotwoot, hastily re-drawing his just-sheathed sword to take out a sorcerer who’d been trying to sneak up on him. “Why can’t you do magic?” 
 
    “Koldiron,” Elizora explained, though she looked at him as if she thought that should have been obvious. “They dosed me with it to make sure I couldn’t escape.” 
 
    “… Oh. Oh, right! Right, yeah, duh, okay, that makes sense; let’s go!” said Frotwoot. And, with that bit of Shakespearean-like poetry behind him, he scooped her up in one arm and sheathed his sword/drew his gun-like magic wand with the other, switching its magic Word to lightning to fire a few covering bolts at the still-charging sorcerers as they took off. “Pix! We’re good! Come on!” 
 
    “About time, kid!” Pixley called back, taking out one last frantically-swatting opponent with a tiny sword thrust through the ear before zipping up into the air to join them. Several spells flew after them—most of them dodged, but more than a few of them blocked just in time with a sort of hovering rock shield that Elizora quickly but calmly instructed Frotwoot how to visualize and form in the air behind him —but the various wizards and witches who’d cast them, of course, stayed on the ground. A few blocks (as the faerie flies) later, Frotwoot was right in the middle of feeling pretty good about what appeared to be the resounding success of his and Pixley’s spontaneously-effected rescue and escape “non-plan”, even going so far as to wonder aloud why people always acted like they needed “plans” for this kind of thing anyway… when, suddenly, almost as if on cue (the “cue” in this case being his unbridled hubris), over a dozen more sorcerers on flying broomsticks started to appear from over and around the buildings, and Frotwoot promptly fell silent as he realized that the “escape” part of the “non-plan” was still ongoing. And, that at this point… it could still go either way. 
 
    “Dayne Wandersen the 3rd!!!” a nearby witch with a speech-amplifying spell on her throat called out to him in an authoritative way, one hand held out, ready to attack. “You and your faerie thrall are in violation of several of Magicka’s laws, including but not limited to those laws regarding the interference in the official duties of, and assault against the duly ordained officers Magicka’s Most Holy Ministry of Magicians! Stand down now, and the Archmage may be lenient! Persist, and be assured that he will not! Mr. Wandersen: What is your answer?” 
 
    Frotwoot looked around, first at the other sorcerers, and then at his friends. Elizora’s face made it clear that she wasn’t going to tell him what to do; it was his choice. But Pixley just smiled slyly at him, and while Frotwoot was cocking his head and furrowing his brow at him, trying to figure out why, Pixley told him why, saying, “I think that’s your cue for an awesome action-movie moment, kid.” 
 
    Frotwoot smiled as slyly as he could back (which wasn’t much, what with how he was having to restrain his heart-swelling glee and all), nodded to his knight like one buddy cop to another, and—thinking fast, as he didn’t actually have anything ready to say just then—turned again to the sorcerer who’d spoken to him, his expression suddenly cool and impassive. “My name is Frotwoot Crossley,” he told her, changing the elemental magic in his wand again and pointing it at her chest. “And my answer… is no.” 
 
    Before the sorcerer could respond with anything more than confusion, Frotwoot hit her with a blast of air, knocking her off course and out of the chase but otherwise—as he’d planned—not really doing much damage to her at all. He whirled to fire several more such blasts all around him, hitting and missing an equal amount of enemies in the process, but it wasn’t long before the remaining sorcerers started firing back… and with much less reluctance to kill. 
 
    “Gah!!!” Frotwoot cried, as a fireball from above and behind both set him ablaze and pushed him into a tailspin. Fire, lightning, and even some jagged chunks of rock followed him down, but not all of them were aimed well enough to hit, so while he didn’t die, per se, the feeling of the burns, painful electric shock, and earthy shrapnel he was left with genuinely made him wonder how he hadn’t. 
 
    “Oh my!!! Here!!!” said Elizora, doing what she was about to tell Frotwoot to do for him even as she said it. “Take off your shirt!!!” 
 
    The smoldering t-shirt he was wearing ripped apart easily as she tore into it with her nails, and was thrown aside and forgotten as she set to the next task of taking his wand from him and switching the element to water. At almost the same time, Pixley was getting his panicking squire’s still-spiraling downward flight back under control (mostly by grabbing a hunk of his hair and, as before, doing the flying himself), and the broomstick-riding sorcerers were plunging down after him for another round of attacks. Seeing them coming (Pixley having managed by that point to straighten him out, but facing the sky) Frotwoot snatched the wand back from Elizora without thinking and hit most of the ones in front with a huge column of water that immediately left him feeling drained—so drained, in fact, that he couldn’t even find it within himself to laugh at the stupid joke that was floating through his head just then about how his making lots of water had left him feeling that way. 
 
    (Really! Drained! Lots of water! And not even a snort!) 
 
    As some of the water that had once gone up came raining back down on him, Pixley flipped him around so that the burns on his back and shoulders were soothed, and as a result he stopped thrashing around in pain long enough to start thinking rationally again… only to immediately wish he hadn’t. All of this had happened to him in just a few seconds, from his first magic shot of air to now, but it had been a very informative few seconds, and now that he could think again he could also realize, and what he realized was that this was serious; possibly more serious than it had ever been. He’d broken the law. The sorcerers were trying to kill him. The sorcerers could kill him, legally, and in public. His only backup was an old woman who couldn’t do magic, and a knight who was six inches tall. And the only weapon he had to fight them with (other than a sword, which he’d never been very good at using to begin with) was a toy. A literal children’s toy. 
 
    In short, he realized: “Oh my gosh… I’m gonna die.” 
 
    “No you’re not,” scoffed Elizora, rolling her eyes and taking the wand from him yet again with a scolding little slap. “Don’t be ridiculous. Here, I’ve set it to ‘light’. Focus on healing yourself, and—” 
 
    “I can’t!” Frotwoot protested, wishing it weren’t true even as he followed Pixley (who’d started flying ahead, presumably to lead the way and shake their pursuers) under a low bridge and around a sharp corner, bashing into them both (with the top of his head and right arm, respectively) as he did. “I’m not—! I’m too weak do any magic now! I can feel it!” 
 
    “Hmm, yes,” Elizora agreed, biting her lip and looking away thoughtfully. “That waterspout spell did appear to be quite the mana-eater. However—” She paused for a moment to look back in impressed astonishment as the flapping flag Pixley had just cut with one stroke from its pole flew off to wrap itself around the face of the closest sorcerer, blinding him and causing him to crash. “—However, there’s something you seem to be forgetting.” She paused again to nod toward something behind him. “Two somethings, in fact.” 
 
    Frotwoot tried a couple times to look in the direction of her nod without crashing, and after a couple failed attempts (at the “looking” part, that is, not the “crashing” part) he finally just guessed at what she meant and said, “What, you mean my wings?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How am I forgetting them? I’m using them right now!” 
 
    “True,” Elizora conceded, wincing as a lightning bolt zapped past her, leaving a small, smoldering tear in the sleeve of her dress but (thankfully) not much else. “But I believe they may have another use; one that perhaps should have been obvious from the start, but that has only just recently occurred to me.” 
 
    “Yeah?!?!” Frotwoot snapped, starting to get impatient as Pixley took them through a department store whose door had been being temporarily held open by a man for his wife, leading them on a necessary (to avoid hitting people) but stressful zigzagging pattern through the aisles that ended with them going out the back door, onto the loading dock. “Okay!!! Great!!! What the fie is it?!?!” 
 
    Elizora gave him first a shocked, and then withering look. “Huh! Well! I beg your pardon!” 
 
    “What—?!” 
 
    “I know this is a rather taxing situation for you, my dear, but there’s no need for rudeness!” 
 
    “Are you—?! Okay, okay, sorry! I mean… what is it?! Please?!” 
 
    “That’s better,” Elizora acknowledged with a curt nod and a barely-hidden smirk, letting him sweat it out for a moment and a couple of blocks more before continuing. “Now, as I was saying: I believe your wings may possess a certain untapped potential as it regards spellcasting. After all, wasn’t it their seemingly infinite power that allowed your grandfather to make the leap from mere, murderous ambition to the very top of the heap?” 
 
    “So… what, you’re saying I should be able to use the magic power in my wings when the power in my body runs out?” 
 
    “… Surprisingly, yes, that is exactly what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Stupid tree guy said something about my being able to do that, too, so yeah, okay! Cool! Let’s do that! But how?!” 
 
    “I don’t know. Nothing like you has ever existed before.” 
 
    “Do you have, like, a guess?” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Elizora, furrowing her brow thoughtfully at his question and looking back at his wings as if to study them. While she was doing that, a sorcerer who’d somehow braved the gauntlet of the department store caught up with them, swooping in for the attack, and Frotwoot barely managed to knock him out with his hastily-drawn sword and spoil his aim before he could hit him with another ball of fire. “Well, if I had to guess—” 
 
    “You do!” 
 
    “—I’d say,” Elizora went on, her playful smirk coming fully out of hiding now, as if his panic in the face of death amused her. “That while their magical energies are being used for one thing, it may be quite difficult to use them for something else.” 
 
    “So what, I should just stop flying?!” 
 
    “At your earliest convenience, of course.” 
 
    Frotwoot checked and re-checked her expression a few times in disbelief, just to make sure she wasn’t messing with him, and once he decided that she didn’t seem to be he started to look instead for a safe place to set down and try out her idea. It wasn’t long before Pixley (purely incidentally, Frotwoot was sure, as he was still flying too far ahead to have possibly heard any of that) led them to a likely-looking candidate; i.e., a large, fenced-off square between office buildings that mostly seemed to exist to hide their garbage bags and dumpsters. As soon as they entered it Frotwoot slowed to a hover and called out, “Pix, hold on!”, which had the immediate and unexpected effect of distracting Pixley just long enough for a sorcerer—who’d apparently flown ahead and had been waiting to ambush them at the other side of the square—to fly out of hiding and hit him with a bolt of lightning. “PIX!!!” 
 
    Frotwoot dived to catch his best friend/knight as his currently-too-small-to-handle-it body fell, jolting, toward the ground, and the relief he felt after he did was quickly replaced with dread as shadows filled the sky above him, and he looked up—and all around—to see every exit from the square physically blocked by solemn-faced, black-robed magic men and women, sitting ready on their broomsticks to move any way they needed to to further cage them in. 
 
    “Oh, fie,” Frotwoot muttered, handing Pixley to Elizora and letting her drop down a few feet to the ground before he landed, because for him “landing” was still (and probably always would be) the worst part of flying. “All right!” he said quite a bit more loudly—and one hundred percent more aggressively—as he jumped back up from the soft(ish) pile of trash bags that had broken his fall.after his renewed connection with gravity had caused him to stagger into it. “Okay! I guess this it! Let’s try that wing thing!” 
 
    And with that, Frotwoot raised his wand, pointed it at the nearest sorcerer… and barely managed to produce a single bubble of water from the end of it. 
 
    “Mm… perhaps you should try again, dear,” Elizora suggested kindly, while the assembled sorcerers laughed at him (and Pixley, in Elizora’s hands, continued to slightly convulse). Frotwoot held up and shook his wand a couple of times in the vain hope that that might fix the problem, but before he could test that ridiculous theory someone shouted “NOW!!!” and several sorcerers suddenly turned on their colleagues, blasting them off their brooms and/or engaging in battle with the less easy to surprise ones. 
 
    “Did I—? Was that me?” Frotwoot turned to ask Elizora, who looked as confused by this sudden turn of events as he did. 
 
    “Elizora! Frotwoot!” one of the turncoat sorcerers whose opponent had already gone down called out to them as he landed nearby, taking off his enchanted, identity-concealing hat to reveal the also identity-concealing robes of an identity-confirmingly girthy, red-hooded warlock underneath. “Hurry! Follow me!” 
 
    Frotwoot and Elizora quite gladly did as they were told (the smell in the square alone being enough for them to want to get out of there, never mind the danger), and soon found themselves back out of the square and on the street, where what appeared to be one of Emmony’s less flashy cars was running and waiting. The back door was immediately flung open for them, revealing Golly to be the one inside doing the flinging, and when they got/were violently pulled inside to sit down, another, more female-looking and not at all girthy warlock was revealed to be the driver, the first thing she said further revealing which warlock it was pretty much beyond any shadow of a doubt: “Would you look at this, Frotwoot? Would you look at this? Me, being forced to drive my own car, like some sort of peasant? If this doesn’t prove how much I care for this cause, darling, I don’t know what will.” 
 
    “Hey, Emmony,” said Frotwoot, trying not to look Golly directly in the eyes, as what was going on in them just then was somehow scarier than anything else he’d been through today. “… Hey, Golly.” 
 
    “Don’t you ever run off without me like that again,” she didn’t so much “reply” as “threaten.” 
 
    “I didn’t—! I didn’t mean to Golly! It’s just—It was an emergency, so—” 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    “Okay! Geez! Sorry! I won’t! Though, y’know… technically I was flying off without you, so—” 
 
    “Dooon’t.” 
 
    “—Yeah, yeah, all right,” Frotwoot (wisely) agreed, and Golly—clearly still upset, but also just as clearly relieved—hugged his arm so tight that he almost couldn’t be sure which emotion was being demonstrated by it. Probably both. 
 
    By this point the girthy warlock had run around to the driver’s side window to say to Emmony, “Everyone in? Splendid! Now go! We’ve got this!” and as the car took off roaring down the street he gave the side of it a hearty farewell pat before climbing back onto his broomstick and flying back into the fray. 
 
    “Wait wait, hold on, we’re just leaving them?” said Frotwoot, as he took Pixley back from Elizora to cradle him in both hands. 
 
    “Of course we are!” said Emmony, with her magically-disguised voice. “That’s why we’re here, you silly boy! To extricate you from a situation you never should have put yourself in and get you back on track doing what it is that you’re actually supposed to do! Speaking of which, which way to the next trial?” 
 
    “… That way,” said Frotwoot, pointing toward the bubbling amber waypoint once he’d located it. “The tree guy’s probably already there, but—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, we know.” 
 
    “What? I—What do you know?” 
 
    “We know that he staged all this simply to distract you and gain the lead in the race for the staff. It’s quite an obvious stratagem really, to the more advanced Magi mind.” 
 
    “Yeah, and um… it’s also pretty obvious when the guy doing it calls your house to brag about it,” said Golly, rolling her eyes. “You know, like he did.” 
 
    Elizora snorted at that, and Emmony glanced back at her in her rearview mirror with a look that probably could have killed if they’d been able to see it, and then, when she was done, said, “Was she worth it, Frotwoot? Do you think?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Elizora. Was she worth throwing away your parents’ dream for, the very woman who once betrayed it?” 
 
    “Dude, that’s not—” 
 
    “Because I don’t think she was!” snapped Emmony, this time in her own voice as she threw off her hood to reveal her true, coldly furious self. “I don’t think she’s worth anything, and you know what else?! If I’d known about the execution beforehand, I would have made absolutely certain that you and the other warlocks didn’t know about it, and would have quite happily attended the event myself!!!” 
 
    There was a moment of stunned silence after that… but apparently only on Frotwoot and Golly’s part, because Elizora didn’t sound stunned at all when she finally broke the silence with, “Do you know… I’m beginning to think Emmony might not like me very much. What do you think? Frotwoot? Dame Golrocca?” 
 
    This just seemed to make Emmony even more angry, but before she had a chance to vent it Frotwoot suddenly stopped snort-laughing (leaving Golly to continue, and pick up the slack alone) and sat up straight to say, “Whoa! What the fie?!” 
 
    “What? What is it?” said Elizora, while Emmony let out a, long, deep breath, shook her head, and focused her attention back on the road. 
 
    “The magic waypoint thingie!” said Frotwoot, pointing. “It’s—it’s gone!” 
 
    All three women followed the path of his finger, and all three off them looked slightly embarrassed that they had, since they hadn’t been able to see it when it had been there in the first place. “Are you sure?” asked Elizora. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s—! Wait, no, it’s behind us now!” 
 
    Emmony turned the car around with slowing down, and they continued toward it at a slightly higher speed. 
 
    “Why did that just happen?” Golly asked either witch (whichever witch would answer), furrowing her brow and looking between them. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Elizora, while Emmony (whom Frotwoot had learned well over the past few weeks didn’t like saying those particular words out loud) merely shrugged. “Frotwoot, has that ever happened before?” 
 
    “No, never! It only ever moves when I finish a trial.” 
 
    “Well, is it staying where it is now?” 
 
    “Yeah, so far.” 
 
    “Good. Excellent. Then let’s continue, and perhaps later we can—” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “What?!” everyone else shouted at him in tense unison. 
 
    “It’s gone again! It’s—No, wait, it’s over there now!” 
 
    Emmony turned the car in the direction indicated once again, but she seemed a bit more uneasy about it this time, and the turn was made less sharply. 
 
    “… Oh dear,” said Elizora, after a moment’s thought. “I think… I think I may know what’s happening.” 
 
    “What?” asked Frotwoot. 
 
    “Now, this is just a theory mind you, but… if the location of the next trial keeps changing—and, unless this is your poor idea of a good practical joke, it most certainly would seem that it is—then it stands to reason that the previous trial…” She paused for a moment again, either to think some more or because she simply didn’t want to have to say what she was about to say. “No longer is.” 
 
    Frotwoot looked at Golly, then at Emmony, and then at Elizora again, and when none of their faces made what he’d just heard any clearer he said, “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Well,” said Elizora, with the same slow, deliberate, almost guilty pace with which she’d made her last statement. “I think it means (and again, this is just a theory) that our mutual enemy, Finvarra Dryadia, has realized that he doesn’t actually need to complete the trials in order to secure the Archmage’s staff. Seeing as he already has it, all he really has to do to stop you from getting it is… to… well…” 
 
    “What?” Frotwoot prompted her softly, though—as yet another waypoint went out, to be instantly replaced with another—he was pretty sure he already knew. “What’s he doing?” 
 
    Elizora paused for the longest time yet, then, all at once, almost in a blurt, she said, “I’m sorry, but I think he’s destroying them.” 
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    “Frotwoot, wait!!!” Golly called after him as he yanked open the sun roof to take off flying out of the car. Frotwoot ignored her and kept going, despite having just told her he wouldn’t go running (or flying) off without her again, not because he wanted to (and he didn’t), but because he had to. Every second he wasted, he knew another trial for the staff got that much closer to being destroyed, and in his experience a flying faerie was almost always going to be faster than a non-flying one, even when the faerie in question was him. Of course, he probably could have just picked her up and taken her with him, but… well, frankly, he hadn’t thought of that, and in any case it was too late for that now. 
 
    Following the next waypoint, Frotwoot rose up above the absurdly tall, unstable-looking towers/buildings that made up the heart of the magical city until he could fly in what was pretty much a straight line to his destination. But it wasn’t long before the waypoint moved again, vanishing and reappearing in another place entirely, forcing Frotwoot to realign that line with a heavy sigh and hope against hope (as well as, y’know, the general odds, statistical likelihoods, and just overall historical precedent regarding his terrible luck in these types of situations) that that time would be the last. 
 
    How many trials had that been, he wondered? Three? Four? And how many more were left? He couldn’t remember, exactly, but he knew it couldn’t have been more than six. And what happened when they all ran out? Would the waypoint just show him where the staff was? That would sure be nice, he thought, but didn’t seem very likely. As he understood it, the staff didn’t even entirely exist in this dimension, and thus wherever it went when the Archmage wasn’t holding it probably wasn’t a place that could be located via magical waypoint. How could it be? They’d said in all the books and dinner party conversations he’d had on the subject that when the final trial was completed the staff of the last statue became the real staff, but also not, because wherever it was it also wasn’t, because of something with “quantum”, and— 
 
    And the waypoint had just moved again. 
 
    Deciding that it was time to stop thinking (especially when he could barely understand the things he was thinking about anyway), Frotwoot poured on the speed like he never had before, and one more waypoint relocation (and several wasted miles and a severe case of windburn) later, he came to what appeared to be a small man-made cave in the middle of a misty meadow far past the outskirts of town, above which sat what just had to be (by his count) the final bubbling amber waypoint. 
 
    The snow covering the meadow was soft enough so as not to bruise or break him as he bounced and crashed his way to a hasty landing on top of it, but not soft enough so as to not scratch and scrape him against its frozen surface. Not that he noticed. Not really. He was too fixated on the cave in front of him, on the fact that there was still a trial in there, still standing, still waiting for him to complete it, and as he scrambled to his feet, all bleeding and torn up, to run, laughing, inside of it, he— 
 
    —Was immediately blown right back off his feet by a magical explosion, the cave came tumbling down in front of him, and the waypoint that had been hanging over it blinking out of existence. 
 
    “Ha!” a cruel, familiar chuckle came from behind him. “O, Frotwoot, that—that ignominious sight was well worth leaving the final trial’s destruction undone until thou didst arrive! Ha! Well worth it indeed!” 
 
    Frotwoot needed a moment to recover from the shock, to find the courage in his horror to tear his eyes away from the crumbling debris, but when he had he did so in an instant, flipping around and shooting up to his full height to face The Dryad with nothing but anger radiating from every pore in his body. “Tree guy.” 
 
    “Yea, verily; ‘tis me,” said The Dryad in the guise of the Archmage, holding out his hands as if to present himself. And it was then that Frotwoot noticed the solemn-faced army of sorcerers standing behind him, ready to attack. “But who else? For behold, it was always going to come to this.” 
 
    Frotwoot glanced briefly out at the aforementioned army, wondering what they knew, and if there was any way he could use The Dryad’s dishonesty about who he really was against him, to turn them somehow… but then he remembered that The Dryad had just called him by name in front of them, and that they’d seen him blow up the last trial, which was supposed to be sacred, and he realized that yeah, no, they knew. And if they didn’t know, they probably wouldn’t care. 
 
    “I know what thou art thinking,” said The Dryad, pacing along the front lines of the assembled magic men, almost mockingly summoning the staff with a snap of his fingers to use it as a walking stick in front of him. “ ‘Why did Finvarra not merely do this before? Yea, even as soon as he did learn that I still did live after his cleverly-devised and executed plan to possess the body of the Archmage didst result in my seeming death, and yea, even that of Sir Pixley?’ Well—” 
 
    “I wasn’t wondering that.” 
 
    The Dryad stopped pacing to glare at him. “Yes thou wert.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “… Well, regardless, I shall explain it unto thee,” The Dryad went on, continuing his pacing. “For behold, while it did occur to me, the time was not yet right to move so publically against thee. Thy plan to become a darling of the media was an unexpectedly effective one, I must admit, and it therefore would not have been expedient to—” 
 
    “Shut up. I don’t care.” 
 
    The Dryad glared at him again, but with considerably more fire in his eyes than before. “You dare?!” 
 
    “No, jerk, I said I don’t care. And I also said ‘shut up’, so if you could just pay a little more attention to that part, I’d really—” A blast of solid air from the end of The Dryad’s staff hurled Frotwoot back into the rocks that had made up the cave, and he hit his head so hard on the edge of one that he didn’t need to feel where it had hit to know it was bleeding (but he did anyway, because that’s just what you do). “—Appreciate it.” 
 
    “Aha, yes… well…” said The Dryad, clearly still bristling at the disrespect he’d just gotten but trying not to let it show too much in front of the troops, because—as Frotwoot knew—he was the kind of guy who liked people to think he played it a lot cooler than he actually did. “While a more refined mind would most assuredly ‘appreciate’ the complexities and reasonings behind what I have done, in thy case it should suffice to say that I didst realize that thy treasonous act of stopping a state execution (yea, even a televised one!) would be more than enough to remove thy newfound status and credibility among the peoples of Magicka, and that if they didst never see thee again in the days afterward ‘twould only seem natural unto them.” 
 
    “Still not caring.” 
 
    The Dryad smiled, but only to hide his gritted teeth. “The statues, of course, were another matter—” 
 
    “Dude, come on…” 
 
    “—For behold, the tradition of the trials for the staff is a sacrosanct one among the Magi. This was another reason I did not at first simply destroy them, for such would be a sin unforgivable in the eyes of the common wizard (and witch), and no claim of mine to the staff would prevent them from rebelling. But lo, as I was having difficulty completing the trial that was next for both of us this morning, I didst realize that there were no more publically-known statues of former Archmagi for the common wizard (or witch) to notice were missing, and so it therefore occurred to me that now I could destroy them, and behold, none would know! And if I didst but replace those public ones with normal, non-magic statues, then my rule would ne’er be threatened, for all who tried at the first statue would merely think their power to be insufficient to challenge mine! And so—!” 
 
    “All right, stop, please, just… just kill me already,” said Frotwoot, standing back up dizzily and somehow missing his forehead when he tried to wipe away the blood that was dripping down it. “I’ve had enough.” 
 
    “You’ve—?!” Finally, The Dryad snapped, and with a wild gesture set a ring of magical fire blazing around Frotwoot. “Very well, Frotwoot! Very well! I will kill thee! Thee, thy friends, thy lover, thy parents, and even thy ugly little half-breed of a sister! And as I do, I shall let them know that it was thy pride—and naught else—that didst kill them! For behold, if thou hadst just but respected me as thou shouldst, then—!” 
 
    “What,” Frotwoot cut him off sharply, drawing his wand and pointing it at him with a calm that seemed to startle him. “The fie… did you just call my sister?” 
 
    There was a moment of tense silence, the sorcerers looking around and shifting nervously in the background while Frotwoot and The Dryad stayed focused on each other, more hatred dancing between their narrowed eyes than there had ever been before, until finally The Dryad smirked at him and said, “Go on, then. Take the first shot. For then I will take mine, and behold, then we shall see which of us should be Archmage.” 
 
    Frotwoot smirked back and slowly started to squeeze the wand’s polished wooden trigger, knowing, even as he did, that he didn’t have enough magical energy left inside of him to make any spell worth casting come out. But still he smirked, and still he pulled, because he also knew that he had one last chance, one final, desperate gambit for him to try, and if it somehow worked out for him he didn’t want to end up looking as surprised by it as everyone else. And if it didn’t work out… well, at least he could die knowing he’d made his last stand looking cool. 
 
    “Okay,” he breathed to himself, closing his eyes not so much to help him think as to feel, reaching inward with every nerve and muscle in his upper body, stretching them and connecting them together in a vaguely mystical, time-stopping, holistic sort of search, until finally (i.e., in less than a second, but in what felt like far more than a second) he was pretty sure he’d found the feeling he was looking for. “… Okay. Here goes.” 
 
    He opened his eyes.  
 
    He finished pulling the trigger.  
 
    He spread his wings out behind him. 
 
    And as he did those three things all at once, a mini-hurricane came blasting out of his wand, literally blowing the sorcerers in front of him—and the magical flames around him—away. 
 
    The Dryad, though, more or less held fast, planting his staff in the ground (after he’d recovered from his initial shock at what Frotwoot had conjured, of course, having had no way of knowing that he’d just figured out how to draw on the power in his wings), and kneeling, with both hands wrapped tightly around it, to weather the storm. Seeing this, Frotwoot immediately poured on the magic, flexing the newfound muscle he’d never known he had that channeled the energy from his wings into his arms (and which he could only seem to fully feel with his wings sticking straight out), but in response The Dryad simply cast a spell of his own, putting up a magical field of amber light that seemed to blunt a lot of—but not all—the impact of the gale-force winds that were coming his way. Frotwoot countered with more wind, breaking the field down like sandblasted rock, to which The Dryad promptly strengthened the field, and so on and so forth… until The Dryad was left hanging almost horizontally onto his staff, and Frotwoot’s wings—whose energy he’d thought was never supposed to run out—were getting so drained they were starting to flicker and fade away. 
 
    “Gaaaaah!!!” Frotwoot cried, falling to his knees and dropping his wand to the dead, recently uncovered grass as his wings finally gave up the ghost, and the minuscule amount of magic that had been left in the rest of his body was ripped out of him by the indifferent demands of his hurricane-making spell. The winds quickly died down, allowing The Dryad to slide back down to his feet, and when there wasn’t so much as a gentle breeze left in the air (he even licked a finger and held it out for a moment to check) he pulled his staff from where he’d planted it to swagger over to Frotwoot, who was still kneeling where he’d fallen and struggling to stand.  
 
    “You said—” Frotwoot gasped out breathlessly, looking up at The Dryad accusingly through the dark, ready-to-black-out haze that was currently swirling across his eyes. “You said the wings’ power… was infinite.” 
 
    “Yea, verily, I did,” The Dryad agreed, nodding and grinning smugly down at him. “And behold, it would seem that it is; for even now, thy wings are reforming, and yea, would surely even be restored to their full grandeur… given time. But thou hast not time, Frotwoot. And even if thou didst, it would matter not, for behold: Thou didst give thy all in thy efforts to destroy me, yea, even all of thy power, (which power no one wizard hath ever possessed) and lo… it was not enough! Everything you had was not enough! It could never be enough! Not against me! For behold, I am Finvarra Dryadia, the first warlock, and I—!” 
 
    “Dude… just shut up and do it already.” 
 
    The Dryad actually fell silent and raised his eyebrows in surprise as Frotwoot’s voice cracked (along with his resolve), and then, after a moment’s consideration, nodded in what he probably believed to be in the manner of a “gracious winner ”, lowered his staff to Frotwoot’s head, and… jumped back in surprise as an arrow came flying out of nowhere to knock it out of his hand, making it disappear. 
 
    “What the—?!” said The Dryad, cut off mid-exclamation by the honking of a car horn. He and Frotwoot both looked up in confusion at where it had come from to see a pair of headlights heading rapidly toward them, and as soon as it had come close enough for them to see that the vehicle said headlights (and—presumably—horn) belonged to was Frotwoot and the gang’s stolen camper, it veered toward The Dryad—forcing him to jump back again, this time for his life—before coming to a sloppy, slightly-skidding stop next to Frotwoot. 
 
    “Hurry, babe, get in!!!” Golly greeted/urged him as she threw open the screen door. 
 
    “… Golly?” said Frotwoot, wondering if he was so weak and injured now that he was hallucinating. “How did you…? What?!” 
 
    Golly furrowed her brow at him for a second, her eyes darting first to the blood streaming down his forehead, and then to his still-flickering wings, and without another word jumped down out of the camper to pick him up and drag him inside. Pixley was there too (looking much better than when Frotwoot had last seen him) and so was Clod (looking—for better or for worse—pretty much the same as always), and once Golly had Frotwoot sitting/leaning up against her at the kitchen table she said to the latter, waving her free hand frantically back and forth as she did, “Okay, Clod, I got him! Go, go, go!” 
 
    Never needing an excuse to tear off at horrifying speeds, Clod stomped on the accelerator like it was a particularly nasty bug and sent everything lurching back in the camper that had more than likely lurched forward when he’d braked (including everyone’s stomachs). Looking out the rearview window, Frotwoot saw The Dryad summon his staff back from the ether and try to cast a spell, but the arrow—still stuck in it—seemed to short-circuit whatever it was supposed to have been, forcing him to yank it out and try again, by which time (fortunately) it was already too late. They’d gotten away. 
 
    “How—?” Frotwoot began. 
 
    “How’d we find you?” Pixley finished for him, landing on the little table in front of him to point with a nod of his head at the lit up, cell phone-like glass screen of the “magic mirror” sitting on top of it. “We used that ‘Find My Mirror’ app you were supposed to turn off. And the mini-hurricane helped narrow it down.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Frotwoot, taking his own magic mirror out to look at it, never feeling more grateful for his tendency towards carelessness when it came to his personal security than he did right now. “Rad. Thank you, you—you guys… you saved my life, I—Wait, who shot the arrow?” 
 
    “I did,” the voice of another, as-yet-unseen fifth person replied as she climbed in off the roof through the passenger’s side window to sit next to Clod and join the conversation, a bow and a quiver of arrows on her back. It was actually a person Frotwoot knew very well, but not one he’d at all expected to see, and while Golly was sitting there trying not to look too annoyed by her presence, he did his best not to look too delighted by the surprise. “… Hi.” 
 
    It was Maeve. 
 
    “Maeve?!” Frotwoot laughed. “What the—?! What the fie?!” 
 
    “Oh, right! I never told you, did I? I do archery. Most princesses do. It’s sort of a tradition. Of course, most of my more advanced training was done on Earth, in archery club, but I’m a little out of practice, so if you noticed two or three other arrows go whizzing by before that last one hit then that’s why.” 
 
    “… What? No, that’s not—” 
 
    “Just kidding,” Maeve assured him (the accompanying giggle making Golly roll her eyes). “It’s kind of a long story, so here, just take my hand and reeeeead—” She got up to quickly riffle through the mini-spellbooks in the cupboard, find the one she wanted, find the spell she wanted in the one she wanted, and hand it over to Frotwoot with the page still opened to it, all while holding that same note, “—This.” 
 
    Frotwoot took the proffered book and likewise (after glancing at Golly to make sure she didn’t mind, and being assured by her noncommittal shrug that she’d at least pretend not to) the proffered hand, and as soon as he read the magic Word aloud his mind immediately shifted to another time and place, where the bubbling amber light of a ring portal was fading away. The basement of a small, somewhat dated looking home in Chicago faded in to replace it, and as he looked around the (somewhat familiar) surroundings he quickly realized that it wasn’t actually him doing the looking—as the eyes he was seeing out of kept turning and moving and blinking in ways he hadn’t told them to turn, move, or blink—and as soon as he’d realized that it was easy to figure out just what spell it was Maeve had had him cast. 
 
    It was the magic of memory transference. 
 
    And these were Maeve’s memories… 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    30 
 
      
 
    “Ruth?” said Maeve, stepping out of the ring portal excitedly to drop her luggage from Seelie on the floor. “Ruth? Are you there?” 
 
    The faint sounds of Chicago at night were all that came floating back to her at first, but as she started up the stairs she heard a door creak open and the quavering voice of the old woman who’d taken Maeve in when she was a child (not so much out of kindness as because she really liked faerie stories, and thought finding a faerie girl in her garden meant she was entitled to keep her around as a sort of good luck charm/cheap housekeeper/pet mix, because that’s what the had stories said) replied, “Hello?” 
 
    “Ruth, it’s me!” said Maeve, rushing the rest of the way up the stairs to meet her in the hallway outside her bedroom. Clinging to her nightgown and looking equal parts disheveled and disoriented, Ruth had clearly just woken up, but as soon as she saw Maeve’s face her eyes went wide with delight and she smiled at her as if she’d just been brought to back to life (… which, yes, considering her age, might well have been what had just happened). “I’m back!” 
 
    “So you are!” Ruth laughed, holding out her arms for a hug. Maeve promptly gave her one, and just as she was starting to feel all warm and gooey inside Ruth added, “And it’s a good thing, too! There’s so much work left to be done around here you’ll probably be swimming in sugar and milk!” 
 
    “… Right,” Maeve sighed, backing off immediately. “You know, Ruth, I’ve told you before that I just eat normal food; and that you don’t have to give me a saucer of that ‘sweet milk’ to get me to help out around the house.” 
 
    “Ah, but if I don’t you’ll use your faerie magic to get back at me! Or worse, you’ll leave and never come back!” 
 
    “No I won’t, Ruth. Those are just stories.” 
 
    Ruth nodded knowingly, despite not knowing anything about what she was nodding about. “ ‘Just stories’. Yes… that’s what they said about you and your kind, and look at you now! Sometimes stories are real.” 
 
    Having gone around and around this particular circle with Ruth many times before, Maeve gave up on it before it could spoil her good mood with a roll of her eyes and a sighed, “Yeah. Anyway, do you have Frotwoot’s friends’ phone number? I’m supposed to call to let them know the portal worked and that he’s coming back.” 
 
    “ ‘Frotwoot’s…?’ Oh, you mean those other faeries? Wesley and Astrid? Why, yes, I have it right there on the refrigerator! You should know, though, they’ve been very busy fighting goblins and trolls lately, so they never have much time to talk.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” said Maeve with a smile that was closer to a wince, darting into the kitchen to get the piece of paper with the aforementioned phone number written on it, dialing it into the nearby phone, and trying not to scream while Ruth got out a saucer and some milk. 
 
    Maeve’s magically-transferred memories suddenly blurred and shifted for Frotwoot at that point, going from night to day, and from the inside of Ruth’s house to the outside of his in Rensselaer, where Maeve (freshly-rested and gorgeously made up) was standing nervously behind Wes and Astrid on the porch as the former knocked on the front door… 
 
    “Do you really think they’ll like me?” Maeve asked Astrid, while Wes—having exhausted his patience by waiting a full two seconds—started knocking again, but louder this time. 
 
    “Yeah, sure Maeve, of course they will,” Astrid assured her with a yawn. “I mean, you’re Frotwoot’s friend, so that says something about you, and… well, they like Wes, so…” 
 
    “Come on!” Wes chose the exact best time to switch from “knocking” to “pounding”, nearly punching Frotwoot’s dad, Jack, in the face as he opened the door. “Oh, hey Mr. Crossley. What up?” 
 
    “What…?” Jack furrowed his brow and looked around for a second as if to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating. “What do you mean ‘what up’? You were pounding on my door, so I answered it. That’s ‘what up’. ‘What up’ with you, Wes? Are you fundraising? Selling something, maybe, so I can take great pleasure in slamming the door on your face and saying ‘no’?” 
 
    “Nah,” Wes laughed, because he always misinterpreted Jack’s hostility toward him as being a joke. “Me and Astrid just thought you and Mrs. Crossley’d wanna meet your son’s fairy girlfriend.” 
 
    “What?!” said someone else from inside the house, making a mad, audible dash to the door to push their way in front of Jack and reveal themselves to be Frotwoot’s mom, Bunmi, before expounding on her original question with, “What did you say?!” 
 
    “I’m not his girlfriend!” Maeve snapped at Wes (while Astrid hit him). “We’re just… we’re just friends.” 
 
    “Pfft! Yeah, right,” Wes scoffed (earning himself another hit, but from Astrid’s other hand now). 
 
    “ ‘Friend’, ‘girlfriend’, I don’t care! Are you a fairy?” Bunmi demanded, stepping past Wes and Astrid almost as if they weren’t there so that she and Maeve were face to face. 
 
    “Um… yes,” said Maeve, briefly flicking her wings out to prove it. “My name’s Maeve. Maeve Titania. I, um… I don’t know if Frotwoot ever mentioned me, but—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, ‘so nice to finally meet you’, Maeve, but tell me, girl, how are you here?!” Bunmi all but ignored her, her mind clearly focused on one thing and not looking to be distracted. “Is Frotwoot here as well? Did he find a way out of fairyland? I know he was working on one, but that was ages ago, really, and I—! It’s just that he hasn’t called in so long, and we were beginning to think that—!” Bunmi looked away for a second and half-covered her mouth as she suddenly broke into desperately-wanting-to-be-happy tears. “I’m sorry, dear, I don’t mean to be rude, and I promise I won’t continue to be so for long, but I simply must know, before you say anything else: Does your being here mean that our son… is finally coming home?” 
 
    Still feeling a bit nervous (and more than a bit overcome by the force of Bunmi’s outburst), Maeve momentarily forgot that she actually had an answer to that question. But when she’d recovered enough to remember as much she gave said answer with a simple smile and a nod, prompting what would probably seem to someone watching like a disproportionate response from both of Frotwoot’s parents, what with all the yelling and hugging and jumping around that simple nod seemingly produced. When it was all over, Jack poked his head inside to grab his keys and call his daughter Molly downstairs, and before anyone could even begin to wonder why he turned to Maeve with a big grin and said, “All right, fairy girl, that’s it! We’re taking you to dinner!” 
 
    The scene of the memories shifted again, from Frotwoot’s front porch to his favorite pizza place. Maeve, his family, and his friends were all sitting around a table, talking, except for Molly, who kept leaning over suspiciously in her chair to see if she could catch a glimpse of Maeve’s wings… 
 
    “Yeah, so anyway, after we got there we stayed up all night waiting for him, but, like, obviously he didn’t show,” Wes said with his mouth full of breadsticks. “Which freaked me out, I’m not gonna lie, but then Astrid reminded me that ‘time flows differently’ in Seelie than it does here, so instead of calling to tell you he was probably dead, like we were gonna, we figured we should just bring Maeve over to give you some good news instead! Y’know… until we get the bad news.” 
 
    “I was never going to call to tell you he was dead,” Astrid assured them firmly, taking Bunmi by the hand and shooting Wes a dirty look. 
 
    “I’m sure he’s fine,” Maeve chimed in. “He just said he had a few more things to take care of, and then he’d be right behind me.” 
 
    “Is he bringing anyone else?” asked Jack, obnoxiously sipping the last bit of soda in his glass through a straw (as always) until Bunmi finally snatched it away (also as always). “I mean, does anyone else over there in fairyland even know where he comes from?” 
 
    “Um… a couple of people, yeah,” Maeve said noncommittally, not really wanting to talk about Golly just then (or ever). “No one who knows him as well as I do, though.” 
 
    “I’m sure they don’t,” said Bunmi, smiling at her and shaking her head. “And you say you’re not his girlfriend? My my, my boy must be going blind.” 
 
    Maeve blushed appreciatively, and while she was trying to think of something gracious to say Jack cleared his throat and said to the table at large, “So, should we go see if he’s here yet? Or hey, maybe we should show her some of his naked baby pictures first, meddle with his social life some more.” 
 
    “I’m not meddling,” Bunmi protested, while giving Maeve a wink that said otherwise. “And we don’t have any of his baby pictures, Jack, you know that. He wasn’t our baby, just our little boy.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, you’re right… hey, Wes, you’ve definitely some more ways left to embarrass him, why don’t you—?” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Bunmi laughed, raising her hand for the check. “Let’s go see if he’s home. And then, my dear,” she said just to Maeve, “Then you will see some meddling.” 
 
    Another shift, and they were all piling down the darkened stairs of Ruth’s basement, Maeve leading the way—of course, as it was her house—and flicking on the light switch at the bottom with a grin only to have it turn immediately into a frown… 
 
    “Oh no,” said Maeve, stopping at first to stare at the spot in the middle of the floor where the ring portal had been, and then scrambling over to it, as if getting closer would make it reappear. “Oh no no no no no no.” 
 
    “What?” asked Wes, because he was the one who’d been walking right behind her at that point. 
 
    “It’s gone!!!” 
 
    “What is?” asked Bunmi—because with two adults around she’d taken Astrid’s usual spot in the group as the one least hesitant about pushing Wes aside. 
 
    “The stones, the—the ring portal, it’s—!” Abandoning that thought midway through for the one that had suddenly just come to her, Maeve flew over everyone’s heads without warning to land on the floor upstairs and (ignoring the shocked exclamations from behind her) darted into Ruth’s bedroom. “Ruth! Were you in my room?” 
 
    Ruth looked up from her computer (AKA, her glorified solitaire machine) and over the tops of her ridiculously large reading glasses to furrow her brow at her in mild surprise. “Maeve? Is that you? Did you mow the lawn yet? I saw that you hadn’t touched your milk, and I was afraid that I’d—” 
 
    “Ruth, please, listen to me!” Maeve cut her off. “Did. You. Go. Into. My. Room?” 
 
    “Your…? Oh, yes! Yes, was that all right? There was a nice young couple with ‘the sight’ here looking for you (a man and a woman—I forget their names—whose unfailing belief in your people has let them ‘see’ you, just like me) and when I told them about your faerie ring downstairs, and how you’d been waiting all night for your friend Frotwoot to come through it, they just had to see it (you understand), and while they were looking at it the woman said she could see what was wrong—why Frotwoot hadn’t been able to come through yet—and that if they could just take it home to fix it then—” 
 
    “You let them take it?!?!” Maeve exploded, just in time for everyone else to arrive and get the gist of what was going on. “You—you seriously just let two… total strangers come into my room, and you—!” Something unusual about what was on the computer monitor caught her eye then (i.e., the fact that it wasn’t displaying a deck of virtual playing cards), and as she leaned in to get a closer look and saw the words “My Faerie and Me” at the top of the screen she got the sinking feeling that it pertained, somehow, to their current situation. “Wait, Ruth, what’s—what’s this? What are you doing?” 
 
    “Oh, this is my blog!” Ruth told her proudly, because “obliviousness” absolutely would have been her middle name… if… you know, peoples’ middle names actually meant anything. “That’s how they knew you were back! You see, while you were gone I got very lonely, but I met some fellow believers online who said I should start a blog about yours and my life together, and so I—” 
 
    “You stupid old woman!!!” Maeve snarled, pushing the computer off its already perilous perch atop a rolling cart and destroying the monitor, at least, in a crash of glass and sparks. “Those weren’t ‘believers’!!! Those were magic men!!! Those are the people who took me from my home on Seelie in the first place, and now you and your—your stupid, senile brain and its pathetic need for attention have gone and made it so that the boy I’ve loved since I was a child can’t ever get back from there!!! Why?! Why would you—?!” 
 
    “Whoa, hey hey hey!” said Jack, while he and Bunmi rushed in as one to get between the two of them. “Okay! Let’s just relax, there, kiddo!” 
 
    “Are you all right?” Bunmi asked Ruth. 
 
    “What is—? That’s not my Maeve,” Ruth didn’t-exactly-reply, her wide eyes staring past Bunmi and Jack as she raised a shaking finger to point at the still-fuming (and apparently not “her”) Maeve. “That’s something else. Something dark, that came back from the Otherworld in her place. That’s—” She refocused to look at Bunmi, in sudden inspiration. “… Oh! Oh! That’s why she wouldn’t take the milk!” 
 
    Maeve shook her head and stormed out of the room with a growl of frustration, not stopping until she was back down in the basement and could fling herself across her bed and cry. What had she done, she wondered? What had she had been thinking? Not only had she let Frotwoot down by losing track of the ring portal, but she’d just gone and shown her absolute worst side to the only people she knew who could possibly have convinced him that they should be together! Never mind that she’d never once raised a hand in anger to Ruth before, had never so much as been rude to her (… well, not that she could detect, at least), all that would matter now was what they’d just seen, and when they told him she’d be lucky to even keep being his friend! 
 
    …And she really, really wanted to keep being his friend. 
 
    “Wait. Wait, what am I doing?” she asked herself, stopping the tears and furrowing her brow at her headboard. “Frotwoot needs me right now. He needs me, and here I am, crying like a spoiled little princess because I think I just blew my chance to date him! Well, guess what?! He wasn’t ever going to date you anyway, Maeve! He had to have an evil old wizard possess him to even want to in the first place! And why would he want to, when this is how you act when your friends are in trouble? Huh?! Gah!!! What is wrong with me?!” 
 
    Jumping up violently from her bed to stop pitying herself and go do something, Maeve set off toward the stairs with speed and resolve… only to stop short, in horror, when she saw Frotwoot’s family and friends all standing there looking at her. 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” she said, covering her mouth in horror. “Did you—did you hear all of that?” 
 
    No one seemed to want to answer… which, of course, along with all the avoidance of eye contact and awkward smiling, was an answer in and of itself. 
 
    “Is Ruth okay?” 
 
    “Oh yes, she’s fine,” Bunmi assured her, but added as a semi-sarcastic afterthought, “Mmm… Aside from the broken computer and the paranoid delusions, of course. You may want to do something about that.” 
 
    “I’ll tell her I’m sorry. And I’ll give her my computer. But first, Wes,” she said, turning to him as a bit of the fire she’d had in her a moment before started to rekindle, and the beginnings of a plan started to spark within it. “Does your band still have that blog?” 
 
    The scene shifted yet again to a familiar venue on the south side of Chicago, where a hand-drawn poster reading, “Starfishy Sky Reunion Tour!” had been taped to the door. Apparently this had been an “establishing shot” kind of memory, because it only lingered there for a moment before fast-forwarding (complete with a cinematic burst of prerecorded filler music) inside, where Wes and Astrid appeared to be just finishing setting up to play on stage, Frotwoot’s replacement—Edgar—was nowhere to be seen, and Frotwoot’s parents were sitting attentively in the (otherwise disinterested) audience… 
 
    “You kids gonna start playing some time today?” the venue’s manager asked Maeve backstage, as the magical memory stopped panning around all over the place like a movie and settled down onto her. 
 
    “Um… yes, yeah, sorry,” Maeve assured him with a nervous giggle from beneath one of Frotwoot’s (?) favorite hoodies. “The rest of the band just needs to, uh… finish setting up. See?” 
 
    “They look done to me,” the manager pointed out, narrowing his eyes at Wes’ obvious stalling tactic of knocking his cymbal over and struggling (over and over again) to pick it back up. “And what’s your guitarist doing setting up back here, anyway?” 
 
    Edgar (now somewhere to be seen) looked up from the guitar he was tuning in the corner to shrug. “I don’t know, man. It’s like I told Wes, I could’ve died my hair blond and pretended to be this Frotwoot kid, but he said—” 
 
    The memory briefly shifted, flashback-style, to Maeve’s recollection of what Wes had, in fact, said to him before the show— 
 
    “Edgar, you couldn’t pretend to be Frotwoot Crossley if you were literally wearing his skin. Which I could see you doing. Because you’re creepy. Like a serial killer.” 
 
    —And shifted back to the venue manager’s expression of confused horror after Edgar had finished telling him exactly that. 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “Ha ha, no, no, what Edgar means is,” Maeve jumped in. “Is that he’s setting up back here so he can fill in for me in case I start messing up onstage. Right? Because, it’s like… you know, I’m feeling a little sick tonight (and, honestly, maybe even a little out of practice), but all our fans are here to see Starfishy Sky’s original lineup reunite, so if I don’t go out there—!” 
 
    “You’ll disappoint all two of your fans?” 
 
    “Yes! Exactly! See? You get it.” 
 
    The manager narrowed his eyes at her for a second (with a special glance up at those locks of her recently-bleached blonde hair that were peeking out of the top of her hood), then shook his head and said, “Whatever. Just start the show right now or I’m pulling you off and putting on the next act.” 
 
    Maeve smiled and nodded at him as he walked away, then turned without even a hint of a smile to catch Astrid’s eye. A lot of shrugging and frantic hand-waving-based communication between them later and they seemed to come to a grudging agreement, at which point Astrid grabbed Wes (who just so happened to be passing her by just then while in the process of “accidentally” kicking one of his drumsticks out of reach every time he bent over to “try” to pick it up), had a brief argument with him about needing to start the show (the gist of which was him saying “But they’re not here yet!” and her replying with something under her breath that Maeve imagined was more than likely a threat, knowing their dynamic), and then let him go to plug in her bass while Wes trudged off to his drums to tilt the microphone down toward his mouth and say, “What’s up Chicagooooo?!” 
 
    “Woo!” said only Bunmi, who was then also the only one who clapped. 
 
    “All right! Yeah! Welcome to the show!” said Wes, looking genuinely pumped (as, sadly, that was a better reaction than he usually got). “… Or well, you know, the restaurant with the show… thing. Anyway, we’re Starfishy Sky, and as you might have seen on our blog, Edgar’s reign of mediocre guitar-playing and stupid haircut-having terror is over! Because Frotwoot’s back, baby! Yeah! Come on out here, man!” 
 
    Picking up her (prop) guitar, Maeve took a deep breath and walked out on stage in as manly a way as she knew how, slouching to keeping her hoodie loose (particularly around her, ahem, upper body) and leaving the hood of it up to obscure as much of her features as possible (particularly those features that no amount of removing her makeup could make look less feminine). Again, Bunmi applauded, this time joined by Jack—probably because it wasn’t Wes he was applauding—but a few other people joined in as well, and while Maeve knew it was almost certainly out of politeness (or its close, but less popular cousin, pity) it still kind of gave her a bit of a rush to get a reaction like that… a feeling which, of course, immediately twisted and turned itself into a knot as she saw a well-dressed, slightly-stuffy looking couple all in black slip in from outside to sit at a table near the bar and pretend not to stare at her. 
 
    “Astrid!” she hissed, while Wes counted into the first song and went from hitting his drumsticks together to hitting the drums. “Look! Back there! I think that’s them!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Astrid whispered back, as she came in with the bass line. 
 
    “No! But I think it is!” 
 
    “All right! All right! Just be cool! I’ll let the Crossleys know… somehow! And get ready to start faking those chords like we showed you, Edgar’s about to kick in!” 
 
    Nodding and stepping back, Maeve tried not to focus too much on the vaguely magic-looking, but really sinister-looking couple while she mimed playing the guitar. She’d seen enough magic men in her life—and her nightmares—to know them when she saw them, pointy hats or no, and these people… well, if they weren’t magic men, then they must have been vampires or something, because no normal human she’d ever met had had a look and a vibe like that. 
 
    Astrid—presumably after she’d had some time to think about it—looked at Jack and Bunmi until they were looking back at her and did a sort of flourish move with her bass at the end of which she pointed its neck at the table with the magic men. 
 
    “What?” Jack mouthed, glancing back in the general direction that was being indicated and holding his hands out in askance. While Astrid fumed in frustration at her failure to communicate, Bunmi whispered something to her husband, and—without looking anywhere near any of the back tables again, as that would have been really suspicious at this point—the two of them headed nonchalantly back to the bar and ordered a couple of drinks. Once they had them, they fake-casually walked past every table in the back, watching Astrid as they did, until finally she did another, different kind of flourish when they got close to the magic men, at which point Bunmi got their attention and asked via friendly body language (and words, probably, though of course Maeve couldn’t hear) if she and Jack could sit in the empty seats next to them. The witch and wizard both seemed hesitant at first, but then Jack appeared to say something about their “son” being in the band while pointing proudly at Maeve, and suddenly their hesitation was gone, and Jack was off to buy them a couple of drinks as well. 
 
    “I think we got ‘em,” Astrid muttered to Maeve, even as they both took a break from watching the events near the bar unfold for a moment so that the magic men wouldn’t notice. Maeve’s stomach fluttered a bit now that the actual dangerous part of the plan had begun, but she kept her cool and kept pretending to play like she’d seen Frotwoot play so many times before, with her head looking at the frets and slight, crooked smile on her face. She glanced up an unbearably tense three seconds later to see Jack slip some pills in the magic couple’s drinks (the memory flashing back at that point to show Bunmi shaking her head as she wrote herself a prescription for them and clucking her tongue as she only half-jokingly bemoaned what evil these circumstances had brought her to use her psychiatric powers for), and when no one seemed to notice he’d done it and the drinks were accepted by their targets she smiled for real and shared the feeling of joy with a grinning glance each at Astrid, Edgar, and Wes before continuing her fake-playing with (possibly too much) gusto. 
 
    “Yep,” she said breathlessly to Astrid between songs, and during the polite round of applause. “We got ‘em.” 
 
    The next memory was in the same place but at a different time; specifically, after the band’s set. Maeve and the rest of the actual members of Starfishy Sky were coming down from the stage with their instruments while a comedian took their place, and while Bunmi and Jack looked fine neither of the magic men looked as if they were feeling very well as the teenagers approached… 
 
    “Hey, look at that, here’s our son now!” said Jack, holding out a hand to point at her. “Great show, son! He’s really pretty isn’t he?” 
 
    “… What?” said the wizard, his eyes bleary when they weren’t trying to close. “Oh, yeah, he’s… wait, what?” 
 
    “My goodness, are you two all right?” Bunmi asked the witch, trying very hard not to smirk as she did. “Do you need help getting out to your car?” 
 
    “No, no, thank you, we’re fine, we just—” the witch began, stopping mid-waving her off as the movement of her hand seemed to fascinate her. “—Oh. Oh my. How—? What’s wrong with this air?” 
 
    “Yeeeah, I’m thinking we’d better give ‘em a ride home, honey,” Jack chimed in, standing up to haul the wizard’s arm over his shoulder and stand him up as well. “We don’t want the kids to think it’s cool to drink and drive. Not when we’re already pushing it with this whole ‘drugging peoples’ drinks’ thing.” 
 
    “What?!” the wizard said again, attempting to turn his head towards Jack’s voice only to end up lolling around to look at the ceiling. 
 
    “Hmm? Nothing, nothing. Hey Wes, you wanna get this guy on the other side…? Thanks. You girls got his wife? You’re good? All right, let’s go.” 
 
    By the time they got out to the parking lot both magic men were fully unconscious, so—as was the plan—Frotwoot’s family and friends (and Edgar) dragged them over to Jack’s rusty old van and laid them down in the back to start surreptitiously going through their pockets, searching for a clue (any clue) as to what they should do next. 
 
    “I can’t believe that worked,” said Astrid, who was in charge of frisking the witch’s left side. 
 
    “Yeah, man, I didn’t think anyone was still following my blog!” said Wes, who seemed to think the wizard might be hiding something important in his shoes (he was not). “It’s a good thing I didn’t delete it, right?” 
 
    “Oh, right, you mean when me and Crossley both told you to and you promised us you would? And because you didn’t Crossley’s been trapped in fairyland for the last year? Yeah, that was real good, idiot, real good.” 
 
    “Let’s be kind now, children,” said Bunmi, from the witch’s right side, just before standing up straight with something in her hand. “Aha! Here we are!” 
 
    “What? What is it?” asked Maeve. 
 
    “An hotel key.” 
 
    “ ‘An’ hotel key?” said Wes, raising an eyebrow at Edgar while Jack and the girls joined Bunmi in examining the hotel key and/or searching for more clues to go with it. “Aren’t you only supposed to say ‘an’ before a vowel?” 
 
    “You can say it before most h’s too,” Edgar assured him. “It’s old-fashioned, and I think kind of regional, but technically still correct.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Something about this seemed to have rubbed Wes the wrong way, because after giving Edgar the side-eye for a moment he said, “Hey, you know who wouldn’t know something like that, grammar Nazi? Frotwoot. Frotwoot hates Nazis. And grammar. Which is one of the many, many ways he’s better than you.” 
 
    Edgar rolled his eyes and let out a heavy sigh. “…Whatever, Wes.” 
 
    “See? See? Who says ‘whatever’ to being called a Nazi? You like Nazis, Edgar?” 
 
    “No, I don’t like Nazis.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Huh… that’s weird. Then why’d I see you playing as them on Call of Duty the other night?” 
 
    “What—?! Wes, dude, I already told you, man, because that’s the side the game picked for me! You don’t get to choose!” 
 
    “I do. I always choose. You know how? When a video game tells me to be a Nazi I say ‘no’ and turn it off.” 
 
    “Someone has to be the Nazis!” 
 
    “That sounds exactly like something a Nazi would say.” 
 
    “I’m not a Nazi!!! And dude, I’m not even a grammar Nazi, because all I did was answer a question, and what a grammar Nazi does is correct what people say without—” 
 
    “—‘Without being asked’? What, you mean like you’re doing to me right now?” 
 
    “What?!?! No, I—!” 
 
    “Checkmate, Nazi! Case closed! Take him to the Hague!” 
 
    “I’M NOT A—!!!” 
 
    “All right, all right, shut up, both of you!” said Jack, whirling around to face them just as Wes was starting to bust up laughing and Edgar (who, as usual, didn’t seem to be in on the joke) was about to start busting heads swinging. “Geez! You idiots want people to come see what we’re doing over here?” 
 
    “No, Mr. Crossley,” Wes and Edgar chanted in unison. 
 
    “Good.” Turning back to his wife, Jack held up the wizard’s freshly-found wallet and ID. “All right, so we’ve got a name, we’ve got a key, and we’ve got a hotel. I think with all that I can get into their room.” 
 
    Bunmi scoffed. “You mean we can get into their room.” 
 
    “No. We talked about this. It doesn’t need to be both of us.” 
 
    “Ah, but Jack, what if there’s someone there? What if there’s some… magic sort of trap, or—?” 
 
    “Like I said, baby,” said Jack, pulling her in close. “It doesn’t need to be both of us.” And with that, he gave her a long, loving kiss… and gently took the key from her when he was done. “I’ll be right back, okay? I’ll be careful. When you’re done doing your thing, take the kids and wait for me at Ruth’s house. I’ll call you as soon as I know I’m not gonna die.” 
 
    “You will not die,” Bunmi said firmly, jabbing a finger into his chest for emphasis. “And you will call me either way!” 
 
    “All right, all right, geez!” Jack replied, walking away from her backwards. “I won’t! And I will! Don’t boss me!” 
 
    Bunmi laughed and shook her head at him, at which point Jack turned around with a jaunty smile and a spin to walk off normally, as if her laugh was all he’d been waiting for. “All right, Maeve,” she sniffed, once her husband was out of sight and she couldn’t watch him go anymore. “Now that’s Jack’s off to do his part… what’s ours?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “What do we do next?” 
 
    Everyone followed Bunmi’s meaningful nod toward the unconscious magic men lying in the back of the van before following her gaze back to Maeve, and if the look on the faerie girl’s face didn’t already tell them that she hadn’t thought this far ahead then what she said next certainly did: “Oh. Oh, yeah. Um…” 
 
    The next memory took Maeve and the gang to the magic mens’ hotel, where they waited in the van for Jack to come out with the ring portal in a big, tattered old trunk on wheels he was dragging behind him. There was some bemused confusion at first as to why they were there, but then Bunmi showed him that they still had the magic men lying asleep in the back of the van, at which point it became clear that they were there because they didn’t know what else to do with them, and had eventually given up trying to think of ideas and had come here in the hopes that maybe he’d have one. It soon became equally clear that he didn’t, but after some animated discussion from all parties it was decided that there were no particularly good ideas to be had (aside from killing them, which everyone but Astrid and Maeve agreed wasn’t an option), and so their best bet was for Jack and Wes to go back up into the hotel room, force open a window, and pull each of their unconscious charges inside as Maeve stealthily flew them up, thereby avoiding any suspicion that they might have faced in the lobby. Once that was done, the memory shifted again to their arrival at Ruth’s house, where Molly and Ruth had been waiting for them, and where they all quickly got to work re-setting up the magic stones… 
 
    “They’re just gonna wake up tomorrow and come after us, you know,” said Astrid, for whom the “animated discussion” had never really ended, but had just gone all quiet and grumbly for a moment. “They know who we all are, and they’re gonna figure out what we did.” 
 
    “She’s right,” said Maeve, who was going around the circle to make tiny adjustments with her foot whenever she saw that one was needed. “I’m sorry, but she’s right. None of you can possibly understand what these people are like. Not like I do. They won’t stop coming until they’ve gotten us all. They’re not just evil, they’re relentless, and—” 
 
    “Would Frotwoot have killed them?” Jack cut her off. 
 
    Maeve’s upper lip twitched a bit as she tried not to pout. “No.” 
 
    “Well, there you go then! He must have been listening to us all those times we told him not to be a murderer.” His stone properly positioned, Jack stood up and wiped his hands off on his pants. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. Our family’s not staying here on Earth where it’s not safe, so there’s gonna be no one for them to come after.” 
 
    “What about me?” asked Edgar. “I mean… us. You know, in the band.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Jack assured him. “Really, all you guys have to do is make another blog post about how ‘Frotwoot’ and his parents were acting ‘weird’ at the concert and ‘drove off with some drunk people’ or whatever, and you’ll be off the hook, too. They won’t know you had anything to do with it.” 
 
    “Oh, good…” 
 
    “Hey, hey, now wait a minute!” said Wes. “Me and Astrid are going with you! Right, Astrid?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “No, absolutely not,” Bunmi chuckled. “We are not taking someone else’s children with us to fairyland. We’re only taking Molly because we hope it will be less dangerous for her there.” 
 
    “Right, yeah, well… no disrespect Mrs. Crossley, but we’re going, with or without you,” Astrid told her. “We wanna see Frotwoot just as much as you do.” 
 
    “I probably wanna see him more,” said Wes. 
 
    “No you do not,” Bunmi said flatly, putting a hand on Jack’s shoulder to calm him down before he could even say anything. “But regardless, your point is well taken. If you are going with or without us, then I would prefer that it be ‘with’.” 
 
    “All right!” Wes and Astrid said together, giving each other a high five (and scowling at Edgar as he tried to join in). 
 
    “Who knows, though, we may not even have to go at all,” Bunmi went on, as Maeve (who was still trying not to pout over how annoyed she was at Jack’s having invoked Frotwoot’s name for the purposes of emotional manipulation, or—for that matter—over how annoyed she was that it had worked) made the final, tiny adjustments to the layout of the ring portal. “Maybe Frotwoot will be coming through as soon as we’re done setting this up and he’ll know what to do about our magic men problem, seeing as he’s half a one himself.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” Maeve said skeptically. The last time she’d seen Frotwoot he hadn’t been able to do very much magic at all, so she really doubted that he could do anything to help against the magic men that his friends and his parents couldn’t already do themselves… like killing them. She kept that thought to herself, though, and stood back, waiting breathlessly with everyone else, for the ring portal to do something… 
 
    … Only to let that breath she was holding out in a gasp at the sound of a door crashing open upstairs. 
 
    “Ruth?!” she said, running to the bottom of the stairs. The old woman didn’t answer, prompting Maeve to start climbing up the steps to check on her, but she’d barely even gotten both feet off the ground before she heard two only mostly unfamiliar voices whispering to each other as whoever they belonged to creaked across the floorboards, and realized (as the voices were familiar enough for her to know who they belonged to) that leaving the basement just now would be a bad idea. “Oh no…” 
 
    “What? What is it?” asked Bunmi, rushing to her side, and she didn’t have to wait long before the question was answered for her without a word by the sudden appearance of the witch they’d knocked out in the hallway upstairs, peeking around the corner in the direction of Ruth’s room. Thinking fast, Maeve grabbed Bunmi and pulled her out of sight, but the lights in the basement were all still switched on behind them, and no amount of fast thinking could make that not so. 
 
    Pausing at the top of the staircase as she no doubt noticed this, the witch raised her hands and beginning creeping downward, getting far enough in her descent that Bunmi and Maeve had to frantically wave everyone else over into a less visible corner to keep her from seeing them before—thankfully, and just in time—Ruth called out from her room, “Hello? Evil Maeve, is that you? Evil Maeve? Are you there?” 
 
    “Er, no, Ruth!” said the witch, turning around to call back, “It’s just us! Your fellow believers! Have you seen Maeve today?” 
 
    “Hi, Ruth!” the wizard chimed in from somewhere else in the house. 
 
    “Oh good, good, I’m so glad you’re here! Something terrible has happened! Come, come, please, let me make you some tea and tell you about it!” 
 
    With one last, leaning peek back down into the basement, the witch sighed and trudged to up join Ruth and her partner up in the kitchen, and as soon as she had Jack and Bunmi turned to each other with a couple of sighs of their own, and this seemed to communicate something between them because there was no hint of surprise of disagreement from Bunmi when Jack said a second later, “All right, kids; looks like we all do get to go. Come on, hurry, before they come back down.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, go where?” said Edgar, hanging back while everyone else rushed into the middle of the ring portal. “To fairyland?” 
 
    “Unless you’d rather stay here,” Jack shrugged, flicking his eyes up toward where the magic men were listening to Ruth’s harrowing tale of a computer slain. 
 
    “But that’s—! I—! I don’t even know Frotwoot!” 
 
    “I know! And I’m sorry, really, I wish you could stay, but I’m thinking right now that’s gonna be kind of a problem!” 
 
    “Just get in the circle, man,” Wes snarled, grabbing him by the shirt and pulling him in… or at least trying to. What actually happened was that something in Edgar finally snapped, and he knocked Wes’ hands away with a primal roar and pushed him back before hurtling straight for the stairs. 
 
    “I’m not a part of this!” he yelled to the magic men even as he ran up to meet them. “I’m just the fill-in guitarist! I’m not even really sure what’s going on! They’re down there! They’re the ones you want! Just let me go!” 
 
    “DUDE!!!” Wes yelled up after him, the only thing keeping from doing just that and not chasing him down being Astrid holding him back. “SERIOUSLY, EDGAR?! YOU ARE SUCH A NAZI!!! THAT IS SUCH A NAZI MOVE!!!” 
 
    “Any time now, Maeve!” said Jack, and once the words had drilled far enough through her shock for her to hear them she shook her head clear, dropped to her knees, and activated the ring portal with a slap just as the two magic men came rushing down the stairs. The bubbling amber light that surrounded everyone in the ring acted like a magical wall, stopping any of the magic mens’ hastily-thrown spells from getting through, and so it was that all that the wizard and witch could do was stand by and watch angrily as Frotwoot’s family and friends were teleported away; from the mundanity of a musty basement in Chicago… 
 
    … To a big, musty closet somewhere else. 
 
    “Wait, this is fairyland?” said Molly, voicing the disappointment of herself and pretty much everyone else. 
 
    “It… should be,” said Maeve, furrowing her brow and peering around in the darkness. “Hmm. I don’t know. It’s strange. Maybe we—Oh, fie!” Panicked at having remembered something vitally important almost too late, Maeve didn’t bother to explain her outburst until she’d knocked a few of the stones out of the circle, at which point she did explain by saying to the group at large, “Sorry! Sorry, that was—I almost just let them follow us. If I hadn’t broken the ring…” 
 
    “Yeah, that would’ve sucked,” Astrid agreed, as she (and everyone else) stepped forward to start spreading out and looking around. “So like, um… where are we?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Maeve, joining them in their exploration. The ring portal had been set up in the far corner of this (very large) closet, while everything else in the room seemed to be up on shelves, stored in either plastic bags or cardboard boxes. A closer look showed that it was all labeled, and that a lot of it seemed to be things that were illegal (like non-magic weapons and drugs) or things that had been used illegally (like tax forms and heavy-looking knick-knacks with blood on them). The ring portal itself didn’t have a label (because of course it didn’t, where would you put it?), but it did have one of those little folded in half stand-up sign things—like the kind you’d see scattered around a crime scene, or on tables still waiting for their food at certain restaurants—standing next to it, and that little sign thing had a label affixed it that read (beneath the date it was cataloged and its serial number, neither of which Maeve would ever remember clearly enough for the memory to be transferred): 
 
      
 
    Ring of amber-etched, black stones found at Rustigark residence; allegedly connected to disappearance of Sirs Pixley Widgeon, Frotwoot Crossley, and Dame Golrocca Rustigark; quest still open; do not touch or move; see Sir Diarmuid or his squire for details. 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” said Maeve, as her brain finally added everything up, and she looked toward the door (over which a shield with a coat of arms on it hung) to confirm her conclusion. “Okay, um… Mr. and Mrs. Crossley? I think, um… I think we’re in an evidence locker.” 
 
    “A what?” said Jack, everyone stopping to stare at her just like he did as if they’d all said it, too. 
 
    “An evidence locker. You know, like… the police have? I’ve never been in one before, so I didn’t realize it at first, but I’m pretty sure that’s what this is.” 
 
    “Oh, well, that can’t be good, can it?” said Bunmi. “Are we going to be arrested if they find us in here?” 
 
    “Probably,” Maeve shrugged apologetically. “I mean, we can tell them why we’re here but I don’t know if they’ll believe us.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they believe us?” asked Wes, as Astrid snatched a dagger he was playing with away from him before he could hurt himself. “Look at us! We’re obviously not faeries, so obviously we’re something else! Anyone got a lighter? Maybe we can use it to make them think we’re magic so they’ll worship us!” 
 
    “Seelie has lighters,” Maeve told him, rolling her eyes. “And yeah, they’ll probably think you’re weird, but I don’t know if it’s going to be in a good way or not, so—” 
 
    “So what?” said Jack. “What’re we gonna do?” 
 
    “You’ll open the door,” a woman’s voice said loudly from outside, “And come out slowly, with your hands over your heads.” 
 
    After conferring with his wife, Jack reluctantly (but obediently) opened the door, standing forward and using himself as a shield for everyone else against any incoming threat that might be coming their way, but the dozen or so knights standing out in the desk and chair-filled bullpen beyond, swords drawn and pointed vaguely in his direction, didn’t seem worried enough about them to do anything remotely aggressive. In fact, if they seemed like anything, it was probably amused. 
 
    “It’s not soundproof in there, you know,” the grizzled-looking phooka woman—who seemed to be in charge—said with a smirk as her green and white-surcoated underlings went in to (gently) place them all under arrest. “We could hear everything you said. What was that about not being ‘faeries’ and us… ‘worshipping’… you…?” The lady phooka knight trailed off as she finally got a good look at Bunmi and Molly, and, after staring at them with her head cocked for a moment, zipped behind Jack, Astrid, Maeve, and Wes each in turn to get an equally good look at their wings; or—in three cases out of four—their lack thereof. “… Oh my tree. What’s—? Sir Eoin?! Eoin!!!” she called and waved to the knight sitting by the phone up at the front desk, keeping one wary eye on her prisoners the whole time. “Get me the queen!” 
 
    * * * 
 
    While they were waiting, Maeve, Jack, Bunmi, Wes, Astrid, and Molly had nothing to do but sit, stand, and pace around a tiny interview room in the Knightly Order of The Thrice-Shielded Pegasus’ tower while the order’s aforementioned phooka captain watched them like zoo animals through a soundproof window. Eventually she was joined by another captain (an equally big-as-he-was-tall troll man with a red surcoat and… some kind of… symbol? Letter? Something?), who brought donuts and watched them with her. A third captain (this one Maeve recognizing right away as the uptight one from the Order of the Snowflake) arrived soon after that in a much less friendly way, yelling and waving his arms around while the other two captains just smiled at him, bemused, and then finally Sir Golroc Rustigark of the Knightly Order of the Gecko showed up, out of uniform but with several of his knights backing him up as he plunged straight into an argument with the Snowflake as if he’d been the invisible person he’d been yelling at. 
 
    “Maeve, are we in trouble?” asked Molly, tugging at her arm. 
 
    “I don’t think so, sweetie,” Maeve assured her, and only lying a little. “The knights with the lizards on them are Frotwoot’s friends, and I know the queen likes him. He saved her life! Twice!” 
 
    “Yeah, but wasn’t he saving it from you?” said Wes. 
 
    Everyone glanced at Astrid, expecting her to hit him (as usual) for being rude, but this time Astrid just tilted her head at Maeve and waited for the answer. “Um… sort of, I guess,” Maeve replied, shifting uncomfortably under the room’s now also-shifted gaze. “That was more my dad that did all that, though. And, you know… The Dryad.” 
 
    “You were a part of it though, right?” said Astrid. “Like, you knew there was gonna be an assassination attempt and all this other evil stuff, and you still helped. You still worked for the Unseelie Court.” 
 
    “I—!” Maeve looked down in mild despair as Molly pulled away from her. “It wasn’t that simple! I thought that my god—my literal, actual god—was telling me and my family to take back our throne! What would you do?” 
 
    “Hey, no one’s judging you, here,” said Jack. “We’re just wondering if we should pretend we don’t know you.” 
 
    Everyone glanced at Bunmi, now, expecting her to scold her husband for his insensitivity, and yet—like Astrid before her—she didn’t. “No, you—I think you should be all right,” Maeve sighed, wondering how she ever could have thought she’d be able to win these people over, what with Frotwoot having told them all she was a terrorist. “Nobody here actually knows I’m the princess Maeve. Well… all right, so I suppose those two nerdy-looking boys and that troll girl back there do, but they didn’t really seem to believe it when Frotwoot told them, so, um… no, yeah, you should be fine.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Bunmi. “Yes, I see, and that’s very reassuring, but… my dear, don’t you think perhaps our mere presence might make them less skeptical of the things Frotwoot has told them before?” 
 
    “What she means it’s that not really very reassuring,” Jack told her in a faux whisper, before adding with a smile, “But don’t worry. I was just kidding about pretending not to know you. We’ve got your back,” 
 
    “We do?” Wes and Astrid said together. 
 
    “Of course we do,” Bunmi admonished them with an accompanying look. “Remember, we wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for her.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, thanks,” said Astrid, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Before anyone could say anything else to make Maeve feel bad about herself, Queen Mabbilene Ellylon (“Mab” to her friends) appeared outside the interview room window. The squabbling between the captains immediately stopped, and they all turned to look with her as she stepped up to the window to gawk at Frotwoot’s friends and family. In less than a second she regained her composure, and when she walked into the room right after that it was with all the regal grace and bearing of a queen that Maeve had always wished she could have—but with an approachable sort of warmth somehow mixed into it that made it hard (if not impossible) for Maeve to resent her for it. “So it’s true,” said Mab, smiling crookedly and shaking her head as she looked at all of them. “My hero came from Earth.” 
 
    “Surely you don’t believe this, Mab!” the captain of the Snowflakes protested, bursting in after her. “This is just another ruse by Widgeon to help account for his and his squire’s latest inexcusable absence!” 
 
    “ ‘Another’ attempt?” said the troll captain curiously. 
 
    “Yes, the second, and in as many days! If he weren’t the queen’s fiance there already would have been an investigation, I’m sure, but as it is—” 
 
    Mab raised two fingers into the air without looking back, seemingly prompted Sir Golroc to put the Snowflake into a headlock and drag him back out of the room. Once he was out she used her foot to pull the door shut behind her, her smile never faltering as she did, and then, turning to Bunmi and Jack, she said, “Mr. and Mrs. Crossley, I presume? Hi. I’m Queen Mabbilene Ellylon, a friend of your son’s. On behalf of the people of the Seelie Court, I welcome you to our world, and hope that your visit will be a more positive one from here on out. On behalf of me, though, I’d like to give you both a hug. Would that be all right?” Jack and Bunmi didn’t object, so hug them Mab did, and when she was done she turned to the rest to introduce herself to each of them in turn. Maeve scrambled to hide herself from sight while Mab knelt to meet Molly, but with the low number of people involved and limited dimensions of the room the best she could do as far as that went was make sure Mab came to her last. “Hello,” she said, cocking her head quizzically at Maeve once she was done answering Wes’ ridiculous string of questions about Seelie’s dating scene (or, that is to say, once Astrid had forced him to stop asking them). “As you’ve probably heard by now, I’m Mab. And you’re… a faerie.” 
 
    “Um, yes. Yes, I am.” 
 
    “Did you grow up on Earth, too?” 
 
    Maeve almost shook her head “no”, but then realized that no, yes, she kind of had, and nodded her head “yes” instead. 
 
    “Oh my tree. How’d you get there? Was it the same way Frotwoot did?” 
 
    Maeve nodded again, feeling slightly queasy as she tried not to imagine what was going to happen next.  
 
    “Well, welcome home. I’m sure you and Frotwoot’s family and friends have got quite the story to tell, but before you do, what do you say we go over to the castle, get some hot cocoa, and find ourselves a somewhat, um… friendlier room to sit down in and—” 
 
    “My name is Maeve Titania,” Maeve blurted suddenly, angrily, and without a trace of a blurt’s usual regret. “First and only daughter of King Riallo and Queen Oona, and rightful Princess of Fae. I came back to this world with Frotwoot Crossley to retake my life and my kingdom, and while I admit I did some things in the process I’m not proud of (like helping to found the Unseelie Court) it turns out I am still proud enough not to hide and skulk like some common thief when faced with the consequences of my actions. Because fie it, I am a princess, and whatever crimes I may have committed against you personally, and against the Seelie Court at large, I will accept responsibility for them like a princess, and that’s all there is to that!” 
 
    “… Okay,” Mab said carefully, retracting her offered hand to rest it lightly on the hilt of her sword as she took a step back. “Well…” 
 
    “And I’m sorry, too, I feel like I should add that!” 
 
    Mab stared at her for a moment, looked at Jack, Bunmi, Wes, Astrid, and Molly, glanced back through the window at her captains, and then finally raised her eyebrows as the eyes beneath them returned to Maeve and said, “It’s… nice to meet you, too?” 
 
      
 
    As the ice in the room was broken with the burst of laughter that followed, so too did the scene in Maeve’s memory, reforming into that of a nice sitting room in the castle at Tirnanogue. Everyone who’d been in or around the interview room was there too, and the ring portal from the evidence locker had been set up in the center of the room (minus the activation stone, in case the magic men tried to come through) so Frotwoot’s friend and fellow knight Oberon could examine it while most everyone else (including Frotwoot’s other friends and fellow knights Roebin and Thania, as well as his just-fellow knights Dame Megainn and Sir Ariel) talked and—yes—drank cocoa… 
 
      
 
    “—So what you’re tellin’ me is that Pix, Golly, and the kid went through this thing, but didn’t come back out the other side like they were supposed to, ” said Golroc, leaning forward in his seat to address Maeve. “And that’s why you’re all here, lookin’ for ‘em.” 
 
    “She’s telling all of us that, Rustigark, not just you,” the Snowflake (whom Maeve had since learned was actually named Sir Feeorin) sniped from the corner where he was sulking. 
 
    “That’s right, sir, yes,” said Maeve, still wondering in the back of her mind (especially now that she’d told Mab and the captains the full story of how she and Frotwoot had gotten to Seelie, and what they’d done once they’d gotten there) when someone was going to realize that they really ought to arrest her for treason. “I thought maybe Frotwoot just didn’t come through.” 
 
    “Do we know for sure that he did?” asked the phooka captain (whom Maeve had also since learned was actually named Dame Macha). “Maybe Sir Pixley and his squires all just went off on some personal quest somewhere, like Feeorin said.” 
 
    Feeorin nodded and held out his hands to her in pretentious gratitude. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t thank me, man. I still think you’re wrong about most of it.” 
 
    “What, you really believe these people are duineys? From Earth?” 
 
    “I don’t have to believe, I can see it.” 
 
    “Right, and what do you think?” Feeorin sneered, turning to the troll captain (whom Maeve had not learned the name of) only to find that he’d drifted off to sleep. “… Typical.” 
 
    “Aw, you’re just mad I got proof that I ain’t gone crazy and you gotta give me the Order of the Gecko back,” said Golroc. “I told you I saw Pix disappear into this thing!” 
 
    “Which answers the question of whether or not they did go through,” said Mab, glancing at Macha. “But not where they went afterward. Thoughts? Theories…? Anyone?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” said Golroc, slamming his empty mug down on the table in front of him and jumping to his feet. “Wherever it is they went, I’m going there to get ‘em back.” 
 
    “How?” asked Sir Ariel, who spoke so little Maeve had almost forgotten he existed. 
 
    “How? How else, Ari?” Goin’ the same way they went!” Golroc replied, indicating the ring portal. “You all heard it: Cute little Princess of the Unseelie Court here said the kid made this thing himself, and what’s that kid ever done that he ain’t screwed up?” 
 
    “Hey!” said Jack, while Bunmi confined herself to shooting Golroc a quiet, deadly glare over her mug as she took a sip of cocoa. 
 
    “ ‘Hey’ what? It’s the truth. Kid’s the worst swordsman we have, and he’s a faerie who can’t even fly. He’s a good kid, don’t get me wrong, but if he messed this thing up so’s it only worked right one way I ain’t gonna lie and say I’d be surprised.” 
 
    “You’re mean!” said Molly. 
 
    Golroc’s eye widened as he spun around to stare at her in shock, and he seemed too taken aback by being spoken to by a child in any tone other than respectful fear to even reply. 
 
    “While I don’t agree with Sir Golroc’s phrasing,” Mab cut in, before Wes and Astrid could have their say. “I have to admit it’s possible something involved with making this ‘ring portal’ went wrong. Frotwoot’s the only person in this world who could even make one at all, so if he didn’t get it exactly right then there’d be no one he could turn to for help, or to tell him.” 
 
    “How is that different than what I said?” muttered Golroc, indignant. 
 
    “I also agree with Sir Golroc that the only way to find out where they went—” Now it was Mab’s turn to set down her mug and get to her feet. “Is to go after them.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” said Feeorin. 
 
    “Oh, fie, Feeorin, everyone has been being serious every time you’ve said something like that, you’d think you’d learn!” Mab tried not (but mostly failed) to snap. Then, to the rest of the room and in a much nicer tone, “Now, I guess the only question is… who’s going?” 
 
    “Well, you know I am,” said Golroc immediately. “That’s my daughter and my best knight and squire team we’re talkin’ about. Geckos? Any of you in?” 
 
    “Well, of course, dear!” said Dame Megainn, looking up from her crocheting project to flash him a motherly smile. “Sir Ariel and I already came along this far to support you. It wouldn’t be a very good show of support if it ended early, now would it?” 
 
    Sir Ariel just nodded, but firmly. 
 
    “Yeah, I knew I could count on you two,” Golroc grinned. “Only reason I knew any of this was even going on was because you called me at home after the Snowflake-that-wants-to-be-a-Gecko left.” 
 
    “I knew it!” said Feeorin, bouncing up off the wall and looking outraged. 
 
    “What I’m really askin’ is, how’s about you younger Geckos?” Golroc went on, ignoring him. “I never did ask, but I’m guessin’ you tagged along because you heard something was goin’ on with your buddy Frotwoot. You still want in, now that it’s gotten dangerous?” 
 
    Oberon, Roebin, and Thania exchanged glances, but it was Roebin that spoke for all three of them, albeit nervously. “Yes, sit. We’ve faced danger with our friend Sir Frotwoot before, and… well, like Dame Megainn said, it wouldn’t mean very much if we weren’t willing to do it again.” 
 
    “That’s not what she said,” said Wes, startling him. 
 
    “Oh, uh, yeah, sorry, I meant more… you know, in essence.” 
 
    “She didn’t really say that in essence, either. What she said in essence was that your facing danger with our friend Crossley wouldn’t matter if you didn’t see it through.” 
 
    “Um… right, right! Yeah, of course! But, um… sorry, how is that different?” 
 
    “Because she was talking about one particular incident. What you’re talking about is a new, separate incident of danger-facing with, like, its own timeline in which you could or could not give up partway through and make it all worthless.” 
 
    “… I am?” 
 
    “Yep. What you’d wanna say, if you really wanted to get to the essence, was—” 
 
    “Oh honestly, Earth boy, it was close enough!” Thania butted in, because Roebin was visibly floundering. “You’re not even a knight, so why don’t you stop overthinking things that don’t need to be overthought and just shut up?” 
 
    “Hey!” said Astrid, jumping up and surging forward to get in the troll girl’s face. “Don’t tell him to ‘shut up’!” 
 
    “Yeah!’ 
 
    “Wes?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey!” said Jack, stepping at Bunmi’s urging before the fists started to fly. “Whoa! Hey! Why don’t we all shut up? Or at least get somewhere close to back on topic?” 
 
    “Good idea, Mr. Crossley,” said Mab, who (along with all the other adults from Seelie) had been looking as bemused by Wes’ ability to make an argument out of nothing as Maeve had been the first time she’d seen him do it. “So… everyone here from the Knightly Order of the Gecko wants to go, right? Okay, great. I love that. Duly noted, and I’ll take it into consideration, but don’t count on that being final. Mr. Crossley?” She turned back to Jack just in time to avoid the looks of anger she would’ve gotten from most of the Geckos (the “most of” coming into play because of Oberon, whose expression changed only slightly more often than a wax figure’s). “What about you and your wife? Do you want to stay here, or…?” 
 
    Jack looked back at Bunmi, who looked back at him extra meaningfully for a moment before standing up to say, “Your majesty… wherever our son has gone, that is where our family belongs. My husband, my daughter, and I will all be going.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I can’t guarantee that it’ll be safe. Maybe just your daughter can—” 
 
    “What, stay all alone on a world that isn’t her own? A world filled with dragons, and magic, and—and all sorts of other bizarre, dangerous things that have already almost killed my son more times than he thinks I know? No, your majesty. No thank you. I prefer to keep my children at arms’ length whenever possible, and in the same dimension as myself as often as same. Molly? You’d prefer to go, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Molly looked scared, but she nodded. 
 
    “And there you have it.” 
 
    “All right,” sighed Mab with a weary little chuckle, turning to Wes and Astrid. “And you two?” 
 
    “Duh,” said Wes, the resulting hit coming from Astrid to his arm almost before he’d even finished saying it. 
 
    “He means yes, please, your majesty,” Astrid translated (before getting back to the serious business of staring down Thania). 
 
    “Captains?” 
 
    “Pfft!” said Feeorin. 
 
    “I think we’d better stay here,” said Macha. “You know, to keep the city running.” 
 
    The troll captain just snored. 
 
    “All right,” said Mab, clapping her hands together. “Now that we know what everyone’s thinking, let’s start drawing up some plans; maybe think about doing some safety tests on this thing before we start putting people through, and basically just—” 
 
    “Wait, what about me?” said Maeve. “I wanna go!” 
 
    Mab looked at her sharply, and suddenly it felt as if her ignoring Maeve up to this point had been an act of mercy. “That’s not going to be happening.” 
 
    Maeve started to ask why, but closed her mouth again to rethink when she realized that the answer to that was obvious. “I’m not—! Okay, listen, queen, I know I have to answer for my crimes and everything, but before I do can I at least—?” 
 
    “No. I’m sorry. I’m not taking someone on a quest with me who I can’t trust to watch my back.” 
 
    “What, and you trust Wes to do that?” 
 
    “I trust him not to put a knife into it.” 
 
    “Wait wait wait,” said Dame Macha, kicking the troll captain awake to join her and Feeorin as they both perked up in alarm that last bit. “You’re going?” 
 
    Mab almost flinched, but was no doubt able to stop it due to her having almost certainly known this was coming. “Yes.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” said Feeorin. 
 
    Mab laughed and rolled her eyes in frustration. “Feeorin—” 
 
    “No, Mab, he’s right,” said Macha. “You’re the queen of the Seelie Court. You can’t just—” 
 
    “Wait, what’s happening?” asked the troll captain, earning himself another swift kick for interrupting. 
 
    “It’s too dangerous,” Feeorin took over. “It might not even be real. It might be an Unseelie Court trap, set by these strange people here who may have already taken three of our own. The girl’s already admitted she’s tried to kill you; maybe she wasn’t supposed to, maybe she just cracked.” 
 
    “Either way,” Macha jumped back in, casting a quick, “focus up” kind of look over her shoulder at Feeorin. “We can’t let you go. I’m sorry. We all know how you feel about Sir Pixley, but… y’know. Seelie has to come first.” 
 
    Mab frowned and nodded slowly for a moment, looking for all the world as if she’d been convinced, but then she grabbed the activation stone off the table, threw it to Maeve, and said, “All right, I guess we’ll plan later! Let’s go!” 
 
    There was a flurry of activity all around the room, and a cacophony of noise to accompany it as everyone sprang sporadically into action. Swords were drawn, warnings were shouted, furniture was flipped over, and scuffles broke out as people dodged and scrambled their way into the center of the ring, but what it all came down amidst all the chaos to was what happened right at the end, where Maeve dove forward, plunked down the activation stone, and switched it on. The three captains who weren’t Golroc cried out in surprised despair as the rest of the stones started to light up, the magical field of force they projected barring them from getting in, and the knights and queen who were inside the ring portal widened their eyes in just plain surprise—except for Oberon. 
 
    “Mm-hmm. There. That’s what I thought,” he nodded to himself, watching the progression of the lights with the same disinterest he seemed to watch everything in. 
 
    “What’s what you thought, Sir Oberon?” asked Mab. 
 
    “… What? Oh, just that Frotwoot 2 didn’t mess the portal up. Somebody added an extra circuit of amber that doesn’t quite fit the pattern. See? It bypasses the magic once it reaches that stone to take it along a new route. I also noticed how much thinner it was than the rest of the lines, and figured it couldn’t have been added by the same person who’d made the rest of the portal. Any handwriting good analyst would tell you that—” 
 
    “All right, shush!” Thania cut him off, grabbing him by the arm. “What does that mean? Is that good? Is that bad? Neutral?” 
 
    Oberon gawked at her thoughtfully a moment (“gawking” being his default mode of view), before answering, “I think it means Sir Feeorin was right. We’re going into a trap.” 
 
    Having heard this, Feeorin momentarily swelled with pride, but then urgently pushed it aside with a shake of his head to dash around the ring, twirl his sword around so that it was facing upside-down, and plunge it point-first into the final stone before it could light up, in what was undoubtedly meant to be a quick-thinking effort to save them from the trap. Unfortunately, Maeve knew from hard experience that saving them wasn’t what violently disrupting an active ring portal would do, but she barely had time to get out a “No!!! Wait!!!” before it was too late stop him, and the room around them had disappeared in an explosion of blinding amber light. 
 
    Sickeningly familiar sensations filled Maeve’s stomach as she tumbled through the formless ether, the teleportation spell that had been being cast by the stones of the ring having lost its intended coordinates—indicated by the runes, part of which, of course, had just been stabbed—but also having gotten too far into said spell not to teleport the people that had been caught up in it somewhere. For what can only be described as a relative eternity she wondered if she’d wind up falling into another dumpster in Chicago, but when the dizzying lights and darknesses that surrounded her had finally all faded and her soul had stopped being twisted around like a spaghetti noodle around the fork of Creation (again, that was the only way to describe it), it was to land shoulder-first in the middle of a thick, mossy forest. Several more landings (and exclamations of varying profanity) sounded all around her at approximately the same time, and she propped herself up into a sitting position to see that, yes, it was everyone who’d gone through the ring portal with her, and, yes, they all appeared to have made the trip safely. 
 
    “Is everyone all right?” asked Mab, wincing and touching the spot on her face where it had hit tree bark. There was a lot of groaning in reply, but it was all of the grudgingly positive type, so she nodded and turned to ask Maeve in particular, “Where are we?” 
 
    “What? I don’t know! The spell was interrupted, just like it was with me and Frotwoot! We could be anywhere!” 
 
    “Not Earth,” said Wes, holding up his cell phone and—apparently—not getting a signal. “… Maybe. Could be Amish country.” 
 
    “The cell phone satellites still fly over Amish country, doofus,” Astrid told him (pushing him off of her in disgust as she did, as if she hadn’t been the one to shriek and grab him while being teleported, and was in the fact the only one of the two of them who could be accurately considered to be “on” anyone). 
 
    “Nuh-uh. Why would they do that? The Amish don’t use them.” 
 
    “The people around them do.” 
 
    “What, in their own country?” 
 
    “… The Amish don’t have a country, Wes.” 
 
    “So why do they call it ‘Amish country’?” 
 
    “Because—Gah!!! What?!?!” 
 
    “Wait, weren’t you and Frotwoot separated when this happened to you?” Maeve was asked by Jack, who’d wrapped his arms protectively around his wife and daughter when the magic lights had started and had thus come out of their landing more the worse for wear, leaving Bunmi now to fuss over a nasty gash on his leg while Molly just stayed where she was and cried quietly into his chest. “Why are we all together? Not that I mind, it’s just… y’know. Wes is here. So that’s disappointing.” 
 
    “What?” Wes perked up, while Astrid raged. “Oh! Ha ha ha! Mr, Crossley, dude, you’re so funny! 
 
    Jack just glared at him, his eyes hooded. “… Uh-huh.”  
 
    “The separation between Frotwoot 2 and Princess Maeve probably only happened because the individual claiming to be The ‘Dryad’ interfered in the process,” Oberon chimed in, with all the music of a broken bell, and the excitement of one who’d just taken the bus to work for the fiftieth time. “Remember? According to Her Highness, he pulled Frotwoot 2 so forcefully in another direction that he ripped off his wings. No one was pulling on us, therefore: Here we are.” 
 
    “But where’s here?” Thania demanded impatiently, as if she genuinely thought someone knew and wasn’t telling her. 
 
    “No one knows, kiddo,” Golroc shrugged, as he finished helping Sirs Ariel and Roebin haul Dame Megainn out of a bush. “What say we go find out?” 
 
    It was a quick trek out of the trees, and when they got to the edge of them everyone fell silent and froze. Below them was a verdant green valley with a makeshift sort of village scattered across it, and the primitive people who inhabited it going about their lives. There were men, women, children, and animals, and with that kind of a cross-section it didn’t take long watching them milling around and listening to them talk for Maeve to come to a conclusion about where they were. “Okay, no, um… this is Earth,” she said softly, looking back to see the same, horrified realization reflected in the Crossleys’ and Starfishy Sky’s eyes. “Just not… modern Earth.” The Seelieans all furrowed their brows at this, clearly confused, so she clarified by adding, with just a hint of laughter in her sigh of despair, “We went back in time. We’re in the past.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Maeve’s memory of the next few weeks living in Earth’s Bronze Age—like every other memory so far—was filtered down for Frotwoot into just snatches of relevant information, going by in scenes and flashes and just general senses so brief he barely had time to register them. He saw that there were arguments in the group, of course, and there was whining and crying, but then there came the realization that this was where they were, this was when they were, and they were just going to have to figure it out. He saw them find and make a shelter in a cave system underground. He saw them hunt and forage for food. He saw them laugh and play, once they felt like doing that again. He saw Bunmi take out her phone and show everyone his baby pictures, even the ones in the bath (which was terrible, but not half so bad as when Wes took out his phone to show them the amateur “action movies” he and Frotwoot had made when they were twelve, and which only Frotwoot, it seemed, had the good sense to be ashamed of). He saw a clan of what appeared to be some kind of Celtic warriors ambush them one day in the woods. He saw a brief fight—mostly consisting of the knights protecting the non-knights—that ended when Wes took out a lighter, and, after failing to awe them with it (as apparently he wasn’t actually sure how to use one), switched to his phone to blast some very loud music at them, dropping them to their knees in fear… which, while impressive, and a nice ego boost for Wes, was nothing compared to their reaction when they saw their friends, who’d been struck down by the knights’ magic weapons, seemingly (but not really) came back to life. 
 
    After that, Frotwoot saw a somewhat different life for his family and friends. Mab, Bunmi, and Jack wouldn’t let them be worshipped by the clan, per se, but they did work out a system (similar to Ruth’s) where they would “magically” do chores for them (at night, so they couldn’t see how actually unmagical they were) in exchange for food, other supplies, and… er, not cursing them, which led to more or less the same thing. As a result, everyone was happy, everyone was fed, everyone was comfortable, and—most importantly—everyone was safe. 
 
    … That is, until the day they weren’t. 
 
    “I don’t know why I ever thought doing the laundry back home was such a pain,” Maeve remarked to Mab one clear, spring day as the two of them scrubbed clothes in a stream. “At least Ruth had a machine.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you mean.” Mab laughed. “I haven’t done my own laundry since I was elected, but if it was like this I don’t know if I ever would have done it at all.” 
 
    They scrubbed some more in silence for a moment, and then Maeve, who’d been wanting to say what she was about to say for some time now, but had only just now gotten the courage, said, “Mab?” 
 
    (No, that wasn’t all she’d wanted to say. There was more.) 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m really sorry I tried to have you killed.” 
 
    Mab stopped scrubbing and furrowed her brow at her, bemused. “I know. You said that.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this time I really am sorry.” 
 
    Mab snorted. “You weren’t before?” 
 
    “No! Isn’t that awful? I mean, I was kind of sorry, because I only did it thinking The Dryad was having me do it for the greater good of Seelie only for it to turn out he wasn’t, but now I’m sorry I ever thought your dying would be for the good of anything at all!” 
 
    “I see,” said, Mab, getting back to her work with a still-bemused smile. “Well, thank you, Maeve. I don’t think it would be very good if you died, either.” 
 
    “No, but see… that’s my whole point! You already thought that! You didn’t even let them execute my father, even when all the princes and princesses in the Elves were telling you to. Even when he tried to kill you! And with the kind way you’ve always treated me and everyone else since we’ve been here, and with the way everyone listens to you without your ever even having to shout… you deserve to be queen, Mab. You do. More than I ever did. And that’s why I’m sorry, because I was willing to do anything to take that away from you, just because I thought I was owed it. And now I know I’m not. Because of you. Because of the way you are. So, um… thank you.” 
 
    “I—No, Maeve, thank you,” said Mab, giving Maeve’s hand a squeeze as the wave of emotion that had just been unleashed made both of them start to cry. “I’m glad you like me now—even if it’s because you think I’m better than I am—because I like you, too.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. Once you overlook the whole ‘terrorist’ thing you’re pretty okay. I mean, I’ve never known born royalty to get down in the dirt and work like you do. And they way you are with Molly… I wish I was that good with little kids.” 
 
    “You don’t like kids?” 
 
    “No, I love them! I’m just not good with them.” 
 
    Maeve smiled and tried to take the compliment… but her conscience wouldn’t let her. “You want to know a secret?” 
 
    “Yes. Always.” 
 
    “I don’t like kids.” Maeve’s smile grew wider and she had to look away as Mab’s eyes lit up with scandalized delight. “I didn’t even really like Molly, at first. The only reason I started hanging out with her and reading her stories and things was because I thought it would help me get in good with Frotwoot. Now, though…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Now I’m starting to think Frotwoot’s just one of those things I thought I was ‘owed’. That I didn’t love him so much as I just thought, ‘He belongs to me, so I should have him’. I mean, I still like him as a friend, but the more I hear about him from the people who really know him, and the more I talk to Dr. Bunmi about it in our therapy sessions, it’s just… I don’t know. It feels different now.” 
 
    “Right,” Mab nodded thoughtfully. Then, after a sobering moment or two had passed, she said, “Was it the baby pictures? Because, just speaking for me, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to look at Frotwoot the same way again after seeing those. Oh, and those home movies…” 
 
    “Stop!” Maeve giggled, because said giggling was starting to get embarrassingly out of control. Ignoring her plea, Mab grinned and started to go over some of the highlights of the plot of the second movie (wherein Frotwoot had played Wes’ “love interest” in a ridiculous wig), but before she could do much more than merely mention the “kissing scene” (wherein they had put the wig on an obvious mannequin, and didn’t even try to use any camera tricks to hide the fact) a pair of shadows fell over them, and they looked up to see two magic men quietly standing nearby. Maeve immediately recognized them as the very same ones who’d been after them on Earth, but before she—or Mab—could do anything about it, a quick, vicious spell was cast and they were both knocked out cold. 
 
    Maeve’s next memory came stomping right on the heels of the last, as she found herself jerking awake in a small, unfamiliar room that looked like a cross between an office and a place to crash. Mab and everyone else from their group was there too, lined up and bound on their knees in glowing magical chains, and the wizard and witch who’d captured them were just sitting there watching them, the wizard hunched forward in a chair and the witch leaning on his back in a way that—despite their being colleagues—seemed anything but unprofessional… 
 
    “Good morning, everyone,” said the wizard, with a fox’s smile, while the witch played with the back of his hair. “We haven’t met all of you, but those of you we have, I trust you remember us?” 
 
    “Whoever you are, let us go,” said Mab, who was kneeling next to Maeve. “Or there will be consequences.” 
 
    “Ha!” the wizard laughed, while the witch tittered (for some reason, Maeve thought, it seemed like only women could titter; maybe it was the name). “Oh, really? Consequences from whom, dear queen? Yes, we know who you are. And we don’t care. Nothing you can actually do to us could be anywhere near as damaging as what your friends here did to our careers.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Maeve, because the last words had been sneered in her direction. 
 
    “What do you think, princess?” the witch chimed in, taking an angry step forward. “Did you think our allowing you to escape us wouldn’t come with consequences of its own? We were demoted! Disgraced! Assigned to a thankless scrying job monitoring conspiracy theorist reporters back on Magicka, watching them in case one of them accidentally cooked something up that got a little too close to the truth! Do you have any idea how humiliating that is for two experienced field sorcerers such as ourselves?” 
 
    “Geez, we’re sorry,” said Jack. “If we’d’ve known we would’ve let you catch us. Did you get to keep your health insurance at least?” 
 
    The sorcerers locked eyes for a moment, the wizard nodded, and in response the witch blasted Jack with a bolt of lightning that made him scream in pain. 
 
    “Jack!!!” cried Bunmi and a few others, all of them struggling to get up only to find that their chains didn’t move. It was as if they’d been physically stuck there, or embedded, right in the middle of the air. 
 
    “What do you want?” Mab demanded. “Is this about revenge?” 
 
    “Partly,” the wizard shrugged. “But mostly it’s just about getting our old positions as thrall hunters back.” 
 
    “Looks like you sick fyers already got it back, to me,” said Golroc (who, Maeve knew, had grown to like Jack a lot and seemed to be taking the abuse of his new friend almost as hard as he and his family was). 
 
    “Maybe… maybe they want to get back to working full-time,” said Jack, grinning even as he smoked. “More hours… means more benefits… y’know?” 
 
    “Jack,” Bunmi pleaded, but she needn’t have worried. The sorcerers seemed more bemused by him than annoyed. 
 
    “Now we see where the Archmage’s grandson gets it,” the witch murmured to the wizard, who nodded in agreement. Then, to everyone else (none of whom understood what that last remark had meant) she turned and said, “Technically, we’re not supposed to be here. But, when our office received an anonymous tip about Princess Maeve turning up in books regarding the history and folklore of ancient Ireland, a friend from our old coven passed it on to us in the hopes that it would help us get back to where we belong.” Again she turned to the wizard. “That reminds me, we really have to find some special way to thank him when we get back.” 
 
    “You could make him your cake pops,” the wizard suggested. 
 
    “Really? You think that’ll be enough?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. He loves your cake pops.” 
 
    “Does he?” the witch blushed, smiling and swatting at the air as if to knock the compliment away. “Ohhh!” 
 
    “Excuse me!” Bunmi cut in. “I hate to interrupt, but what is it you intend to do with us?” 
 
    “With you? The humans? Nothing. We’ll wipe your memories and send you back to Earth. You’ll forget everything you know about Seelie and Magicka and the people who inhabit them. Then—” 
 
    “Wait, even Crossley?” said Wes. ”I mean… Frotwoot?” 
 
    “Hmm, yes. Good point,” said the wizard, exchanging glances again with the witch. “We’ll have to create alternate memories for that. Maybe just make them think he died…” 
 
    “What?!?!” all five humans in the room (and Maeve and Mab) blurted at once. 
 
    “Shh!” said the witch, and then she and wizard moved over to the desk (the witch walking, the wizard rolling his wheeled office chair across the floor) to pull out a piece of parchment and start working something out. 
 
    “I don’t want to lose any memories of my son,” Bunmi whispered to Mab. “And I don’t want to think he’s dead.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Mab whispered back. “You won’t.” 
 
    “How?!” said Maeve, who was beginning to very keenly feel the wave of panic and desperation that was rising up inside of her. “How can you promise that? That’s—! I mean, do you have a plan, or—?” 
 
    “No,” Mab said gently, because somehow it seemed she could tell that Maeve was genuinely asking, when to everyone else it probably just sounded like she was doubting her (again, Maeve thought gratefully, the mark of a leader; the mark of a queen). “Not yet. But we have hope, and we have time. With those, we can—What… the… fie?“ 
 
    Those last three words came out involuntarily as Mab, Maeve, and the rest of them saw a small, person-like shape melting out from the wizard and witch’s shadows. When it was done, it looked like a three-foot tall male brownie, and after waving and grinning at them (with his unnervingly sharp teeth) he put a finger to his lips and melted over into another shadow that was pouring out from what appeared to be a bathroom. The wizard and witch glanced back over their shoulders at that point to see what was going on, but even though a few of the kids didn’t put on their poker faces on time there was nothing for them to see, so they just shook their heads and went back to spellcrafting. 
 
    “What was that?” hissed Maeve, to anyone who might know. 
 
    “It looked like an adorable little brownie boy,” said Megainn (who of course was a brownie herself). “And would therefore not be a ‘what’ or a ‘that’, dear’ but a ‘who’, or a ‘he’.” 
 
    “Oh, c’mon, Meg, she didn’t mean it racist,” Golroc chided her. “She meant what was that freaky thing that just happened that we all saw. Right, kid?” 
 
    “Well, yeah!” 
 
    “Does anyone know?” asked Mab. 
 
    Silence. And then: 
 
    “Oh, come now, love,” a soft voice came from behind them, prompting them all to twist their necks around to see the brownie boy reappear, a pill bottle in his hand. “Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of a brownie shadow-shifting, have ya’?” 
 
    “Shadow what?” said Megainn. 
 
    The brownie boy looked taken aback. “Oh… really? You mean to tell me you lot back on Seelie really don’t know you can walk in and out of the shadows?” 
 
    Megainn just shook her head and stared at him. 
 
    “Oh. Fie. Looks like I owe Sir Frotwoot an apology, don’t I? Well, you can, milady, and once I’ve got you free, I’ll—” 
 
    “You know Frotwoot?” said Molly. 
 
    The brownie furrowed his brow at her. “Oi, there, are you a brownie too? What’s wrong with your eyes?” 
 
    “Now see, that felt racist…” said Jack. 
 
    “We’re not… ‘brownies’, but we are Frotwoot’s family,” Bunmi interjected, to re-rail the derailed train that this conversation was starting to become. “Do you know him? Did he send you to help us? Is he—is he here?” 
 
    “Yes, no, not directly, and no again,” the brownie ticked off the answers to her three questions on his fingers. “I was sent by Lady Emmony after your… ‘son’ found mention of some of you lot being here in a book. She tipped off the sorcerers, and then transfigured me to my current height so I could tag along all sneaky-like in the shadows. She wasn’t sure there was going to be anything to it—which is why she didn’t bother him with it, what with him having more important things to do and all—but she figured she might as well send me along regardless, just in case doing so could add more friendly troops to our army; especially if one of those troops was Seelie’s queen.” 
 
    “So… you are here to help us,” said Mab, her brow furrowed in concentration as she decoded the meaning hidden behind his accent. 
 
    “Right you are! And I got a brilliant idea on how to do just that from our mutual friend Frotwoot, who told me, once, a story about how he’d been to one of these ‘magicians’ field offices’ before and lived to tell the tale… obviously, right? Seeing as he’d told me it, and—” 
 
    “Great!” said Mab, gritting her teeth as she smiled. “What’s the idea?” 
 
    “Oh, right, right, I was getting to that. Won’t work. See, in Frotwoot’s story there was a whole bottle of what’s called ‘koldiron tablets’ behind the bathroom mirror, but here there’s just toothpaste and—” 
 
    “So you can’t help us?” 
 
    “No! No! I absolutely can! Because just now I’ve gotten another idea, and I’m pretty sure it’ll work. Provided, of course, this lovely specimen of fenodoree beauty before me is game…” 
 
    “ ‘Fenodoree’?” said Astrid, to her new friend Thania. 
 
    “It’s the proper term for brownie,” Thania told her. 
 
    “What—?” said Bunmi, overhearing. “Look, I know we have similarly-colored skin, but I told you, we’re not—!” 
 
    “I didn’t mean you,” the brownie boy scoffed. “I meant her. With the pretty little dimples and the curves.” 
 
    Megainn—whose sedentary lifestyle as the knight at the front desk of the Knightly Order of the Gecko’s tower had indeed technically given her more “curves” than anyone else there—dropped her jaw as she realized he was talking about her, then recovered with a flirty smile and said, “Well, of course dear! What would you like me to do?” 
 
    “First of all,” said the boy brownie, his eyes twinkling. “Call me ‘Clod’.” 
 
    The next few minutes of Maeve’s memory were skipped for dramatic effect, and when the scene reset itself it was still in the magician’s field office, but the wizard and witch were done drawing up the plans for their spell and (after a celebratory kiss) turned back around to look at their prisoners… 
 
    “All right!” said the wizard. “All finished! This time tomorrow, you humans will wake up believing your son, brother, and friend was a completely normal human boy who died of a drug overdose. Now, there are still a few details we’d like your help with, such as which drug you’d think most likely to be the one responsible, but—” The wizard furrowed his brow and looked around, the sight of an empty pair of shackles hanging in the air no doubt confusing him. “Wait… where’s the brownie?” 
 
    As soon as he’d said that Megainn stepped (literally) out of the shadows to break a stool over his head, and before the witch could react Clod leapt out of the shadows near the ceiling to land on her back and knock her to the floor, before rolling away to melt into shadows Megainn had come from while she darted into some more near his. The sorcerers scrambled to get up, to fight back, only to be struck again from the shadows, and again, and again, Megainn and Clod moving violently in and out of them at terrifying speed until—finally—the sorcerers were knocked out. 
 
    “That was amazing!” said Mab, jumping to her feet with everyone else as the chains faded away right along with their caster’s consciousness. “We didn’t we ever know brownies could do this?” 
 
    “Oh, brownies knew,” Megainn said sweetly. “We’ve just always kept it a secret from the rest of you. You know, in case the wars ever started again and we needed a secret weapon.” 
 
    “Aha!” said Clod. “So that’s why Frotwoot didn’t know! See, I knew you were playing dumb before, because a woman as brilliant as you are could only be playing at it!” 
 
    “Oh, you’re sweet,” Megainn giggled. 
 
    “… All right,” said Mab, who—like everyone else—didn’t seem sure how to take this inter-generational weirdness that was developing in front of them. “So I guess we’re free! Thank you, Clod.” 
 
    “Wot? Oh. Right. My pleasure.” 
 
    “Where to now?” 
 
    “Well, way I figure it, we’ve got a few options, haven’t we?” said Clod, walking past to flick on a light and reveal a raised portion of floor filled with ring portals. “This one here goes back to Seelie. This one here goes to Earth. This one goes to Magicka, but in a big scary government building where if you turn up you’ll get nicked by the magic men for sure. And this one—the one this lot used—goes to the private ring portal they’ve got illegally set up at their residence. Also in Magicka, but much safer. So?” He looked around at Frotwoot’s family and friends. “Where we going?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “… And that’s how we got here,” said Maeve, taking back her hand while a fast-forwarded, final blur of fragmented memories shot through Frotwoot’s head like a broken film strip, showing Maeve flying away from the aforementioned sorcerers’ residence (i.e., beach house) to first hook up with Emmony, Pixley, and Golly downtown, then with a freshly un-transfigured Clod as he roared up next to them in his camper (somehow having driven fast enough to catch up with a girl in flight), and then finally with Frotwoot as they saved him from The Archmage/Dryad. “And you know, it’s a good thing that execution you stopped was on the news—and that the magic men left their TV on—or else me and Clod never would have known where to—” 
 
    “Wait! What?!” said Frotwoot, trying to sit bolt upright but finding (after his recent magical ordeal) he still lacked the strength. “What the fie, Maeve?! You skipped a part! Where’s my family?! Where’s my friends?! Where’d everyone go?!” 
 
    Maeve smiled slyly and looked toward Clod, who waggled his eyebrows back at her. 
 
    “What? What’s that? Why’re you—?” 
 
    “… They wanted it to be a surprise,” Maeve shrugged, when it became clear she couldn’t avoid the question any longer. As soon as she said that, some inner reserve within Frotwoot kicked into gear, and he was able to launch himself up and (clumsily) forward to fall near Clod’s feet, and then drag himself up into the passenger seat. 
 
    “Faster, dude!” he said desperately to the brownie driver. “Go faster!” 
 
    Somehow Clod complied, and while Frotwoot’s heart was pounding all the way to the beach house it fell as if it would break free of his chest when they got there. Dodging any and every hand that reached out to help, Frotwoot hurtled out of the camper to fall face-first into the sand, but he got right back up and ran toward the house, the front door swinging open for his mother, his father, and his sister to burst out and meet him halfway. If they said anything, he didn’t hear it. If anything looked different about them, he couldn’t see it. All he could focus on was getting to where they were, and once he had, and had wrapped all three of them in the biggest, tightest hug he could manage, all he could think about was never letting them go. 
 
    He did eventually let them go, of course. He had to. You always had to. But when he did, even though he could barely stand up on his own, he felt strong enough now to take The Dryad on all over again. 
 
    And this time (thought Frotwoot, as he knelt down to give Molly a better, more individualized hug, because she’d been too short to fully appreciate the other one)… he’d win. 
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    “So what now?” Mab asked the warlocks (which now included Frotwoot) once they’d finished updating her, Golroc, Frotwoot’s parents, and all the other adults on the whole “war with the Archmage” situation. Pixley was there too, of course, sitting on Mab’s shoulder and gazing up at her adoringly, Golly was whispering back and forth with Bunmi, who (so far) seemed to just love her, and Molly was trying not to fall asleep in Frotwoot’s lap, but Frotwoot didn’t know where everyone else in the sorcerers’ beach house was. He’d just been dragged down to a meeting here in the living room after getting out of one of the bathrooms, and who had been there had just been there (he could definitely see why Wes wasn’t there, though). “Is there a plan?” 
 
    “No, your majesty,” sighed Elizora. “I’m afraid not. Not even the beginnings of one. So if anyone has any ideas—any ideas at all—please, feel free to share them.” 
 
    There was a long, somewhat dispiriting silence after that, but then Frotwoot broke it with (the still not particularly “spiriting”), “So what, like… everything we did trying to get the staff just doesn’t matter now? There’s no way to salvage it?” 
 
    “Hmm… essentially,” said Emmony, after thinking about for a moment. 
 
    “But not entirely,” the stickler warlock chimed in. 
 
    “Wait, what?” asked Frotwoot, looking between them with his brow furrowed as Emmony gave the stickler a “shut up” kind of look. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” said Emmony. “Just something we discussed before you got here.” 
 
    “Yeah? Cool. What is it?” 
 
    “Nothing, dear. That’s why we’re not discussing it now. The chances of it helping are—” 
 
    “What, better than all the other chances we’ve got?” Frotwoot looked around the living room in disbelief. “Dude, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the tree guy’s winning right now. Heck, he’s pretty much won. So if you’ve got something that might help, then… you know, Elizora’s right, man, anything goes. Even the things you think are ‘nothing’. Because if we don’t figure something out, here (and soon), he’s gonna take over not just this world, but all our worlds, and make them suck as much as he does. And guys, let me tell you, I know from experience: He sucks a lot. So what is it, Emmony? Rule guy? What are you holding back?” 
 
    “I’m not—!” 
 
    “Yeah you are. Come on. We’re desperate. Stop being weird.” 
 
    “Oh my—!” Emmony laughed, shaking her head (while the stickler warlock muttered next to her, “Rule guy?”). “Frotwoot, darling, it’s literally nothing! We just realized that even though Dryadia had destroyed most of the statues, he couldn’t destroy the few public ones, which means that the trials’ magic and line of authorization are both still intact. They just don’t lead to anything, because the way your grandfather set it up is so that penultimate statue is supposed to take you to the final one—no magic waypoints involved—and that statue is gone.” 
 
    “So if Frotwoot can get to the last statue—” Golly began. 
 
    “—He can still get the staff,” Pixley finished, while the other Seelieans and humans all just looked confused. 
 
    “Yes, technically he can,” said the stickler, nodding solemnly. 
 
    “But he can’t, so I don’t know why we’re wasting time talking about it!” said Emmony. 
 
    “A lot less time might have been wasted if you’d just been more forthcoming, my dear,” Elizora pointed out. 
 
    “Mm, yes, and as I said before, Frotwoot would be holding the staff right now if he hadn’t had to rescue you, ‘my dear’, so why don’t you just—” 
 
    “Hey!” Frotwoot snapped, some of the intended impact lost by the fact that he couldn’t jump up as he said it, pinned as he was in place by his snoring little sister. “No! No more of that ‘magic mean girls’ stuff, you two! Not right now! Okay? Please, just—” 
 
    “When the staff disappears,” said Pixley, standing up on Mab’s shoulder (at which she point she took a turn to gaze adoringly at him). “Where does it go? Does it go to wherever the last Archmage’s statue is?” 
 
    “… Yes,” the girthy warlock said at length, glancing at his fellow warlocks for confirmation—only to get it from the stickler, as the two women were busy glaring at each other just then. 
 
    Pixley smirked thoughtfully (as really only he could) at Frotwoot. “The arrow went there.” 
 
    “The what?” said Emmony. 
 
    “Oh yeah!” said Golly, jumping up. “The arrow!” 
 
    “What’re you three idiots talking about?” Golroc sighed, insulting them fondly (as really only he could). 
 
    “When she rescued me, Maeve shot an arrow at the staff and knocked it out of the tree guy’s hand,” Frotwoot explained, even as he figured it out himself. “And when the staff came back—” 
 
    “The arrow was still there,” said Pixley. 
 
    “So?” said Emmony. 
 
    “So that’s something!” said Frotwoot. “Right?” 
 
    “The teleportation spell surrounding the staff likely just thought the wood of the arrow was part of it,” said Elizora, looking quite pleased at Emmony’s obvious pleasure. “And while that’s very interesting, I don’t see how we could make that work for us.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Emmony cut in sharply. “Which is why I think we should focus on ways to utilize the faerie queen, here. As my Magi colleagues here know, the spell of enthrallment the Tuatha Danaan go through during transfiguration is—” 
 
    “Wait!” Frotwoot exclaimed, moving Molly off of him so he could jump up this time (and wondering, sadly, how she’d gotten so big). “I do!” 
 
    Emmony had clearly about had it at this point. “You do what???” 
 
    “I know how we can make it work for us! Come on!” 
 
    As Frotwoot dashed off through the house, everyone (everyone, that is, but Molly and Megainn, because the former was asleep and the latter didn’t like to move if she didn’t have to) followed close behind him, many of them (but especially Emmony) taking turns asking him to stop and tell them where they were going and getting no answer in reply. When they got there, Frotwoot thought, it would be clear enough, so why should I stop? And anyway, in the time it took for him to think that, they were already there. 
 
    “Maeve!” he said, skidding to a stop outside the open bay-windowed guest room she’d holed up in with Wes, Astrid, Thania, Roebin, and Oberon to—apparently—play the role-playing game Knights of the Seelie Court. How Oberon had gotten a copy of it would have been unclear, if the fact that he always inexplicably seemed to have it with him hadn’t already been well established, but either way Frotwoot wouldn’t have cared, because he was here for something much more important right now. “Hey, do you still have that little magical backpack I gave you before you left Seelie? The one with all the stuff I wanted you to take home for me?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” said Maeve, furrowing her brow and revealing (by taking it off) that she was actually currently wearing it. “I hope you don’t mind, but I put some of my makeup in there, too. Here.” 
 
    “Thanks!” Frotwoot took it from her and briefly turned away from the prying eyes all around him to open it up, because he knew if he didn’t one of the enchantments on it would have made the inside of it look just like a normal backpack. The other enchantment on it, of course, was what made it not a normal backpack, but one that held far more than should have been possible. A fine cloud of beige makeup dust hit Frotwoot in the face as soon as he opened it, earning him an apologetic wince from Maeve, but he ignored it and soldiered on, diving in and digging deep through his various belongings from Seelie (clothes, records, magazines, his knight’s uniform, a case of Green Lady soda) to find the one item he was looking for, the thing that had inspired this mad rush. While he was digging, though, he said, “Hey, what’re you guys doing back here, anyway? We’re having, like, a super-important meeting.” 
 
    “Your mom and dad said I couldn’t come,” Wes said ruefully. 
 
    “Yeah, and they asked me to keep an eye on him. You know… because it’s Wes.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Makes sense. What about you guys?” Wes asked Maeve and his fellow squire-age knights (while pausing in his search to admire one of those little photo booth film strips he and Golly had gotten on one of their first dates, before handing it to her to admire, before Bunmi took it, probably to keep forever). 
 
    Wes scoffed. “Pfft! How does that make sense?” 
 
    “Well, you know, I just… didn’t really feel comfortable with all the, um… you know, magic men in there,” Maeve replied, ignoring Wes’ question (as everyone had silently agreed to do just then, out of a mix of kindness and pity) but obviously not Frotwoot’s. “No offense!” 
 
    “None taken,” Elizora assured her warmly (while the other magic men clearly took at least some offense). “You’re not the first person from Seelie I’ve met to feel that way. But I promise you, we’re the good ones.” She glanced at Emmony, then held up a hand to not-really-hide the fact that she was pointing the index finger of her other hand in her direction. “Well, most of us.” 
 
    “Cool. Racism. What about you guys?” Frotwoot asked the pseudo-squires again, as Maeve giggled, Emmony rolled her eyes, and Elizora successfully charmed yet another traumatized Seeliean to her side. “You just wanted to play the game real bad, or…?” 
 
    Thania, Roebin, and Oberon looked down at their dice and character sheets in obvious embarrassment (though, ironically, not at the fact that they had dice and character sheets in front of them). 
 
    “Go on, you morons, tell him!” Golroc sneered, no fondness in that insult at all. “Tell him why I didn’t let you come into the meeting! You’re gonna love this, hero!” 
 
    “… Well, it was all Roebin’s fault, really,” said Thania after a long, thoughtful silence wherein it had almost looked like none of them were going to cave in and throw any of the other two under the bus. “If he hadn’t been trying to flirt with those duiney girls—” 
 
    “I wasn’t flirting with them!” Roebin protested. 
 
    “Oh, really? Then why were you telling them you were the big, bad, Pixie gangster Puck?” 
 
    “I was—” Roebin glanced at the bemused adults watching him from the doorway in horror, then averted his eyes from looking at any of them for possibly the rest of his natural-born life. “I was just trying to protect my identity…” 
 
    “Right. Of course. That’s why you told them ‘Puck’ was just your ‘street name’ the next day, and that ‘Roebin Güdvello’ was your real name, in case any of them wanted to get to know ‘the real, more sensitive’ you after your whole macho tough guy act didn’t fool them one bit. After all, what better way to keep one’s identity a secret than to tell it to people outright?” 
 
    “Okay, well, hey, it’s not like you guys were any better! Who did you say you were again, Thania?” 
 
    “I didn’t say I was anyone,” Thania shot back, but with a noticeable tinge of nervousness. “They simply… confused me with someone else.” She turned to Frotwoot now, who had paused in his search to watch. “You see, when Oberon was telling the peasants about our world, he mentioned that there were in fact two members of faerie royalty there with us, Queen Mab and Maeve Titania. So when they heard my name they lumped it in with ‘Titania’, and—” 
 
    “And you let them think you were queen of the faeries,” Roebin finished for her, accusingly. 
 
    “Well, yes! It would be rude not to!” 
 
    Roebin furrowed his brow and held out his hands, flabbergasted. “How would it be rude not to?” 
 
    “Because it would!” She turned to Frotwoot again, this time pleadingly. “Right?” 
 
    “For the record, I didn’t tell anyone I was the king,” Oberon interjected, while Frotwoot just laughed and went back to digging. “They asked if I was, and Thania and Roebin both jumped in and said yes.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” asked Pixley, laughing a little at the situation himself (but more quietly, as was his way) and shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I think Roebin thought being best friends with the king of the faeries might improve his chances, and Thania thought that she could make some of the duiney boys she was trying to impress jealous and more likely to fight for her if they thought she was already in a relationship with someone.” 
 
    “What?! That’s ridiculous!!!” said Thania. 
 
    “I know. That’s what I told you, but you kept pushing it.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Golroc broke up the fight that was brewing as Thania opened her mouth to start yelling and Oberon continued to stare impassively off into space. “So, pretty much the message to take home from all that is that these yahoos couldn’t come to the meeting because they were the reason the sorcerers were able to find us on Earth in the first place. If they hadn’t gone blabbin’ to the locals—yeah, yeah, that’s includin’ you, Oberon, bein’ a big fat know-it-all and tellin’ ‘em all about our world like you did—we never would’ve made into the history books, and we’d—” 
 
    “—And we’d still be there,” Mab reminded him gently. “But you’re right, Rocky, they should have been more careful. You will be the next time we go on a time travel adventure to another dimension, won’t you, my knights?” 
 
    “Yes, my queen,” the three of them droned in unison (Thania doing so with more attitude than was probably appropriate). 
 
    “Great. Awesome. Lesson learned. Now, Frotwoot, as much as I love suspense, we’ve been standing here waiting for you to get the point for quite a while, so what are you—?” 
 
    “Got it!” Frotwoot exclaimed as if in answer, though in truth he hadn’t really been paying much attention to her. The “it” he was referring to was The Dryad’s Holy Grimoire, a thick, leatherbound book of spells, diary entries, observations, doodles, and lewd drawings that The Dryad had left behind from when he’d had a body of his own, and which Frotwoot now held in his hand. Flipping through the pages as he scrambled back up to his feet, Frotwoot found the particular spell he was looking for and brought it over to the other warlocks to show them. “Look! See? It’s the spell the tree guy used to become a tree guy!” 
 
    “… Yes?” said Elizora, raising her eyebrow at him uncomprehendingly. “And?” 
 
    “Do you think we could make it work with the transfiguration chamber? But, just like, a little of it, not the whole thing?” 
 
    “What are you—?” Elizora began, but then comprehension suddenly came to her, raising both her eyebrows in the process. “Oh! Oh, yes, I see! Yes, I do believe we could! Couldn’t we?” She directed this last to the other warlocks, and as realization dawned on each of them in turn the excitement she felt seemed to be catching. “But then what? We’ll still need to get you close to it.” 
 
    “Yeah, no, you’re right, we need a plan,” Frotwoot agreed. Then, with a sly smirk over his shoulder, “Oberon?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You got a plan?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Frotwoot’s face dropped, and with it all its slyness. “Wait, what?” 
 
    “Why would I have a plan?” 
 
    “Because you always have a plan!” 
 
    “Right. On Seelie. This isn’t Seelie. And, not only that, since I wasn’t allowed into the meeting—” Oberon shot Golroc a sideways glance at this point, though whether it was meant to be fearful, defiant, accusing, or something else entirely, his utter lack of expression made it impossible to tell, “ —I barely even understand the situation.” 
 
    “… All right,” Frotwoot said carefully, turning back to the warlocks. “Guys? Yeah, hey, um… I know you don’t know him, but this guy’s really good at making plans, so if you wanna, just, like… I don’t know, fill him in on everything real quick, then maybe we could—” 
 
    “Oh, for Mage’s sake,” said Emmony, stepping forward to grab Frotwoot by the hand, and then to grab Oberon by the hand as well, so that—once again, through the magic of memory transference—several weeks’ worth of information was shared from their minds to his. “There!” she said when it was finished, snatching both her hands back to rest them on her hips (and, Frotwoot couldn’t but notice, to wipe the hand that had been touching Oberon’s always clammy skin off on her dress). “How’s that, then? Is that enough information to help make up a plan?” 
 
    For a long time, Oberon just sat there and blinked. Then, pulling out a pen and a piece of paper, he shook his head and said with a long, somehow bored yawn as he got to work, the once-in-lifetime magic he’d just experienced apparently having left him as unimpressed as everything else in his life, “No. That should be good.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    As it turned out, Oberon still needed some help fleshing out the details of what he had in mind (he likened it to “creating a game campaign in a new setting you’ve only heard of, but haven’t bought the expansion for”, a comparison that Frotwoot was mortified to realize he completely understood), as well as to make sure everyone involved could actually do what he wanted them to do, so it wasn’t as simple as just handing the planning off to him and doing what he said. Not this time. No, this time Frotwoot had to sit down and work out with him, along with Mab, Pixley, Golroc, Maeve, and all the other warlocks and knights. This meant drawing up maps, creating secondary plans in case the first plan went awry, filling out character sheets, for some reason (apparently Oberon had trouble thinking of people as anything but a collection of skills, feats, and attribute points—which again, was a concept that Frotwoot hated that he understood), and all the other boring stuff Frotwoot had always somehow managed to dodge whenever he, Oberon, and their friends had saved the day. 
 
    This went on for quite a while, but then Bunmi came in to tell them Clod had brought home some dinner and that it was finally time to take a break. Rushing the door with the best of them, Frotwoot was beaten into the hallway only by the girthy warlock, and probably would have been second to the table as well if Bunmi hadn’t grabbed him by the arm and said, “Frotwoot, dear? May I speak with you for a moment?” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded even as his heart dropped into his (alas, very empty) stomach. He’d known this talk was coming; he just didn’t know it would be quite so soon. 
 
    “Jack?” she called down to the now-crowded dining room, keeping her hand firmly on Frotwoot’s arm as if she thought he might run away. Waiting and on cue, Jack slipped out and appeared from among the hungering masses, quietly joining his wife and son as the former led them all out onto the beach, none of them speaking until they’d walked a fair distance from the house, at which point Bunmi said, “Frotwoot? Do you remember when I made you promise me not to get involved in any more dangerous things?” 
 
    Even though that was exactly what he’d been expecting to hear, the sound of it still made Frotwoot slightly sick. “Yeah, mom, I do. And I’m sorry, really, I tried, it’s just that these worlds aren’t like our worlds, and—” 
 
    “No no no,” Bunmi cut him off, smiling as she tapped a finger against his lips. “An apology is not what I am wanting out of this conversation, Frotwoot. Not from you. No, it is I who am sorry.” 
 
    “… You?” 
 
    “I know, I can’t believe it either,” Jack muttered, flinching almost automatically as Bunmi swatted his arm. 
 
    “Yes, me,” Bunmi said firmly, but still smiling. “I was wrong to ask that of you. I thought at the time that I was simply doing my duty as your mother, but after living and speaking with all these wonderful people who knew and fought beside you as a knight, I realized that I was actually doing just the opposite. My duty isn’t just to protect you; it’s to help you become the best possible person you can be. Even if it scares me. Even if it means I have to share you with your destiny. Even if it means I have to let you get hurt.” 
 
    “So… you’re not mad that I went back to being a knight?” 
 
    “No, I’m furious!” Bunmi laughed. “But I know now that that’s just me being selfish, so… I will cope. And I will support you, and be proud, even as I am worried for you, and frustrated.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” said Jack. 
 
    “Oh hush, Jack, we all know you love it!” Bunmi fake-scolded him, her grin as she said it really emphasizing the “fake”. “Your son is an action hero. You look in the mirror and repeat it to yourself all the time!” 
 
    “Well, yeah! Of course I do! It’s awesome! That’s doesn’t mean I’m not worried sometimes!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, dad,” said Frotwoot. 
 
    “Aw, it’s all right man. At least I’m worried because you’re out there doing good things and not something bad, like, you know… joining a gang, or a… a boy band or something.” 
 
    “I was in a gang.” 
 
    “Yeah. Called ‘the Pixies’. Doesn’t count. Too lame.” 
 
    “Me and Wes tried to start a boy band once, too. Remember? When we were ten, and we—?“ 
 
    “Yes, I remember. How could I not? It was a dark time for all of us. But that’s all over now, and maybe, someday, somehow… I may even be able to forgive you.”  
 
    “What about Molly?” asked Frotwoot, shaking Jack’s joke away with a literal head shake and a snort. “What does she think?” 
 
    “The same thing she’s always thought,” said Bunmi. “That she has a wonderful big brother who she misses very much.” 
 
    “And who sometimes is a poopy head,” Jack added. 
 
    “Yes, that too,” Bunmi agreed. 
 
    “Are you guys worried about what’s next? About… you know, the tree guy, and what I’m gonna have to do?” 
 
    “Of course we are,” said Bunmi. “And if you didn’t have to do it, we would most certainly beg you not to. But we know that isn’t the case, so, we’ve decided to let you know that we’re proud of you. And that we stand behind you. No matter what.” 
 
    “Yeah, ditto,” said Jack. 
 
    “ ‘Ditto’?” Bunmi repeated in disbelief. “No. No no. Say something of your own, Jack.” 
 
    “You already said everything!” 
 
    “Really? I said everything you could possibly think to say to your son that you haven’t seen in almost a year?” 
 
    “All right, um…Frotwoot? I love you?” 
 
    “What, that’s it?” 
 
    “Bunmi… that’s everything.” 
 
    The conversation continued in that banterish vein all the way back up the beach house, where they found Golly sitting on the porch waiting for them. 
 
    “Hello, Golrocca,” said Bunmi. “Did you eat?” 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Crossley.” 
 
    “Are you sure? You don’t look as if you’ve ever eaten. Frotwoot, why is your girlfriend so skinny? Do you make her feel self-conscious about her weight?” 
 
    “All the time, yeah,” Frotwoot smirked, as took Golly’s hand to help her to her feet. “Hey, fatty, what’s up? Everything okay?” 
 
    Golly took a second to laugh and shake her head, but then went right back into serious mode as she told him what she’d seemed to be waiting to tell him, “Yeah, no, um… we just got word that The Dryad’s moving the invasion up to tomorrow. And he’s going after both Seelie and Earth at the same time.” 
 
    “What?! Seriously?!” 
 
    “Yeah. So they turned dinner into a ‘dinner meeting’. They told me to keep an eye out for you and bring you back as soon as I could so we can get back to figuring out the plan.” 
 
    “All right,” said Frotwoot, rubbing his hand across his face and glancing over at his parents. “You guys okay? You wanna come sit with us, or—?” 
 
    “Oh no,” said Bunmi, forcing her frown back into a smile as she leaned into her husband for support. “No, I think the less we know about what you’re going to do the better.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack nodded in agreement, pulling his wife in tight. “But hey, y’know… if you need any help thinking up any violence-related puns or one-liners, I’m always here.” 
 
    “Okay,” Frotwoot forced a smile of his own and tried to make it look natural, but it really wasn’t a very good try. He was feeling pretty worried all of a sudden, too. He’d thought they’d have more time before everything went down, but now… 
 
    “Hey,” said Bunmi, holding out her free arm. “Come here.” 
 
    Frotwoot didn’t have to be told twice, and as his parents wrapped him up in their hug he whispered, “Gosh, I love you guys.” 
 
    “We know. We love you, too,” said Bunmi. 
 
    “Hey, say your own thing,” said Jack. And as the hug broke up—as the Crossley family’s group hugs usually did—with the sounds of laughter, Frotwoot reached out to Golly, pulled her in for her own, only slightly awkward mini-hug, then took her by the hand and waved goodbye to his parents as they broke off and marched inside to spend the rest of the night figuring out how to save the world(s). 
 
    (“And I love you too,” he told Golly, now that his parents weren’t there to razz him about it, and she kissed him in reply.) 
 
    * * * 
 
    The news cycle in Magicka the next day was packed with propaganda and carefully-edited images of impending war, reporters and their cameramen running around to capture the departure of the first wave of enthralled troops to both Seelie and Earth. Impossibly handsome and/or beautiful Magi “generals” gave charming interviews next to the Tower of Sorcery’s ring portal pads, answering questions so safe and easy it would probably be more accurate to call them “tee ball” questions than “softball” ones. More flags than there were people below them waved throughout the capital city, seemingly having sprung up from the sides of the buildings like morning glories overnight, while “impromptu” performances by the “normal citizens of Magicka” of some kind of global anthem broke out in the streets. Famous movie stars and musicians gave the war their full endorsement and support. Little buckets of mono-colored plastic army men (with one mage to every twenty or so Seeliean) filled the stores. And the Archmage himself, sitting safely in his office, gave several, stirring televised addresses about how great he was and thus—by extension—how great all of those watching were, as well. 
 
    It was clear that The Dryad thought Frotwoot and his friends weren’t a threat to him anymore. But deep on the internet, away from the strictly-curated information being presented by the State, it was equally clear that he was wrong. 
 
    From Frotwoot’s blog, a call to action went out to everyone still opposed to the war. The sorcerers shut it down within minutes, as was to be expected, but not before it was copied, and shared, and spread far and wide, reaching the eyes of everyone who’d gone looking for it, gone looking for some spark of sanity in all the madness that was surrounding them. It reached teenagers, it reached adults; it reached people old enough to remember the last time they’d had a war, and how little it had been worth it. And while the call wasn’t always answered—either out of fear, or apathy, or something else—it was heard, and so it was that the streets around the Tower of Sorcery were filled that day with hundreds of silent protesters in hooded, dark red cloaks, waiting to do whatever it was that needed to be done. 
 
    And so it was… that there were warlocks. 
 
    “—And there you have it,” every on-the-spot reporter in the tower said into their respective cameras as the interviews wrapped up, each of them reading from an identical, approved script as they did. “For the glory of Magicka, the war goes forward, and soon the lesser beings of our universe will see—though at first they might resist—that what is for the glory of Magicka, is for the glory of aaaAAALLL!!!” 
 
    That last part, of course, hadn’t been in the script, and varied by reporter, but was the result of something being hurled through one of the ring portal room’s many windows; something that looked very much like the cartoon version of a bomb. When everyone had stopped panicking and actually stopped to look at it, though, they saw that it was just a globe, and before they could do much more than wonder why someone would throw a globe through the window the magic within it activated, and the living image of Mab—projected, via the globe, from somewhere else—appeared in the middle of the room to say, “Hi.” 
 
    No one said “hi” back of course, but she still paused to give them a chance before smirking as if at some private joke (something Frotwoot had noticed she did a lot) before continuing. “My name’s Mabbilene Ellylon, and as the duly-elected queen of the Seelie Court I’ve come to free my people. While normally I’d try do to this with a sword, I’ve been told there’s a better way, a way that might actually result in my succeeding. You see, apparently—and I’m talking to the Tuatha Dryadia now—you’ve all been put under an ‘enthralling’ spell to make you more docile towards those who have put themselves in authority over you. The thing is, though, you were already under an enthrallment spell; we all were, and still are, and have been ever since The Dryad ‘created’ us. It’s a much softer version, more like subliminal programming than actual magic, but still magic nonetheless. 
 
    “Essentially, it’s a spell that makes us naturally defer to those we call our kings and our queens. The Dryad included it because before he pretended to be our god, he pretended to be our liberating king, and he later extended it to apply to all the kings and queens of Seelie, so that he could continue to control our fates from within the great tree he made of his original body, subtly manipulating our leaders through the soon-to-be amber-laced crowns he left behind. 
 
    “And clearly, that worked for him. It worked for a long time. Too long. But then the Elven system of government came into being, the Seelie Court was formed, and for the first time in our great world’s history, we chose our kings. We chose our queens. Personally, now that I’ve learned about all of this, I like to think that’s because, deep down, in our heart of hearts, we knew the spell we were under, and our spirits rebelled against it, as much as they could. We grabbed as much freedom for ourselves as we could grab. Now, I don’t know if that’s true, but… wouldn’t it be amazing if it was? And wouldn’t you want to do it again, and again, until we, the people of the Seelie Court, were just as free as we could be? 
 
    “Well, my friends… here’s your chance: Because while the new spell of enthrallment you’ve been put under here is undeniably powerful (and evil), the old spell is a part of you. Baked into your very being. And I’m told that in theory that means it should overrule the newer enthrallment spell; any enthrallment spell, no matter how strong it might be. Something just has to activate it first, by making the old spell contradict the new one so that one of them has to take precedence. And guess who here has the power to activate it?” Mab smiled a suddenly mischievous smile, and you could almost hear the Magi, as one, pull in a sharp intake of breath as it spread across their TV screens. “That’s right. Me. So, without any further ado… here goes: 
 
    “Citizens of the Seelie Court: This is your queen! And I hereby command you… to be free. Run, fight… whatever you’re able to do, be free, and never let these wicked women and men who’ve so arrogantly set themselves above you take your freedom from you again. And if you need help… well, just hold on. Because I’m on my way.” 
 
    And with the that, the image from the globe faded, and the much larger world it represented in miniature froze, everyone from the wealthiest magic man to the lowliest faerie thrall just waiting to see what would happen next. 
 
    Then, right there in the Tower of Sorcery, a troll balled up his fist… and the first punch was thrown. 
 
    As chaos erupted everywhere in Magicka where Seeliean thralls had heard the voice of their queen, outside the tower Elizora, Emmony, the rule guy, and the girthy warlock quickly added to it by rising up from among the scarlet-robed crowd that they’d assembled to point at the walls, throw off their hoods, and say, “Now!”. All at once, spells battered the tower like cannonballs, breaking through its thick black stones bit by bit, and while the sorcerers outside did their best to stop it. there were just too many against them for their “best” to do any good at all. 
 
    While the assault continued without, the uprising raged within, the Seelieans turning on the sorcerers who’d taken, chained, and changed them with such fury that if the people at TV networks hadn’t already cut the feed at the first sign of violence then they’d probably have been facing a pretty hefty standards and decency fine. As promised, about halfway through the battle Mab joined them, flying in through the first breach the warlocks had made in the walls with Golroc, Golly, Roebin, Oberon, Thania, Megainn, Ariel, and Clod ready to fight alongside her, and her mere presence somehow seemed to turn the tides of battle even more in her peoples’ favor than they’d already been flowing, emboldening and galvanizing them in a way that was truly fearsome to behold. If things kept going like they were, no rational mind could doubt that the Seelieans would win. Magic or no magic, the numbers were too unequal, the gap between the combatants’ passion for their causes too great. It was really only a matter of time. 
 
    Or at least it was, until The Dryad came out from his tower. 
 
    “Fools!” he roared, the voice-amplifying spell of his staff making it sound like thunder crashing throughout the city as he stormed out onto the sky bridge connecting the Archmage’s Tower with the Tower of Sorcery. “Didst thou truly think I would sit idly by and allow thee to undo my grand design? Didst thou forget the great and terrible power I hold to stop thee? If so, then behold ye now, and remember, for I shall—!” 
 
    “Finvarra!” a voice called out from behind him, stopping him just short of casting a devastating, Archmage-level spell onto the crowd below. Whirling to face the person it had come from, The Dryad furrowed his brow in confusion as he realized he had to look up, in mid-air, to see them, and the furrowing only got deeper when he saw who it was, because while it was someone he most certainly knew, it was someone he hadn’t seen himself for quite some time, and likely hadn’t been expecting so see ever again. 
 
    It was Maeve. 
 
    “How—?” 
 
    “Finvarra, it’s me!” she said, alighting on the bridge a few feet away from him. “Maeve! Oh, Finvarra, I’ve looked all over for you! The things I’ve been through—Oh, you wouldn’t believe it, but it was all worth it, because we now can finally be together again!” 
 
    “We—?” The Dryad’s eyes widened at his staff as he realized it was still broadcasting his words for everyone battling below to hear, which led him to quickly dispel (i.e., deactivate) that function before continuing. “Maeve, thou… thou knowest who I am? Thou knowest my true name?” 
 
    “Of course!” Maeve laughed, crossing her hands over her heart and stepping closer. “I always did. Even when you were pretending to be Frotwoot, I knew it was you. I knew there was something smarter, better, more… divine about you than there had been about him, and when I figured it out I didn’t say anything because…I don’t know, I guess I just hoped someday you’d trust me enough to tell me yourself. But that’s all right that you didn’t! I know you would’ve, if we’d just had a little more time. And now we do! Because I’ve found you, and now that I have, I’m never going to let you go!” Having almost completely closed the distance between them now, she put her words into action by lunging around forward to wrap her arms around his neck, gaze into his (baffled) eyes, and say, with a deep, dreamy sigh, “I love you, Finvarra Dryadia.” 
 
    Then she kissed him. And… kept kissing him. Kissing him hard. And, after puzzledly considering the strange—but not altogether unpleasant—situation he’d found himself in for something less than half a moment, The Dryad shrugged and started to kiss her back. 
 
    Which meant that, finally, it was Frotwoot and Pixley’s turn to act. 
 
    From their hiding places within the sleeves of Maeve’s jacket, the two (obviously) shrunken-down faeries flew out and around the kissing couple in opposite arcs, staying out of sight and keeping low as they zeroed in on the staff. They weren’t going quite as fast as they would have liked, what with the added weight and drag of having had their skin (not so obviously) turned into tree bark, and as The Dryad started to let the staff drop from his fingers behind Maeve’s back Frotwoot thought they might not make it. But make it they did, and as it teleported itself away Frotwoot and Pixley went with it. 
 
    “Oh ho, dude, look at that!!!” Frotwoot laughed, as he and Pixley (their forward momentum having sent them bouncing off the staff as it suddenly became locked into place/joined with its quantum double by the statue of Dayne Wandersen the 1st that was now holding it/not holding it/Frotwoot suddenly hated everything about “quantum” now and what it was doing to his brain) picked themselves up off the flag-stoned floor of what appeared to be some kind of storage room, which would have been somewhat disappointing if Frotwoot had been capable of feeling disappointment just then, but as it was… “It worked!!! We did it!!!” 
 
    “Yeah, kid, looks like we did,” Pixley agreed, looking around the dusty, dark space with a shake of his head and a silent chuckle. “You were right. The Dryad’s transfiguration spell made the staff think we were a part of it, just like the arrow. Good thinking. What about the magic mirror, though? Did it work on that, too?” 
 
    “On the—? Oh yeah!” Reaching behind him, Frotwoot pulled the large, folded leaf he’d been wearing like a backpack off his shoulders (the stem having been split in two to make the straps) and unwrapped it find that yes, indeed, the magic mirror inside had made the trip. “All right! Let’s see… ‘Find My Mirror’, ‘Find My Mirror’…” he muttered, kneeling down next to it on the floor to find and enable that infamous app (… or re-enable, more accurately, as Frotwoot had only just barely disabled it for the first time last night). “Boom! There we go! Now we just wait for the warlocks to come find us and change us back, I grab the staff, we smack the tree guy around with it a little, and—” 
 
    “… Frotwoot?” said Pixley, concerned, what with his squire having fallen oddly silent in the middle of the preceding sentence and all. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” asked Frotwoot, who knew he was acting oddly, but couldn’t seem to do anything about it. 
 
    “No. Feel what?” 
 
    “There’s something here, it’s…” said Frotwoot, the feeling he was talking about washing over him like warm sunshine. And suddenly, he knew what the feeling was, having felt it so many times before (though never so quite so strongly as this), and his eyes went wide with the knowledge, and he whispered, “The voice.” 
 
    Once again—and as it so often did—the mysterious, disembodied voice in his head came with a magic Word for him to say, and no sooner had Frotwoot said it than his surroundings started to change. The stacks of dusty cardboard boxes and old furniture that had seemed to occupy the room melted away like the mere illusions they were, and were replaced by the much more real (and probably at least a little less “mere”) trappings of what appeared to Frotwoot to be some kind of magical-looking lab. Beakers and bottles full of strange-colored liquids and connected to one another by tangles of plastic tubing filled the tables that lined the walls, and the walls themselves were covered in overlapping rune-filled charts and graphs. Books and notes and notebooks and books with notes in them were scattered everywhere, but nowhere moreso than on the cluttered desk in the corner to the left of and behind the statue. And directly in front of Frotwoot and Pixley, lit up so bright it illuminated the entire room, was a coffin-sized slab of amber, held up from the floor by some kind of weird, wiry metal pedestal/stand. 
 
    As soon as Frotwoot saw that last thing he knew it was what he’d been looking for. even though he hadn’t realized he’d been looking for anything at all. There was just something so familiar about it, he thought, so reassuring, despite all its strangeness… and before he knew it he’d flown up and landed on top of it to get a better look, to peer down through its translucent surface, to see a dark, distinctly non-amber shape at the center of it, and to realize, as he did, that he knew exactly what that dark shape was. 
 
    It was a person. 
 
    There was a person trapped inside the amber. 
 
    And as the mysterious voice spoke again to him, telling him not to be afraid, he knew: The person trapped inside the amber was the person the voice belonged to. 
 
    “Who are you?” Frotwoot asked softly, only dimly aware of the fact that Pixley (who didn’t know what was going on, of course, and who Frotwoot had been enraptured to fill in) was now shaking him and shouting his name. 
 
    The dark shape didn’t answer, even though it was clear that with its voice it could, but instead moved its hand to press it up against the inside surface of its prison, slightly away from where Frotwoot was standing but still close enough to where he could reach it. Whoever it was, Frotwoot thought, they seemed to want to introduce themselves to him in a certain way; and since Frotwoot owed his life to them many times over, well… 
 
    He did the least he could do and pressed his hand to theirs. And, in a flash of magical, tactile-telepathic light, their minds were joined, so that he could see, standing before him in the realm of his imagination, the person who’d been quietly helping him all this time—who’d given him a sleeping spell to knock out a mob of angry trolls; who’d helped him form “psionic weapons” in his first fight against The Dryad in “the battleground of the mind”: who’d saved him from being drowned in a pool by the leader of the Redcaps; who’d blocked the Archmage from peeking uninvited into his memories; who’d given him the power to save Pixley from yet another deadly encounter involving a troll; who’d inspired him (without magic, just with feelings and words) to take on the trials for the staff, to make his identity public to protect himself, and to forgive Elizora; who’d always been there for him when he needed them the most, even if they couldn’t be there for them all the time. And who—now that he could see them—Frotwoot could finally understand why. 
 
    Because the man standing in front of him in his mind, and lying beneath him in the amber, was Dayne Wandersen the 2nd. 
 
    It was his father. 
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    “Well hello, Frotwoot,” said Dayne, his face fluctuating between looking excited and nervous, “I, um… I suppose you already know who I am, so there’s that potential awkwardness avoided.” 
 
    “It was you?!” Frotwoot laughed incredulously, his eyes going wide as they struggled to process what they were seeing. “All this time…?! The voice in my head… giving me magic, helping me, saving my life… it was you?!” 
 
    Dayne held out his hands as if to say “yes”, but in a humble way, and then there was silence for a moment, and then: “Sooo… I’m your father, and—” 
 
    “What—? Yeah, dude, I know! I just said—!” 
 
    “I know, I know, I’m sorry, but I just really wasn’t sure what else to say!” Dayne admitted, conjuring up a chair out of nowhere to sit down. “Whenever I rehearsed it in my mind it was always with you not knowing who I was, so I couldn’t figure out how else to start.” 
 
    “… Oookay, so now that you just ran us head-first into that ‘potential awkwardness’ we were supposed to be avoiding—” said Frotwoot, as Dayne created a chair for him out of (imaginary) thin air as well. “—What now? Like, what’d you, um… what’d you rehearse next?” 
 
    Dayne opened his mouth to start to speak, then closed it again, then opened it again to say, “You know, I don’t remember anymore.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow at him and laughed again in disbelief. “What?!” 
 
    “I don’t remember! Here, why don’t you go; maybe I’ll think of it before you’re done.” 
 
    “ ‘Why don’t I’—? I don’t know what to say!” 
 
    “What, are you serious? I’m your long-lost father! How could you not have something to say to me?” 
 
    “I’m your long-lost son; how could you not have something to say to me?” 
 
    “… Touche’. Well, if nothing else, at least this exchange has proven that we’re related.” He smiled and shook his head, chuckling in a disarmingly charming way at his own hopelessness. “Though I swear, I’m usually not this nervous. And it’s good to finally see you again, in any case, even if I’m not coming off quite as ‘cool dad’ as I’d like.” 
 
    “Yeah, I—it’s good to see you, too,” Frotwoot smiled crookedly back. “Or… you know, to see you for the first time that I can remember.” 
 
    “Right, yes. Good point. How strange for you.” 
 
    There was another moment of silence, in which Frotwoot sincerely wondered why he couldn’t think of anything to say to the man who’d given him life. Unlike Dayne, he hadn’t ever rehearsed this moment, so there was that, but still… 
 
    And, while we’re at it, why hadn’t he? Was it because he’d never thought this moment would come? Was it because he’d never really wanted it to, having already had a great dad in Jack his whole life? Or was it simply because this man was a stranger who felt like he should be more, but wasn’t, and that was making the social expectations of this situation weird? Because if it was that, then— 
 
    “Would you like to know how I’ve been talking to you?” Dayne asked suddenly, bringing a welcome interruption to Frotwoot’s thoughts. “Would that work? Is that a good start?” 
 
    “Uh… sure, yeah! Let’s try that.” 
 
    Dayne cocked his head at him thoughtfully. “… Mm. All right, see, you say that, but you don’t actually care, do you? The way things work outside of music’s never really interested you.” 
 
    “It… might… this time…” 
 
    “No, no, it’s all right,” Dayne assured him. “You don’t have to humor me. I’m not that old.” 
 
    “Okay… so, uh, what else are we gonna talk about, then?” 
 
    There was another long, dreadful silence. 
 
    “… Right, so if you’ll just look here,” Dayne said briskly, waving his hand and making it look as if they were back in the lab, and then waving it again so that they could see into the amber slab, where he (the real he) was lying in some kind of stasis, his eyes open but so blank and unseeing that Frotwoot got the sense they might as well have been closed. “In my other hand—that is, the one you’re not presently ‘touching’ through the magically-conductive material of the amber, which is as good as touching, really, unless you’re on a date—you’ll see I have a lock of your hair.” 
 
    “… Oh. Okay, cool. So that’s how.” Frotwoot raised his eyebrows and nodded as if this were more interesting than it was, while Dayne raised his eyebrows and nodded in affirmation, both of them avoiding looking at each other as they did, and after a moment or two of that Frotwoot realized it was probably his turn to try to make an effort to break through the conversational ice that surrounded them. So, after thinking about it for a moment he asked, “How long have you had it? That… lock of hair, I mean.” 
 
    “Since the moment it was long enough for me to cut it off your head,” Dayne smiled sadly, an image of him doing just that to a baby version of Frotwoot appearing in the air behind him, like a memory in a thought balloon. “I always knew someday we might be separated. And if that day ever came—which, obviously it did—I wanted to be prepared.” 
 
    “To help me,” said Frotwoot, nodding his understanding and turning to watch Pixley’s tiny form continue to try to shake him awake in the real world, wondering as he did how much more force it would take before he could feel it. “Right? To help me, and watch over me, and like… I don’t know, reach out to me (or whatever) whenever I needed you? To be there for me, in case I got lost?” 
 
    “That’s right, yes.” 
 
    Frotwoot turned back to look at his father, and the words he found himself saying to him next—and the unexpected emotion that came with them—surprised him so much they almost caught in his throat. “So what took you so long?” 
 
    Dayne’s face fell, and suddenly Frotwoot missed the feeling of the unbroken ice. 
 
    “No… dude, listen, I didn’t mean—” Frotwoot began, but was cut short by the sound of a wall exploding right next to him and by Pixley’s immediate response, which was to finally just tackle him off the slab of amber and back into reality. He didn’t let Frotwoot go until they were both safely on the floor, hidden behind one of the legs of the amber’s metal base, but even then he kept one arm pressed against his chest, keeping his squire safely down and out of sight as he peeked up over a crossbar to see who was coming through the huge, sizzling hole in the wall, whose broken stones were still falling and landing like meteors all around them. 
 
    All Frotwoot needed to know who it was, though (since he couldn’t see), was to hear the sound of a staff coming down with every footfall, and the pompous, sonorous voice that followed saying: “What manner of—?! Behold! What goes on here?!” 
 
    “Oh no… is that the tree guy?!” Frotwoot whispered incredulously (and pretty much rhetorically, because, well… of course it was). “Gah! How the fie did he get here?!” 
 
    While Pixley shrugged and shook his head, Dayne’s voice came back into Frotwoot’s mind to actually give him an answer. “Right, sorry, I probably should have told you, but it’s been so long I forgot: This room is magically-alarmed. Whenever someone other than my father enters it, it sends a signal to his hat. Dryadia must have traced it back here when it started going off.” 
 
    “Dude, that fast? Where’s ‘here’?” 
 
    “Well, um… I’ve never really quite been sure about that, based on what I’m seeing through that convenient hole in the wall… I’d say we’re in a secret room hidden behind a bookcase in the Archmage’s office.” 
 
    “What, seriously? This whole time, the last statue was just—?!” 
 
    “Kid!” Pixley whispered harshly, dragging him farther into the shadows under the pedestal/base to keep them hidden as The Dryad slowly circled the amber slab. “Shut up! What’re you—?! Who’re you even talking to?!” 
 
    “My dad!” Frotwoot said excitedly, ignoring the “shut up” and holding up both hands to indicate the dark, human-like shape floating above them. “Look, that’s him! He’s in there!” 
 
    “Your dad?” 
 
    “Yeah, but not Jack, the wizard one!” 
 
    Pixley furrowed his brow and peered up into the amber for a moment, then shook his head and sighed, “Okay. Why not?” 
 
    “Frotwoot,” Dayne said into his mind again. “Listen, we don’t have much time. Any second now Dryadia’s going to stop looking at all the shiny things and notice the statue, and when he does—” 
 
    “Aha! What’s this?” said The Dryad, as he did exactly what Dayne had just said he was going to do. “Could it be that the buzzing in mine hat was but the final trial drawing me hither? Yea, verily, it must needs be, for am I not the most worthy of any who hath sought after the staff? And yea, even the most powerful, and wise, and—?” 
 
    “Don’t let him touch it!” Dayne warned as The Dryad continued to talk to himself about how great he was. “Frotwoot, hurry! Tell Sir Pixley to stop him! He mustn’t touch the other half of the staff before you do! Hurry! Quick! Quick!” 
 
    “Pix, don’t let him touch it!” Frotwoot relayed, and it was clear Pixley had already been leaning toward that conclusion himself, because he didn’t even wait for Frotwoot to finish speaking before taking off like a rocket—and, in fact, might not even have heard him at all. Stopping The Dryad from touching the staff just then might have just seemed like the most sensible thing to do. But it didn’t really matter either way, because the point here was that Pixley did stop him; and as The Dryad shrieked and clutched at the gash across his cheek that Pixley had made in it by simply flying against the skin with the edges of the rough tree bark that was covering his body (which was as awesome to see as it was gross), Frotwoot jumped up to join him for a second pass. 
 
    “No, wait!” said Dayne, and Frotwoot waited… but reluctantly, and only for as long as it took him to think twice about it. 
 
    “… What? No, Pix needs my help!” 
 
    “Yes, I am aware of that, but you’ll be better served helping him by doing what I say,” Dayne explained, while Pixley circled back around to slice open the back of The Dryad’s hand and dodge the retaliatory fireball that was thrown his way. “Please, just trust me, and come back up here. As I’ve already said, we haven’t much time.” 
 
    Frotwoot still wasn’t sure, as every instinct in his body was telling him to go to Pixley’s aid, but nothing his father had done so far indicated that he should do anything but trust him, so in the end he let out a sigh and did as he was told, flying up through the black metal spokes of the stand to land on Dayne’s still-outstretched hand. 
 
    “All right! Very good, thank you!” said Dayne, as Frotwoot joined him back in the dreamy, somewhat cloudy realm of the mind. “Now, what I’m about to do is something I would have liked to have done only with your permission, and only after having discussed all the probable ramifications of it first, but our present circumstances seem to dictate the necessity of doing otherwise, so all I can say now is that I’m sorry it had to be this way, and, well… here goes.” 
 
    And with that, Dayne pointed both hands in Frotwoot’s direction, closed his eyes, and (even as Frotwoot raised his hands in alarm to start telling him to wait) hit him with a spell the knocked him back… back to the very first moment of his life. 
 
    “It’s a boy!” he heard Dayne say as he pulled him out of the darkness and into the light, the midday sun casting the shadows of leaves through the windows of their cottage. “And… ah, yes! He was wings!” 
 
    “Oh, thank the tree,” a woman’s voice sighed from the general direction Frotwoot had just come from, and a moment later he was in his mother’s arms, looking up at her while she smiled down at him. “See, now you have to stay on the run with me. There’s no way this beautiful little faerie-looking kid’s going to be able to blend in with all you ugly wizards and witches back in Magicka.” 
 
    “Oh, curses, you’re right,” Dayne replied, snapping his fingers in mock disappointment and plopping down on the bed next to her. “I suppose we’ll just have to keep living together and loving each other and all those other terrible things…” 
 
    “Ha ha, yes! You hear that, my sweet little baby? Your daddy’s trapped! We got him!” 
 
    Dayne grinned and kissed her on the cheek. “What shall we name him? A faerie name?” 
 
    “Of course a faerie name! All the Magi names I’ve ever heard are so weird.” 
 
    “All right then, what’s it to be? I’m afraid you’ll have to pick, as the only faerie name I know is yours, and I’m reasonably certain ‘Twilla’ isn’t unisex.” 
 
    “You’re right, it’s not. Okay, um… how about… Frotwoot?” 
 
    Dayne blinked rapidly in an obvious effort to control his expression. “ ‘Frotwoot’? Really?” 
 
    “Yes, really! What’s wrong with Frotwoot? It’s my father’s name.” 
 
    “No, nothing, it’s lovely, it’s just… pfft, really?” 
 
    As Twilla laughed and hit Dayne hit across the face with the nearest pillow, time for Frotwoot seemed to speed up, and years of childhood memories went by in a flash, but not so fast that he couldn’t register every single moment. There were memories of living with his parents in a place called Cottingly Glen; of learning to crawl, and walk, and play, and talk. Of being held and kissed by his mother and father. Of being punished by them when he did something wrong. Of being apologized to when the punishment was too harsh. Of being told stories by his mother. Of building model planes (or, in this case, “dragon fighters”) with his father. Of watching his mother draw, and paint, and create art almost every kind. Of watching his father study, and chuckle to himself while he’d read. Of his mother’s biting wit. Of his father’s more gentle, quiet version of the same. Of watching both of them laugh, and cry, and shout, and kiss, and hug, everything in between. 
 
    He also remembered the other people who eventually started to live with them. People from Seelie who Dayne and Twilla had freed from captivity on Magicka to bring to Earth to share the safety of their home with them. He remembered memories of little girls and little boys his age who he played with because there was no one else around, but most of whom he probably still would have chosen to play with even if he’d had more options. He remembered joy. 
 
    Then, he remembered the day the magic men came. He remembered the fear, and the fire, and the slaughter that followed. He remembered being ripped from his mother’s arms only after she’d been brutalized trying to shield him from their attackers. He remembered his father, who’d gotten so sick he was now in a wheelchair, crawling across the floor—where he’d been fairly badly beaten himself trying to shield the both of them—to raise his hand for one last, desperate spell. And then he remembered the Archmage, the leader of the magic men, striding into the cottage to stop his son with a look. 
 
    “So,” the Archmage had said, looking around the ruins of their home and shaking his head as if they’d set it up that way for visitors. “This is what you left your family for.” 
 
    “My family is right here,” Dayne had shot back, his voice quiet, but strong. “And after this… I’m not including you in that.” 
 
    “Oh, Dayne, what a tortured insult,” the Archmage scoffed, walking over to Twilla glare down at her… and that was it, before turning to Frotwoot, who was struggling in vain against the grip of the two burly sorcerers who were holding him. “Is this the child?” 
 
    “Yes, your holiness,” one of the sorcerers said. 
 
    The Archmage leaned forward to examine him for a moment. “Does he have a name?” 
 
    “GET AWAY FROM HIM!!!” Twilla shouted, as she struggled—and failed—to get back to her feet. 
 
    “Yes, your holiness,” said the same sorcerer, as if Twilla had stayed silent, while another sorcerer—at the mere raise of the Archmage’s eyebrow in their direction—cast a spell to send her flying violently back across the floor. “During reconnaissance we heard it used many times. It’s ‘Frotwoot’.” 
 
    “ ‘Frotwoot’?” The Archmage repeated, ignoring Frotwoot and Dayne while they raged over Twilla’s treatment. “Really?” 
 
    The sorcerers shrugged, and with a sigh the Archmage raised his hand and Frotwoot suddenly remembered no more… 
 
    … Until, that is, he remembered waking up from (what must have been) a sleeping spell to find himself in what appeared to be a giant birdcage, hanging by a hook from the ceiling in a dungeon full of several such cages. From there the memories started to get more and more familiar, but they were still new, because while he’d certainly heard about them—from Maeve and The Dryad, both of whom were prominently involved—he’d never actually remembered them for himself. Never remembered meeting Maeve; never remembered holding her hand to make her stop crying, never remembered trying on her crown, to hear The Dryad’s voice in his head for the first (but nowhere near last) time; never remembered breaking out of the dungeon with The Dryad’s (considerable) magical help; never remembered starting up the ring portal, only for a stray spell to hit it and send everything awry; never remembered the pain of having his wings torn from his back, and the terror of having his memories torn from his mind, and— 
 
    And all at once Frotwoot stopped remembering as his psychic self hit the mental floor back in the present, everything he’d just taken in apparently having passed through his mind in the less than a second it took for him to finish his fall. 
 
    “Are you all right?!” asked Dayne, rushing to his side. 
 
    “What the fie was that?!” 
 
    Dayne laughed, and Frotwoot was shocked to realize that it was now a familiar laugh. “Well, that was your life, son. That was everything you forgot, when Finvarra Dryadia tried to erase your mind to make way for his own. I’ve been holding onto those memories for you ever since I saved them from him, although I think he was too busy fighting with you and the pull of the ring portal to know that was what I was doing.” 
 
    “But I remember… I remember being born…” 
 
    “Do you really? Wow, I didn’t expect that. Anyway, we’ll talk more about it in a moment, because the reason I did this is because—” 
 
    “Where’s mommy?” said Frotwoot, clutching his arm in a panic as the bizarre feeling of fresh loss over a loved one whose loss he’d actually suffered over a decade ago overwhelmed him. “I mean… mom! Twilla! My mom, daddy, where’s my—Dad! Not daddy, dad, where’s my mom, dad? Where is she? What’d they do to her?” 
 
    “Frotwoot, I—I’m sorry, but we really don’t have time to—” 
 
    “Please, come on man, where is she? You have to tell me, I—!” 
 
    “She’s gone,” Dayne said almost in a whisper, touching his hand to Frotwoot’s cheek as tears started to stream down it. “But you can’t think about that now. You see, this is why I didn’t want you to force you to remember, I didn’t want you to have to feel this pain, but—” 
 
    “SO WHY DID YOU?!?!” 
 
    “Because I knew that restoring so substantially who you are mentally,” Dayne told him firmly, taking his other cheek in his other hand to press their foreheads together, and not even flinching at Frotwoot’s shout, “Would spill over and restore who you are physically. Because it was the only way.” 
 
    “What’re you—?” 
 
    “Look,” said Dayne, and he let his hands slide down to his son’s shoulders so he could see the image of the real world take form again around them. The Dryad was still swatting away at Pixley with little success, and Frotwoot was still touching his hand to Dayne’s, but now Frotwoot was growing bigger, a nimbus of magical amber light surrounding him as the transfiguration was rapidly undone. “Incidentally, do you have clothes on underneath all that tree bark, or will I need to be creating an illusion for you for the sake of decency?” 
 
    “Yeah, no, I have clothes,” said Frotwoot, looking back at his father as the feelings within him started to settle under the weight of impending action. “Elizora figured out how to include my knight’s uniform into the tree guy’s tree spell. Turned most of it into wood, or something.” 
 
    “Elizora? Hmm. Hopefully that wasn’t a prank… any weapons?” 
 
    “Well, yeah; the wand she gave me was already wood, so…” Frotwoot furrowed his brow. “Wait, didn’t you see all this? Like, while you were watching me?” 
 
    “I have to sleep sometimes,” Dayne shrugged, before picking him up and patting him on the shoulders. “Now… are you ready?” 
 
    Frotwoot glanced again at his physical self, the change back almost done, and The Dryad suddenly seeming to take notice (what with all the bubbling lights and everything). “Looks like I’m gonna have to be.” 
 
    “All right then. Go.” 
 
    “But I—!” 
 
    “We’ll have time to talk later, son. About anything you want. I promise. Now go. The worlds need you.” 
 
    And with that, Dayne pushed Frotwoot away from him, toward the edge of the platform in their shared imagination, and it was as if he was pushing his very mind back into his body, causing him to stagger, even, as his brain took him back in. 
 
    “What manner of perfidy is this?!” exclaimed The Dryad, waving his staff in an arc to—finally—knock Pixley out of the air. “Frotwoot?!” 
 
    Pulling the wand from the back of his sword belt, Frotwoot raised it to fire a bolt of lightning, but The Dryad was faster and blasted him off his feet first with a gust of air, sending the wand clattering across the flagstones as Frotwoot crashed into the far wall. 
 
    Keeping his staff trained on Frotwoot, The Dryad paced over to the amber slab, narrowing his eyes at it in puzzlement. Then, lightly touching it with his free hand, he gradually let his eyes grow wider as he no doubt reached out with the magic of tactile telepathy to discover what was hidden within. “Frotwoot… this is thy father?” 
 
    Frotwoot nodded (and winced) as he slid back up into a standing position against the wall. 
 
    “And behold… this even is the man who hast been secretly helping thee for as long I have known thee? Who did even aid thee in our first battle, allowing thee to defeat me when thou wouldst never have been able to do so on thine own?” The Dryad looked thoughtful for a moment, considering the slab with a twisted mouth and drumming his fingers against it. “Huh.” 
 
    And then he raised his staff into the air with both hands and brought it down through the amber into Frotwoot’s father’s chest. 
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    “NO!!!” Frotwoot rushed to his father’s side, desperately grasping and groping at the surface of the amber for any sign of life inside even as The Dryad removed his staff with the air of someone who’d just pulled a hilarious prank. There were no thoughts coming from Dayne. None at all. And, while less than a minute beforehand Frotwoot might have thought it was possible he just didn’t know how to properly initiate tactile telepathic contact on his own, and that Dayne, in fact, could actually have been fine in there (or at least as fine as someone who’d just been impaled could be), he remembered the first five years of his life now, and with those memories came the grim knowledge that Dayne had taught him more than enough magic to know he was doing it right. To know, as the interior of the amber slowly filled up with blood, that the only reason he couldn’t talk to his father right now was because he was gone. Because he was dead. Because The Dryad, the single worst enemy Frotwoot had ever had (and likely ever would have, he thought, especially after this) had killed him. “No…” 
 
    “Oh, come now, Frotwoot!” scoffed the enemy in question, looking genuinely bemused. “Thou didst barely know the man! And yea, thou didst even only just recently believe him to be dead! Surely my newfound hatred for him—and for what he hath done to frustrate my works—doth outweigh thy own filial ‘love’, feigned as it most certainly is, and—” 
 
    “I remember,” Frotwoot cut him off, his voice going as cold as everything else about him had started to go hot. “Everything you took from me. I remember it now. He gave it back to me. Everything.” 
 
    “… Ah.” The Dryad raised his head and took a step back, but with a slight smirk beginning to form on his lips as he did. “So it isn’t feigned, then. Good. Mayhaps now we will see what thou art truly capable of, now that thou art—” 
 
    However The Dryad had intended to finish that last thought would forever remain a mystery, because Frotwoot interrupted him with a wild punch to the head that sent him sprawling. 
 
    “Get up,” said Frotwoot, fists clenched to his sides as he closed in on The Dryad, who was scurrying away from him in shock. 
 
    “Didst thou—didst thou just strike me, Frotwoot?! How dare thee?! For behold, never in all my centuries of existence have I been struck so commonly, and by so common a—!” 
 
    “Get up and fight,” Frotwoot persisted, knocking the pointy hat off The Dryad’s head even as he started to stand with the help of his staff. “Not like a wizard, like a man. No ‘magic’; just you and me. Once and for all.” 
 
    The Dryad thought about this proposition for a moment, then snorted and furrowed his brow at him. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    Before Frotwoot could even begin to form a coherent answer to that (the reasoning and appeal having seemed so obvious to him in the throes of his rage), The Dryad jumped up and threw a blazing hot surprise fireball in his face. Blocking it with both chainmailed arms still got Frotwoot burned, of course, but at least it prevented any future need for reconstructive surgery, and he barely even felt the pain as his adrenaline seemingly took it to fuel a flurry of (flaming!) follow-up punches. The Dryad protected himself against them as best he could, clearly having been unprepared for the audacity of another physical attack, but for the next half minute or so he was basically trapped in a state of perpetually falling down and failing to get all the way back up. This likely would have ended with his eventual collapse (or maybe even with Frotwoot feeling bad enough for him to stop, because really, mad as he was, it was just getting that pathetic), if—mid-cringe—he hadn’t suddenly seemed to gain the presence of mind to stop trying to think of a spell to cast and just hit Frotwoot across the face with his staff, at which point he was temporarily free to stand tall roar, “ENOW!!!” and blow Frotwoot back across the room (but diagonally this time) with another gust of wind. 
 
    Once Frotwoot and the various glass objects he’d been thrown into had finished hitting the floor he realized that the only reason The Dryad hadn’t finished him off yet was because he probably didn’t have a clear shot, and he only realized that at the exact moment that The Dryad had finally worked his way around the amber slab in the middle of the room enough to get one, prompting him to dive out of the way just in time to avoid being electrocuted by the lethal combination of the puddle of potions he was in and a magical bolt of lightning. Scrambling to his feet, Frotwoot thought better of it almost immediately and ducked back down behind the head of the slab just in time to avoid being killed all over again. While he was down there, he spotted his wand, and lunged for it—again—just in time to avoid another deadly attack as The Dryad bolted to the opposite end of the room to meet him. Gun-shaped magic weapon in hand, Frotwoot started firing a few spells of his own, and from there things devolved to a manic, close-quarters shoot-out that seemed to last forever (as all fights do, to the ones who are in them) but actually only lasted as long as it took for a stray spell to knock the head of the Archmage’s statue… at which point both Frotwoot and The Dryad seemed to simultaneously remember just what it was they’d originally been fighting for. 
 
    “… Oh yeah,” Frotwoot spoke softly for both of them, smiling crookedly—not so much at his opponent as at the situation—as they locked suddenly-wide eyes across their respective current places of cover. “The staff.” 
 
    For a long time after that they just stayed where they were, neither of them wanting to make themselves an easier target by being the first to move. Someone had to break the stalemate eventually, though, and as it happened it ended up being both of them, Frotwoot and The Dryad breaking eye contact at the same time and bolting as one for the staff. 
 
    About halfway there The Dryad seemed to realize that he didn’t have a chance against the much younger, much faster, and much, uh, wingier Frotwoot, because it was then that he tossed the staff in his hand under Frotwoot’s feet to trip him up before it automatically disappeared to rejoin the staff they were both after. Hitting the floor chin first, Frotwoot felt his mouth fill up with blood, but ignored it and started to launch himself back up only for The Dryad—standing in front of the statue now—to stop him by summoning the non-trial staff back into his hand and pointing it—with a look of smug exultation—at his face. 
 
    “Ha!” The Dryad laughed, despite nearly being out of enough breath to do so. “And so we see, dear Frotwoot, how the Magi shall always triumph over all other creatures!” And then, before Frotwoot could do anything more to stop him, The Dryad reached out with his free hand, closed his fingers ever-so-gently around the stone “essence” of the staff… 
 
    … And cocked his head, confused, when nothing happened. 
 
    “Verily, what is this?!” he demanded, as if Frotwoot (or the statue) should know. “For behold, have I not completed all the trials up to this point?! And yea, is my power not sufficient to be worthy of this prize?!” 
 
    “Maybe it’s because you’re already holding the staff,” Frotwoot suggested, his mind whirling with new hope and new ideas as what seemed just a second ago to be the end of the world(s) suddenly wasn’t. “You know, the real one.” 
 
    “… Yea, verily, that may be so,” The Dryad said thoughtfully, narrowing his eyes at the stone face in front of him that more or less matched his own. “And behold also, while my mind is most assuredly distinct from that of Dayne Wanderson the elder—which mind doth even now continue to rebel in vain against me—my body as of now is not; and yea, ‘twas in my true form as Finvarra Dryadia that I didst take the trials, so mayhaps, for this to work—” 
 
    “—You need to put your weapon down and change back,” Frotwoot finished for him, with a bright red, toothy smile. 
 
    “Oh, thou wouldst like that, wouldn’st thou?” The Dryad scoffed, jabbing his staff towards him accusingly. “For then I wouldst be helpless long enough for thou to strike me again!” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged to as if to say, well, yeah, of course he’d like that. 
 
    “Well, thinkest thou again, fool! For behold: While I didst desire thee to be alive at the moment that I didst at last claim my victory—yea, even so that thou wouldst have been made to see it—it mattereth not enough for me to delay thy execution; for if thus satiating my desire shall mean the difference between said victory and failure, well…” The end of the Archmage’s staff began to glow, with more power than Frotwoot had ever seen it glow before “Farewell, Frotwoot. Thou wert a worthy foe. But not, alas, a great one.” 
 
    Even as Frotwoot started to roll out of the way of the coming blast he knew he was going to be too late, but his timing didn’t actually matter, because Pixley’s—as he flew in out of nowhere to knock the staff aside right as it went off—was pretty much perfect. The built-up bolt of magic still had to go somewhere, though, and Frotwoot really got a sense of just how much The Dryad wanted to see him dead when it ended up taking a huge chunk out of the tower, the spell that had been meant for him slicing through the walls and floor of the secret room with such overly-destructive force as to break the stones and mortar holding them together apart, and to send him, Frotwoot, and the statue, falling to the street below. 
 
    Faerie wings and a magically-summoned cyclone each saved Frotwoot and The Dryad from a rough landing, respectively, and the still-battling crowd of warlocks and sorcerers below had had plenty of time to flee at the sight of/make space for all the oncoming debris, but the Archmage’s statue wasn’t quite so fortunate as to be sentient enough to save itself and thus simply fell and exploded into many, many pieces on contact with the ground. The staff it held, though—being as it was made not of stone but rather some kind of magic—didn’t actually touch the ground at all, and it fact kind of just ended up hovering above it as if it was still being held. Once they’d touched down both Frotwoot and The Dryad immediately made a move for it, and then almost as immediately stopped the other in their tracks by raising their weapons again. 
 
    “So!” said The Dryad, as he and Frotwoot circled the quantum twin (or whatever) of his staff on opposite sides, neither one taking their eyes (or their aim) off each other. “Verily, again, we have reached an impasse!” 
 
    “It’s called a ‘standoff’, dork.” 
 
    The Dryad sniffed angrily but otherwise ignored that. “And behold, while our forces do surround us—yea, even my sorcerers, and thy warlocks—they carry on as if we weren’t here, leaving, once again, the fate of all in our two hands!” 
 
    “We have four hands. I mean, I have two, you have two, and—” 
 
    “How shall this be decided, Frotwoot?” The Dryad pressed on. “For clearly the decision is ours! And yea, the stalemate of our current situation would seem to dictate that—HA!!!” That laugh came as a result of The Dryad anticipating and then deflecting a renewed attack by Pixley from above, the sheer suddenness of which kept Frotwoot, in his surprise, from exploiting the opening this should have given him before The Dryad closed it again. “Try that again, noisome pest, and it shall be the end of thee!” 
 
    “Pix, you okay?!” Frotwoot tossed over his should, as his best friend/knight bounced and skidded to a landing a few feet away and behind him, meaning Frotwoot couldn’t turn to look. 
 
    Pixley didn’t answer, but the voice of Emmony did, saying, “I have him.” and a moment (and some more circling) later Frotwoot could see she wasn’t alone. 
 
    “Oi, mate, you have any idea how hard it was to lug this thing up all those flights of stairs?” Clod complained as he let the dolly holding the transfiguration machine drop but continued to lean against it while he wiped his forehead with his cap and glared. “And here you are, not just several stories below where your magic mirror is, but already back to normal and big as you please!” 
 
    “What’s going on, Frotwoot?” asked Elizora, because, fortunately, Emmony (who was busy now casting a healing spell over Pixley’s unconscious little wooden body) hadn’t just brought Clod with her, but Elizora (obviously) as well, as was the plan (… you know, before the plan went completely and totally bonkers and wrong). “Are you all right? How can we help?” 
 
    “You cannot!” The Dryad snarled. “For behold, this is between only Frotwoot and I, and any interference from thee shall be met with the most deadly force that the power and station of the Archmage canst command!” 
 
    Elizora raised her eyebrow at him, then turned back to Frotwoot, cleared her throat, and repeated, “What’s going on, Frotwoot? Are you all right? How can we help?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Frotwoot, who’d seen the kind of power The Dryad was talking about, and didn’t want to risk any of that hitting his friends or other bystanders. “He’s right. I’ve got this.” 
 
    “What?! Don’t be absurd, that’s—!” 
 
    “Elizora,” Frotwoot quieted her more firmly, putting his free hand reassuringly on her shoulder. “It’s okay. I’ve got this.” 
 
    “… That you do,” Elizora conceded with a slight bow of her head before stepping back with the others. 
 
    “All right tree guy, you wanna end this thing?” Frotwoot said to The Dryad, who was looking kind of suspicious now that Frotwoot had turned down any help. “Let’s end it. You and me. No more standoffs, no more shooting magic at each other, just—” 
 
    “Behold, have I not already rejected this idea?” The Dryad scoffed. “Clearly thou art my superior when it doth come to physical combat, as I am thy superior when it doth come to the magical! So why, therefore, shouldst I cede my advantage only to give one unto thee?” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about,” Frotwoot said smoothly, as he’d been expecting that interruption/reaction. “I’m talking about the only kind of fighting where we don’t know who would win. Where I beat you once already, but maybe only because I had help. You know what I’m talking about now?” 
 
    “… Ah.” 
 
    “Yeah. So how about it, man? You wanna prove you’re better than me in magic and ‘the realm of the mind’? Or do you wanna just try to kill me without ever finding out?” 
 
    The brief inner conflict that ensued, then, between The Dryad’s sense of practicality and his ego was plainly visible on his face, but, for anyone who knew him as well as Frotwoot did, the outcome was never really in question. “Agreed!” 
 
    “Awesome,” said Frotwoot, trying not to smirk too much. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    “Yea, verily! Let’s! But, er… how… shall we… ‘do this’?” 
 
    There were a few awkward moments of shared uncertainty between them after that as they tried to figure the answer to that question out, neither of them wanting to lower their guard in any way before making the necessary mental link, but eventually they arrived at a solution that more or less made sense. Starting by slowly stepping to one side at the same time, they kept going until the staff was no longer directly in front of either of them. Then, they even more slowly began to step forward, perfectly and paranoidally synchronized in their movements until, finally, magic wand and even more magic staff still aimed at each other’s heads, they were close enough to reach out and (after a very long, tense pause) clasp hands. 
 
    “Frotwoot, thou fool!” The Dryad laughed and pointed as soon as they’d appeared in the form of their mental avatars on the same floating, rocky platform surrounded by psychedelic blackness that they’d used as their battleground the last time, and which reminded Frotwoot enough of what it had been like in his father’s imagination to make him wonder if that was just how he saw it (but not for long, what with the fact that he was being laughed and pointed at by his suddenly gleeful mortal enemy just then and probably wanted to focus more on that). “With but a touch thou hast fallen unwittingly into my trap!” 
 
    “Your trap?” 
 
    “Yea, verily! For behold, when last we pitted our minds against each other in a psionic duel it was for the purpose of my taking over thy body! But now I have no such purpose, and thus do not need to defeat thee in order to win the day! I need only leave thee here, as I exit back into the corporeal realm, and—!” 
 
    “Wait, what? Dude, that’s dumb. I’ll just go back out, too.” 
 
    “Wilt thou?” The Dryad asked, waggling his eyebrows, and as he did he created from thin air the one weapon-at-a-time that combatants in the realm of the mind seemed to be allowed, which in this case turned out to be a big net that he threw over Frotwoot (who tried to counter with a sword, but it was a metal net) and then, once he had Frotwoot trapped in it, reformed it into shackles and chains that held him fast to the not-ground flying through the unreal sky. “I trow not. For behold, while these that bind thee shalt only last for as long as it doth take me to leave here, that shall give me more than enough time to seize the other half of my staff, and then—” The Dryad stopped short and furrowed his brow in confusion, clearly thrown off by Frotwoot’s reaction to all this, which was pretty much just a cocky sort of smirk. “Art… art thou well, Frotwoot?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good.” 
 
    “But… my trap, I—Why hast thou not succumbed to despair?” 
 
    “Oh! Um… yeah, I don’t know, probably because I knew you’d cheat and so I set a trap for you, too?” 
 
    “… What?” said The Dryad, and then, before his eyes, his question was almost immediately answered by the sudden appearance of Elizora and Emmony in the shared space between their minds. Before he could react to that, though, or possibly even fully comprehend what was going on, several more surprise appearances were made, first by Pixley and Clod, then by Golly and Golroc, Roebin, Oberon, and Thania, Ariel and Megainn, Astrid and Wes, Maeve (… all by herself), and then finally Bunmi and Jack. As they appeared they gradually formed a circle around The Dryad, closing him off from the platform’s edges, and it was only then that finally he did react: With panic. “What—what goes on here?! Verily, Frotwoot, what is this?!” 
 
    “Is something else I’m better at than you,” said Frotwoot, as a mental image of him touching Elizora’s shoulder a few moments ago (and secretly, with his little finger, the back of her neck, so that he could set this whole thing up via that ever-useful “magic of tactile telepathy”) appeared in the blackness above them. “Asking for help,” 
 
    The Dryad sputtered and looked around frantically in disbelief, his eyes going wide as they alighted on a certain person. “Wait, Maeve? Even thou?” 
 
    “Especially me!” she spat. “What, did you really think I was in love with you? After what you did to me, you sick old pervert?” 
 
    The Dryad stared at her in open-mouthed shock for a moment, then whirled back to Frotwoot to say, as his thoughts on the matter seemingly continued to jump around, “How is this even possible? Our minds being joined thus with these lesser minds? Surely this is but an illusion, and—!” 
 
    “Actually, we didn’t think it was possible ourselves,” Elizora cut in, looking quite pleased at his discomfort. “But then Frotwoot here told us before that night on the blimp how you once used him as a bridge to include Sir Pixley in a conversation, and since Seeliean minds are essentially just human minds whose bodies have been transplanted to another dimension, well…” 
 
    “But why?!” The Dryad demanded, and Frotwoot—realizing he was probably searching for a loophole, or at the very least stalling for time until he could think something up—caught Emmony’s eye and nodded at his chains for her to try to come take them off. “Why wouldst thou even think to do this? It would require far more foresight than I know Frotwoot to be capable of, and behold, I doth know Frotwoot very well!” 
 
    “You still thinking it’s an illusion, dude?” said Frotwoot, rubbing his wrists as Emmony (having summoned what appeared to be some kind of psionic blowtorch) finished freeing him from his chains. 
 
    “Yea, verily! For it must be! I canst not lose this way! Not to thee!” 
 
    “Oh no, Finvarra, yes you can,” said Maeve. “And you were always going to. And you wanna know why? It’s because Frotwoot’s mom wanted to keep in touch with what was happening, and so Elizora told everyone how he could be a bridge. That made his dad want to be part of it too, and then his Earth friends, and then finally pretty much everyone wanted to be in on it, so we all gave Elizora a lock of our hair so that when she got to him to change him back she could touch him—because, you know, he was too small and wooden back then to carry any locks of hair or anything himself—and tell us he was all right. Because we wanted to know, as soon as we could know, even though some of us were out there fighting for our lives. Because we care about him. We like him. Some of us even love him. And that’s why you were always going to lose, Finvarra; because nobody feels that way about you!” 
 
    There was a long, stunned silence after that while everyone stared in horrified awe at the still-fuming Maeve, until finally Wes broke it with an approving grin and a not-quite-whispered, “Savage.” 
 
    “… Very well then,” scowled The Dryad, seizing what was left of the discarded chains he’d created to reform them into a massive battleaxe. “Let us see what one wizard alone can do against even a horde of his inferiors! Come, now! Attack me! That is what thou art all here for, isn’t it?!” 
 
    Without missing a beat, Bunmi strode forward, got right in his face, and slapped him. “That is for the way you’ve been treating my son!” 
 
    “Wha—?!” 
 
    “Yeah, and so’s this,” Jack chimed in, kicking him in the… well, let’s just say not in the face. 
 
    “YAWWW!!! FLYING SUPERHERO PUNCH!!!” cried Wes, executing a move that looked to be pretty much exactly that, and from that point on everyone converged on The Dryad, pummeling him senseless while his axe fell, forgotten, to the ground. 
 
    “Go!” Elizora and Emmony told Frotwoot at the same time as they set off to join the fight (and then giving each other a look of mild annoyance once they’d realized it). Frotwoot nodded and sprinted straight for the edge of the battleground, but before he’d even reached it he heard gunshots, and he looked back in alarm to see The Dryad rising, howling with rage from the heap with a psionic shotgun in hand. 
 
    “Fie!!!” Frotwoot exclaimed as he ducked under The Dryad’s next round of sprayed shot, diving out into the void just in time to avoid being hit. As soon as his feet had left the ground they were back on it, just slightly more in reality, and he probably would have tripped and fallen in the process if not for the fact that Elizora, Emmony, Maeve, and Clod’s zoned-out bodies were all holding him up. Recovering quickly, he ducked out from under them (and The Dryad, who the witches, of course, were still both holding onto) to go grab the staff, and he hadn’t gotten very far (maybe one or two steps) before he heard The Dryad wake up behind him with a mostly incoherent shout commanding him to stop as he magically shoved his friends aside. Frotwoot didn’t stop, of course, so naturally a huge fireball soon came sizzling through the air after him. To outrun it he immediately stopped running and started flying, and for once he flew perfectly straight and true, reaching out desperately with his fingertips as he did to touch the staff… 
 
    … And taking it, at last, before The Dryad could stop him. 
 
    “Greetings,” a vision of Frotwoot’s grandfather said as it appeared before him in the weird place out of space and time where the Archmage’s trials were given. “To have gotten this far you must be a Wandersen. Well done. That was my trial. But since you are a Wandersen, I trust that I can also make a request of you, and to delete this request from the staff’s memory when it is no longer relevant, for the shame it would bring on out family could be devastating. You see, in the room in which you now stand, there is a large, amber stasis chamber that contains—” 
 
    “Blah, blah, blah,” a familiar voice cut him off, and the vision of Dayne Wandersen the 1st destabilized and vanished in a puff of smoke as the vision of another man walked straight through it. 
 
    A vision of Dayne Wandersen the 2nd. 
 
    “Sorry if you were interested in that, but the main takeaway was that he wanted whoever succeeded him as Archmage to take care of me until I died,” Dayne told Frotwoot, who was gaping at him in confusion, wondering when he’d magically recorded this. Then, as if reading his thoughts, he added, “Oh, and this isn’t a recording, no. This is really me, Frotwoot. I’m still alive.” 
 
    “… What?!” Frotwoot gasped, grinning, but tentatively, and clutching the sides of his head in suddenly overwhelmed surprise. “But… how? You—!” 
 
    “Were impaled? Yes. And that rather hurt. But, as it turns out, Finvarra Dryadia’s not the only one who can transfer his mind into magical objects.” 
 
    Frotwoot let him finish answering before he hugged him, but only just, and once he had his father in his arms he never wanted to let him go. Dayne hugged him back just as eagerly, and let the happy tears flow just as freely, but it was Frotwoot alone who said, “Dad, I… I’m sorry about what I said to you about… um, y’know, about you waiting so long to be there for me, I just—” 
 
    “Shh, I know. It’s okay. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. But you have to know I wanted to be. The dimensional gap between Magicka and Earth was just too wide for me to do anything more than watch over you and send the occasional feeling, and the gap between here and Seelie wasn’t much better. Every time I even so much as gave you a magic Word I’d pass out for hours, which is why I had to be so choosy about it. Sorry about that.” 
 
    “What about here, though? Why didn’t you ever talk to me when I was here?” 
 
    “Well, I did, as you’ll recall… I just didn’t want to talk to you very much, you see.” 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    “I didn’t want you to get distracted trying to find me! You had more important things going on, and—” 
 
    Frotwoot shook his head with conviction as he finally let Dayne go and took a step back—not because he wanted to, so much as because it was somewhat easier to talk when your face isn’t buried in someone’s chest. “Not to me.” 
 
    “See? My point exactly.” 
 
    Frotwoot snorted and shook his head again, then something about what he’d just heard suddenly occurred to him that prompted him to ask, “So wait… you’ve been watching me all this time? My whole life?” 
 
    “Of course!” Dayne laughed. “What else did I have to do?” 
 
    “And you’d send me… feelings? Like, when I was a kid?” 
 
    “Yes. You know, just occasionally, to make you feel better, or encourage you… that was a bit of a drain as well, though, so—” 
 
    “Can I see?” 
 
    Dayne furrowed his brow. “I beg your pardon?”  
 
    “Can I see your memories of you watching me? Of what you… of what you did for me?” 
 
    “… You know, there are people waiting for you back in reality right now.” 
 
    “Whatever. I’m the Archmage now, they can wait.” 
 
    “Well, that was some quick corruption,” Dayne chuckled, which didn’t do nearly enough to cover up his apparent nervousness. “Er, but you know, the thing is, my memories of my watching are you sort of… er…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I gave a running commentary.” 
 
    Now it was Frotwoot’s turn to chuckle. “What?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s very embarrassing, and I’d rather not share that with you until I’ve had a chance to—” 
 
    “Dude, you’ve been watching me my whole life! I didn’t get to choose that!” 
 
    “I took privacy breaks!” 
 
    “Really? Always?” 
 
    “Of course! What do you think of me? And at any rate I—” Dayne must have seen something Frotwoot’s eye that gave away that he wasn’t going to let this go, because he sighed and said, “All right, here,” before taking Frotwoot by the hand and flooding him with a wave of new memories. Virtually every moment from the time Frotwoot was put in a cage to when Frotwoot arrived in the secret room behind the Archmage’s office was there, and when it was over Frotwoot felt as if he’d now known Dayne his entire life, as if he’d always been there, cheering him on when he did well, cringing when he made mistakes, pushing him in the right directions whenever he could, soothing him when he went in the wrong directions… and so much more. 
 
    When it was over Frotwoot could barely speak he was so moved, but he got over that in a hurry, smiled at his father and said, “You… you were always there for me… weren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dayne nodded. “Whether you wanted me to be or not. And I always will be, for as long as I can.” 
 
    Frotwoot couldn’t resist the pull to hug him again, but this time it ended a little sooner, as Dayne straightened up, cleared his throat, and said, “All right, well, as I said there are people waiting for you out there, so—” 
 
    “Okay, but like… what am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean… I can’t just give them the staff!” Frotwoot blurted, the thought he’d been keeping in the back of his mind for weeks now suddenly charging to the forefront. “This whole system’s messed up! What if after they free everyone whoever the new Archmage is decides to do something worse? Or they just do it again? And who am I supposed to give it to, anyway? Like, Elizora, yeah, she’s my first choice, but what if Emmony starts a civil war or something over that? And who am I to even choose that in the first place? I’m sixteen years old! I’m not supposed to be in charge of this kind of thing! Why am I in charge of this thing, I—!” 
 
    “Frotwoot! Frotwoot! Whoa! Settle down!” said Dayne, laughing and putting his hands on both of Frotwoot’s shoulders. “It’s all right. Daddy’s here. We’ll figure something out. But they’re starting to think you’re dead, so… let’s do it on the fly.” 
 
    And with that, Frotwoot came back out of his trance, the Archmage’s staff clutched to his chest as he lay amidst the rubble… and Clod, for some reason, bending down to give him mouth to mouth. 
 
    “Dude!” cried Frotwoot, pushing him away and sitting up in one frantic motion. “What’re you doing?! I’m still breathing!!!” 
 
    “Right, my mistake,” Clod shrugged, putting his hat back on and standing up. “Carry on.” 
 
    “Kid!” said Pixley, rushing over to him with Elizora, Emmony, and Maeve, while The Dryad (having apparently been at some point subdued and magically chained up) stayed right where they’d been/he was. “Kid, are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, man,” said Frotwoot, accepting all three ladies’ help to get on his feet, even though it wasn’t really necessary. “Yeah, I’m good.” Looking around, he saw that the warlocks and sorcerers were still fighting, and that the liberated Seelieans had spilled out onto the street. It seemed to be dying down somewhat, but not enough for what he wanted to happen next, so, tapping into the power and knowledge of the staff, he cast the voice-amplifying spell that made it like a microphone to speak into it at a level that everyone—not just in the city, but in the entire world—could hear, “Hey, um… excuse me? People who are fighting? Can you like, knock it off?” Several people did just that right away, with others joining them in scattered waves as the words were processed by different people at different speeds. “Yeah, war’s over. The warlocks won. And… I guess… I’m your new Archmage!” 
 
    As the crowd reacted to that news with a lot of noise (and a lot of variations thereof) a sorcerer pushed his way to the front and said, “Now, see here! You just wait a minute! You promised to hand the staff over to the warlocks when you were done, and—!” 
 
    “And how would you know about that, sir?” Emmony asked him as she stepped protectively between him and Frotwoot. “Only warlocks were present during the making of that cursed covenant, after all. Were you one of the traitors who abandoned us when things looked bleak, and are now, somehow, thinking to share in the spoils of our victory?” 
 
    The current sorcerer/ex-warlock paused to look around and gauge all the deadly stares that were coming at him from both sides of the halted conflict surrounded him, then shrank back into the crowd and said, with as much dignity as he could muster, “I withdraw my question.” 
 
    “Okay, that was funny, but technically that traitor was right,” Frotwoot told the world, who—based on the number of news cameras he was seeing pop up nearby—could no doubt see him as well as hear him now. “I did promise to give it up. But I didn’t say when. And now that I have it, I’m thinking I’m gonna need to make some changes to the way things work around here before I do. So…” Frotwoot pretended to think, here, when really he was just listening to Dayne. “First of all, did you guys know that the Archmage can rewrite the rules of magic? Yeah, neither did I. I guess that’s because most of them don’t do it, since the way magic’s rules already are got them to the top, but it has happened. Really. I can see a list of all the changes made by the staff floating by in my head, here. Let’s see… ‘no magic can heretofore be used to mortally wound the Archmage’, that was the first one that got put in, probably smart… ‘the substance known as koldiron will now hereby nullify the effects of magic’, and right after that, ‘the substance known as amber will now store and conduct magic’… some creepy stuff about love potions… blah blah blah, a bunch of stuff I don’t understand… ‘beauty spells will no longer be able to make either the caster or the subject more attractive than the Archmage’, wow, that one’s just… wow… and there’s a few more, but… yeah, anyway, the point I’m trying to get across here is that this has happened before, so you can’t get mad that I’m gonna do it again. Because I’m gonna. And… here goes: 
 
    “From this moment forth,” said Frotwoot, raising the staff in the air and ignoring all the nervous cries of protest that suddenly started to come his way (from sorcerers as well as warlocks) while, at the same time, listening closely to his father’s disembodied voice as it translated what Frotwoot wanted to have happen into language that was more suitably official for him. “Spells that enthrall and/or transfigure an individual will no longer function, and those already affected by them will hereby be returned to their original state, never to be so altered again. Thus speaketh the Archmage, and thus it shall be done.” 
 
    Frotwoot brought the bottom of the staff down to hit the ground, and as soon as he did a magical beam of bubbling amber light shot up from the top of it to fill the sky. Almost at once the people from Seelie started to change, and since Pixley was hovering just a few feet away Frotwoot got to see the change close up… and realize his mistake as soon as his still-not-properly-set ribs started to rip through his skin. 
 
    “Oh, fie!” said Frotwoot, then, somewhat more usefully, he called on the most powerful healing spell stored in the staff, continuously casting it on his knight until he was back to full size and looking much better. “Sorry, man! I forgot!” 
 
    “It’s okay, kid,” Pixley wheezed, clutching his side as the pain of a moment ago faded, but apparently not quickly enough. “Just, uh… just get me some clothes and we’ll call it even, all right?” 
 
    “ ‘Some’…? Oh yeah, right, duh!” Frotwoot cast an illusion over Pixley’s naked body to make it look as if he was wearing his knightly uniform, and when he was done Pixley stood up from the ground like the Terminator, having been crouching for modesty in much the same way. “Sorry man, I guess I forgot about that, too.” 
 
    “Really instilling our confidence in your changes, there,” someone called out from the crowd. 
 
    “He was wearing doll clothes, okay?!” Frotwoot shot back, and while everyone puzzled over what that insane-sounding statement might possibly mean Dayne quietly urged Frotwoot to get back on track, so: “All right, uh… so there’s the first change. The Magi are done enslaving the people of Seelie. Deal with it. Next up: The trials for the staff are mostly gone, which means that if I’m gonna hand this thing over then something else has to take their place. Something better.” 
 
    “Like what?” another voice from the crowd asked, though their tone wasn’t exactly polite. 
 
    “Well, uh…” Frotwoot listened to Dayne again for a moment, nodded and mumbled some things back, and then, when they were done, said, “Well, for one thing there’s not gonna be just one Archmage. Not anymore. I mean, my grandfather wasn’t a god, but man, he sure seemed to think he was, because that’s what happens when you give this kind of power to just one person. The same thing happened to The Dryad on Seelie, and it’d probably happen to me if I held on to it for long enough. No, from now on, there’s gonna be a whole coven of ‘em, there’s gonna be…” He paused, as he and Dayne hadn’t yet arrived a number, then, when they finally did, “Twelve. Twelve Archmages. And they’ll all have to work together to make Magicka run smoothly. That should help keep the corruption down, right?” He looked to Emmony and Elizora, but they just shrugged, as lost by all this as anyone else. 
 
    “And how will this, er… ‘coven of the twelve’ be chosen?” the warlock who loved the rules asked as he pushed his way to the front, clearly eager to get all of this written down and codified so he could love it even more. 
 
    “… The staff,” said Frotwoot, this time without consulting Dayne, partly because he’d said it almost as soon as the idea had occurred to him, but mostly because he thought he might not agree. “The staff’ll choose.” 
 
    There was a lot of confusion and murmuring, but then Frotwoot cut it all off by raising his staff again and proclaiming, before anyone could talk him out of it, “Starting today, there will be no more of the old trials. There will be twelve staffs, each one a perfect copy of… well, this one, and the only trial that will be given will be by the first staff itself, as it judges the heart and mind of the person who takes it, and decides whether or not they should be an Archmage. Why? Because it’s not about power anymore, Magicka. It’s about being good, and about being noble, and—and because there’s a spirit in this staff right now that is as good and as noble as anyone I’ve ever met on this world, and if you could have all just have been like him, then none of this would ever have happened. And now it never will. Never again. And that’s it, so, um… amen. No! Wait, I mean: Thus speaketh the Archmage, and thus it shall be done! That’s it!” 
 
    And with that, Frotwoot brought the staff down once again, and as soon as he had he couldn’t pick it up anymore. “… I’m assuming you don’t want me to choose you,” Dayne’s voice said wryly into his head. 
 
    “Yeah, no, I’m good,” Frotwoot thought back with a smirk. 
 
    “I think you might be overestimating my ‘goodness and nobility’ a bit, here, son.” Dayne went on, before Frotwoot could let go. “This is a lot of responsibility for a single wizard to have, and thus just as likely to be prey to the same pitfalls of corruptibility and delusions of grandeur as the Archmagi were under the old system. I’m sure if you’d just given me a chance to think about it some more I could have come up with something more reliable, like a ‘worthiness algorithm’ or something similar, but now—” 
 
    “Relax, dad,” Frotwoot chuckled to himself, because of that was more or less the way they were currently talking. “You can still do that too, if you want. But right now, I think the fact that you don’t wanna do this proves that you should.” 
 
    “… What? What kind of logic is that? Is that some ridiculous Earth saying, or—?” 
 
    “Sorry dad, gotta go. I’m starting to look crazy, here.” And with that, Frotwoot let go of the staff, and a hush fell over the crowd as they gaped at it in silence… for all of five seconds. 
 
    “Did he really just—?!” 
 
    “How could you—?!” 
 
    “Who do you think you are, you—?!” 
 
    “Did he say the staff has a ‘spirit’? Is he crazy, or—?” 
 
    “The gall! I say, the sheer gall of this boy, to—!” 
 
    “Heresy! It’s heresy is what it is, and—!” 
 
    “I beg your pardon,” said Elizora, in a voice that didn’t sound anything like it was begging, and in a way that somehow seemed to actually shut everyone up/stopped them from pushing up against the hastily-erected magical barricades Emmony and the other warlocks had put up around the scene. “But as it seems that some of you are presently finding it quite difficult to accept some of these changes on theological grounds, I feel compelled to remind you that it was in fact Mage’s way that led to them, and no other. Therefore, if you have an issue with the new system, I suggest that you take it up with the old system, because that is where the blame truly lies… although I wouldn’t recommend it, what with all these sorcerers around here getting so worked up about ‘heresies’; what could be more ‘heretical’ than criticizing Mage? Oh, and for those of you where are simply upset that you can no longer have thralls, well…” Elizora shrugged and blew a raspberry before turning to Frotwoot to say, much more quietly, “Incidentally, my dear, it probably would have been a good idea for you to at least consult someone before drastically changing everything about our society. You know, just a tip. For next time.” 
 
    “Yeah, but no, wait, I did consult someone!” Frotwoot told her, grinning with excitement for her as he realized what she was about to find out. 
 
    “You what?” 
 
     “Go and try to take the staff. You’ll see.” 
 
    “Me? But I—No, I don’t want to be an Archmage, I—!” 
 
    “Hey, I said I’d turn it over to the warlocks, right? You’re a warlock. You’ve gotta at least give it a try, or you’ll end up cursing me.” He looked past her and raised his voice. “You too, Emmony, and those other guys! Warlocks get first shot!” 
 
    Elizora gave him a funny look, but the sight of Emmony striding regally up to the staff seemed to be all she needed to spur her into motion. Once all four of the head warlocks were assembled, though (along with a couple of others Frotwoot generally didn’t notice, probably because they generally didn’t speak), Elizora’s initial reluctance seemed to spread among them, because none of them wanted to be the one to go first. “All together, then?” the girthy warlock suggested after a moment, and once they’d all agreed to that they left it to the rules guy (who of course had a really accurate stopwatch) to count them down. 
 
    “Ready? Very good, now three… two … one… and reach!” 
 
    There was a flash of light that dazzled the world, and when it was done all but two of the warlocks (a couple of those ones Frotwoot generally didn’t notice) drew back a staff of their own, and while the crowd ooo’ed and ahh’ed over their first new set of Archmages—and most of said Archmages tried hard to look humble while, inwardly, they celebrated—Emmony and Elizora stayed stock still, staring wide into each other’s eyes. Eventually they turned their gazes to Frotwoot, who smiled to let them know he knew who’d they’d just seen again, and then they turned back to each other, crying, and hugged the hug of the mutually redeemed. 
 
    “All right, there are a few more spots yet to fill, so if everyone who’s wearing red and thinks themselves worthy would please step forward—” the Archmage who loved the rules began, but was cut off by a sudden magical explosion as The Dryad—having been all-but-forgotten—broke free of his bonds. 
 
    “Behold, and fear, thou wicked and unwise generation, for one of those staffs shall yet be mine!” he declared wildly, barreling toward the original staff and blasting/shoving anyone who tried to stop him out of the way. “For am I not ‘good’? Yea, and am I not ‘noble’? And who among thee would contest that I am the first warlock? Yea, even he who didst inspire this movement, and—” The Dryad stopped his revisionism short as he finally grasped the staff, his mouth stuck hanging halfway open. The flash of light that followed came across less like the warm sunshine of before than a mushroom cloud filled with violent bursts of lightning, and when it was done The Dryad most certainly did not draw back a staff, but was hurled backwards to the street, the energy that had rejected him crackling off his body as he went.. 
 
    “… Tree guy?” said Frotwoot, pulling out his wand and keeping it trained on him as he—and he alone—rushed cautiously to his side. For a moment it looked like he might actually be dead, so Frotwoot started to kneel down to check for a pulse, but then the aged wizard’s body in front of him took in a sharp, startling breath, and as he grabbed and clawed at Frotwoot like a drowning man would at a life preserver it took just one look into his terrified eyes for Frotwoot to know that he wasn’t looking at “The Dryad” anymore. 
 
    “Frotwoot!” said the Archmage, Dayne Wandersen the 1st, back in control of his own body at last. “Frotwoot, is he gone?! Is Dryadia truly—?!” He looked around, hunted, at the crowd as Frotwoot—wanting to stand back up himself, and thus having no choice but to take the clingy old man with him—“helped” him to his feet. “Is he truly gone?” 
 
    “Uh… I don’t know, what—?” 
 
    “My son!!!” the Archmage interrupted him, grabbing him by the face, now. “My son, Dayne! It was him! He saved me from him! He forced him out of my body, and he—! Do you think that means he forgives me? Do you think that means he—?” He looked around again, much longer this time, and Frotwoot could tell his mind was clearing as he turned back to him again, looking less “stunned” than “scheming”, and said, “Frotwoot, listen: You’ve won. Good show. I underestimated you, and there’s no doubt of that. But now that you have, I hope that you won’t prove me to have overestimated you as well, and will rather consider recommending clemency to the new Archmagi as they consider my fate. I am your grandfather, after all, and I’m sure you’d agree that if your father were here he’d—” 
 
    “Dayne Wandersen the 1st,” said Pixley, appearing as if out of nowhere to pull him off of Frotwoot and spin him around to face him. “For your numerous crimes against the Seelie Court, you—” And at this point he punched him, knocking him right out. “—Are under arrest.” 
 
    “… Pix,” said Frotwoot, once he’d recovered from the shock of what he’d just witnessed. “Dude, that was—!” 
 
    “An awesome action movie moment?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    Pixley smirked, and—as the work of cleaning up the city, choosing the remaining Archmages for the “Coven of the Twelve”, and figuring out just exactly what to do with all these suddenly freed thralls gradually commenced all around them—reached over to pat his squire (who he’d just helped save not just one, but three worlds) proudly on the back. 
 
    … And then immediately wiped that hand off on his pants. 
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    The next few days were filled with all kinds of official functions, and Frotwoot pretty much hated going to every single one of them. First there was the Coven of the Twelve’s address to the people of Magicka, where they explained what Frotwoot had done, and how they would be doing things from now on. That didn’t sound so bad, especially since it was Elizora doing it, but then the rules guy got up and went into excruciating detail about the changes they were making to the law, and Frotwoot (who was stuck sitting on the podium behind him) actually nodded off twice—on live TV!—before he was done. 
 
    Immediately after that was a ceremony where the Church-State of Magicka officially apologized to the peoples of the Seelie Court. Mab was there to accept their apology (and some kind of weird statue or something), and really, it would have been fine, except what should have taken five minutes took a little over thirty, what with every solemn pronouncement that was made being received by a minute-long round of applause and lots of posing for pictures. 
 
    That ceremony bled right in to another one, where Frotwoot and everyone who’d helped him on his quest (except for the head warlocks, because they were the ones running the show) were honored and given medals by the Coven of the Twelve. Mab also honored them, giving the knights each a special commendation and the civilians from Seelie an honorary knighthood (although Clod seemed to think his was for real, and wouldn’t let anyone dissuade him from that), while the civilians from Earth (i.e., Frotwoot’s family and his band) were given a “special award from the queen” that she’d just made up, but had had medals made for anyway. Again, all of this would have been fine, if it weren’t for all the pausing for applause and posing for pictures. 
 
    Then there was a brief break from the boredom of sorts with a banquet, to which everyone on Magicka who’d been brought there against will from Seelie was invited (you know, as part of the “apology”), but it was still a banquet, with all the pomp and circumstance that word suggests, and there were still several boring speeches Frotwoot had to sit through before he could go back to the beach house and go to sleep. 
 
    Unfortunately, even his dreams were of people making speeches and shaking hands and taking pictures, so when he woke up he didn’t feel like he’d any rest at all but still had to go accept some peace prize or whatever. Then there was the honorary degree thing at the college; the brunch at some kind of old rich racist wizards’ social club; throwing the first pitch at a bizarre sporting event involving what looked like spiked ostriches and little pink clouds; accepting the “Magicka Kid’s Choice Award” for “Dopest Political Figure of the Year” from a tween pop singer and a cartoon character; and so on and so on, and on and on it went, until finally—and just in time, because he was seriously about to lose it—it all ended. 
 
    “Oh, come on, babe, it hasn’t been that bad,” Golly grinned at him as he collapsed face down onto the couch in the beach house’s living room, and then rolled over so she could sit down and he could lay his head in her lap. “I mean, fie, I actually kinda’ liked it! It was like we got to go on a bunch of free, fancy grown up dates!” 
 
    “Yeah… ‘dates’ where we can’t even talk half the time because someone else is talking at us in the most uninteresting way possible about how great they think I am, but—more importantly—how great they and their organization are for thinking I’m great. Yeah, real fun, Golly. Total blast.” 
 
    “Well,” Golly chuckled, because she knew he was right. “It still beats what Mab and my dad have been doing. He says those, um… what’re they called, ‘reparation and repatriation’ meetings go on forever.” 
 
    “What? Why? Are the warlocks not wanting to give the freed thralls everything they want? Because if they aren’t, then—” 
 
    “No, no, they are… he says it’s just been hard figuring out how to get them all back to Seelie with the resources they’ll need to—” 
 
    “Wait, this sounds boring, Is this gonna be boring?” 
 
    “… Oh yeah, good call,” Golly nodded faux-gravely, smiling down at him as she brushed the hair from his eyes. Suddenly, the fact that they were alone for the first time in a long time seemed to occur to them both at once, and Frotwoot took advantage of it as quickly as he could be sliding up into a sitting position to give her a much-needed kiss. 
 
    Sadly, though, he wasn’t quite quick enough, because as soon as their lips were about to touch someone knocked on the doorframe, and the sight of Bunmi standing out in the hall caused Frotwoot to panic, twist around, and—ultimately—fall through the coffee table. 
 
    “Oh, hi mom!” he said the from the wreckage while Golly covered her face and laughed. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” Bunmi replied, folding her arms and smirking down at him. “Your presence has just been requested at the Tower of Sorcery. Shall I tell all your new wizard and witch friends you’re busy, or—?” 
 
    “What? What do they wanna see me for?” 
 
    “Well, I’m nor positive, but… I believe they said something about a meeting…” 
 
    “Gah, what?!” 
 
    Once Frotwoot had gotten back to his feet he practically stormed over to the tower with Golly and Bunmi (“practically” because of course it was hard to “storm” when you’re driving somewhere, and even harder when your mom’s there to make fun of you for it), taking the still-unreported-as-stolen camper from in front of the just-plain-stolen beach house on a tear through the streets of the capital city of Magicka and parking it sideways in a space clearly marked as a place wherein one should not park. Ha! he thought (and only a little guiltily); That would show them! 
 
    He kept this (obviously, quite out of control) anger and frustration of his boiling inside of him as he more literally stormed into the tower and up the stairs, muttering to himself and staying significantly ahead of his mom and girlfriend to practice all the complaining and whining he was going to unleash when he got to where he was going. Of course, where he was going was several stories up, and they still hadn’t fixed the damage the battle had done to the elevators, so by the time he actually got there the anger had mostly cooled, and he was on the verge of practicing saying sorry for all the things he’d been practicing saying before, as well as wondering if he should run back downstairs and find a more appropriate parking spot. 
 
    “Not so mad anymore, my love?” asked Bunmi as she and Golly caught up to him outside the big pair of double doors, where he was waiting for them. 
 
    “Nah… too tired to be mad..” 
 
    “He really does get so excited, doesn’t he?” Bunmi said to Golly. “Honestly, I never noticed it until you pointed it out.” 
 
    Too weary and resigned to his fate now to even begin to protest, Frotwoot just sighed and turned to open the door, at which point there was an explosion of noise, literal fireworks, and hundreds of people packed into ring portal-filled room beyond grinning and shouting at him, “SURPRISE!!!” 
 
    “What—?” 
 
    “It’s a going away party,” Bunmi explained into his ear. “For everyone who’s here who isn’t supposed to be.” 
 
    “Was it a surprise for everybody?” 
 
    “No, just you. You’re the guest of honor.” 
 
    Frotwoot furrowed his brow and glanced back at her as he tried to puzzle out what that meant, but it turned out wasn’t very much of a puzzle at all and soon solved itself as, one by one, everyone in the room started to come up to him. Men, women, and children who’d been enthralled by the magi thanked him for what he’d done, telling him they’d never forget it, and while there was lots of handshaking (and hugging; and actually even some kissing) there were no grand speeches, no awards, and no pausing for pictures, so even though this was kind of a ceremony… it was one he liked just fine. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Yep,” Golroc half-groaned/half-said in the way only old men did as he took a drink and then leaned forward to put his goblet back down on the table in front of him. “We did it. We figured it out, didn’t we, nerdy?” 
 
    “That we did, Sir Golroc,” said the warlock/Archmage who liked the rules, beaming back at him before turning to the rest of the group to explain: “With scheduled, intermittent bursts of limited interdimensional and alternating-chronal teleportation, we believe that we can return the entire displaced population of Seelie back to their homes without creating too large of a disruption in just a few short hours. Of course, that didn’t solve the problem of resources for when they get there, but with my carefully-crafted emergency social security program (funded by us, of course, and disbursed by the Seelie Court) every 1.5 citizens—” 
 
    “Wait, wait, 1.5?” 
 
    “Yes, as in one and a half.” 
 
    “People? What’s that even mean?” 
 
     “It means we deliberately overfunded. Now, as I was saying, every 1.5 citizens should then be able to meet their various needs, including but not limited to—” 
 
    At some point in all that talking he’d snuck out a spreadsheet, and—knowing from experience where this was going—Frotwoot chose that time to slip away from this particular table (he’d only kind of been hovering near it after Golroc had called him over for some unknown reason anyway) and go mingle. But Golroc slipped right after him, leaving poor Sir Ariel alone at the table to pretend to listen to the new Archmage and saying, “Hold on a minute there, hero. I still got somethin’ to say.” 
 
    “Uh… okay.” 
 
    “You did a good job here, hero,” Golroc told him quickly, as if he needed to get it out before he could stop himself. “And doin’ it in your gecko’s colors? I gotta say, I ain’t never been more proud of one of my knights. Not since Mab made queen.” 
 
    Frotwoot braced himself for the insult and/or threat that usually came with a compliment from Golroc, but when it didn’t come he blinked in surprise and said, “Uh, thanks, Rocky. I—” 
 
    “But just so you know, if you ever take off with my daughter like that again, I’ll hang you upside down and show you what your intestines look like.” 
 
    “—There it is.” 
 
    Grinning only somewhat maliciously at him, Golroc clapped Frotwoot a few times on the back and left him to continue with his mingling. The party had been going for a while now, and while the music was still playing, and everybody was still having fun, it had gotten a lot looser and more relaxed. Occasionally, as he walked (and had walked, before Golroc had called him over), he’d still get a random hug, or give a hug himself when he caught someone crying, but no one was really super focused on him as the guest of honor anymore, and, really… he liked that just fine, too. 
 
    “Crossley!!!” Astrid shouted as she pounced on him from behind, and then scowled and shook her head at Wes to stop him from doing the same. “Look at you, man! You’re a hero!” 
 
    “You guys helped…” 
 
    “Pfft! Yeah, barely.” 
 
    “Hey Crossley, could you, like, tell Astrid to stop saying that, please?” Wes interjected, looking annoyed. “It’s kinda’ been ruining my chances with all these smokin’ hot faerie chicks, and I’m—” 
 
    “Dude, honesty always ruins your chances,” Astrid laughed. 
 
    “I know! That’s why I’m asking Crossley to tell you to stop!” 
 
    Chuckling and ducking away to leave them to their fight, Frotwoot eventually happened upon Mab and Elizora, who just had time to smile warmly and wave at him from where they were sitting before getting back into their discussion about Magicka and Seelie maybe one day starting up trade. Clod and Megainn were seated nearby, but didn’t seem to be “discussing” anything so much as seriously grossing everyone out with what Frotwoot supposed one might call public displays of affection… but only if they were a serial killer or something who really hated affection. Like, you’d have to be deranged. 
 
    “Frotwoot!” Roebin called out to him, and, grinning, Frotwoot hurried over to join them. “Hey man, how’re you doing?” 
 
    “I’m good,” said Frotwoot, looking around. “Dude, why are you sitting alone? Where’s Oberon?” 
 
    Roebin rolled his eyes and nodded toward the dance floor, where Oberon and Thania were doing a slow dance together. 
 
    “What… the fie?” 
 
    “I don’t know, it’s—“ 
 
    Suddenly, Thania slapped Oberon across the face, and while he seemed to be as outwardly affected by it as a drawing of a face might have been, Frotwoot and Roebin still instinctively (as knights) jumped up to go get between them and break it up. 
 
    “Hey, hey, what’s going on?!” asked Frotwoot, while Roebin checked for bruises. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Thania repeated, raising her voice and getting all haughty, “You want to know what’s going on, Frotwoot? I’ll tell you what’s going on!” 
 
    “Well… good, ‘cause that’s kinda’ what I wanted…” 
 
    “This cold-hearted, lowly excuse for a faerie,” she said, pointing a finger in Oberon’s face, to which he didn’t even blink. “Just broke my heart after I opened it up to him!” 
 
    “What?” said Frotwoot, furrowing his brow and looking between them. “How?” 
 
    “She told me that the real reason she wanted those duiney girls back on Earth to think we were together was because she was getting jealous of all the attention they were giving me,” Oberon answered flatly. “I told her ‘okay’, and then she said she loved me.” 
 
    “What?” Frotwoot said again, but only looking at Thania this time. “How?” 
 
    Thania scoffed. “Oh, is it so hard to believe Frotwoot?” 
 
    “What? Yes!” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I said,” Oberon nodded. “And then I figured out that she’s only saying she likes me because she thinks I can help her career. You know, with my planning and everything. After I said that is when she slapped me.” 
 
    “Well, yes, that’s one of the things I like about you!” Thania persisted. “But that’s not all!” 
 
    “What else do you like?” asked Roebin. 
 
    Thania thought about that for a moment. And then another moment. And then another moment, and then finally, “Oh, just look at me, Oberon! Does it matter why I like you, when I look like this?” 
 
    “I rest my case,” said Oberon, pointing at her with one hand and taking a drink he’d somehow gotten with the other. 
 
    “Ooo!” Thania growled angrily, and once Frotwoot had stopped her from charging at him again she made another ridiculous noise and stalked off into the crowd, no doubt to seek validation elsewhere for her appearance. 
 
    After hanging out with Roebin and Oberon for a while (and Thania, too, when she came back having received an adequate number of compliments to lift her spirits), Frotwoot realized he hadn’t seen Pixley or Golly for a while and set out looking for them. Pixley he found pretty much where he’d expected him to be to (i.e., sitting out in the hallway, safely away from all the people and germs), but he hadn’t expected to find him sitting there with Molly and his/her parents, or for Bunmi to narrow her eyes at him as soon as she saw him and say, in a tone of voice that could have no good news behind it, “Frotwoot! Have you been calling your friend here crazy?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “You know how I feel about that word, Frotwoot!” 
 
    “It’s all right, Mrs. Crossley, really,” Pixley assured her, apologizing to Frotwoot with his eyes. “That’s just how we kid around. And I am kind of crazy, so—” 
 
    “Don’t you ever say that,” Bunmi commanded him sternly, whirling around to face him and raise a not-just-mildly threatening finger. “Never, ever again, Do you hear me?” 
 
    Pixley may have looked more uncomfortable at that moment than Frotwoot had ever seen him. “… Yes, Mrs. Crossley.” 
 
    “And you,” she said, whirling back around. “I’m not finished with you, Frotwoot, I—!” she began, and possibly continued, but that was all Frotwoot heard before he managed to slip away, so he’d never know. 
 
    Golly took a little bit more searching, as “away from the party” wasn’t where he’d expected to find her at all, but that’s where she was, leaning out on the balcony outside and talking to the last person Frotwoot would have expected (or for that matter, would have wanted) to find her with: 
 
    Maeve. 
 
    “So what’re you gonna do now?” Golly asked her, as Frotwoot froze in the doorframe, wondering if he should sneak away or try to stop this from happening or what. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Maeve sighed. “Ruth’s house isn’t safe anymore, so I can’t go back there, but if I go back to Seelie—” 
 
    “Mab gave you a full pardon, though, right? And you’ve got a castle, so… you know, you should be good.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know…” 
 
    “You could always just go join up with the Pixies again,” Frotwoot chimed in, smiling at them both as he stopped creeping around and came to join them in their leaning. 
 
    “Whoa, babe, where did you come from?” asked Golly, hugging and rubbing his arm while Maeve looked uncomfortably away. “How long have you been standing there listening to us?” 
 
    “Not long. I probably missed the part where you guys were talking about me, though, so that’s good.” 
 
    “It’s not always all about you, Frotwoot,” Maeve assured him. 
 
    Frotwoot raised a skeptical eyebrow. “So what, you guys didn’t talk about me?” 
 
    “No, we did,” Golly admitted. “Nothing bad, though. Maeve just wanted me to know that she’s happy with you two being just friends, and that I don’t have to worry about her trying to take you away again.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Maeve laughed nervously. “But then she told me that of course she didn’t have to worry and showed me her claws.” 
 
    Golly nodded, smiling. “That’s right, all twenty of ‘em.” 
 
    “Oh… great,” said Frotwoot. “Sorry I… missed that.” 
 
    “Well… y’know, I should probably show them to you, too. You know, just in case you start getting any ideas.” 
 
    “No, that’s cool, I’ll just… see them later. In my nightmares.” 
 
    Golly laughed and gave him a playful shove. “Seriously, though, babe, what do you think? Should she go back to Earth, or Seelie, or what?” 
 
    Frotwoot shrugged. “I don’t know. But hey, wherever you go, Maeve, I just want you to know you’ll always have a friend in me.” 
 
    “And me,” said Golly. 
 
    “What, really?” Maeve asked Golly. 
 
    “Yeah. Unless you make me bring me out my claws again, because then what you’ll have is a—” 
 
    “Frotwoot!” Emmony (thankfully) interrupted before that sentence could reach whatever grisly end it had laying in wait. “There you are! I’ve been looking all over for you!” 
 
    “Hey, step-grandma Emmony, what’s up?” 
 
    “It’s ex-stepgrandma Emmony now, darling,” she informed him, showing him her ringless left hand. “And ‘what’s up’ is that your father would like to speak with you.” 
 
    “My—?” Frotwoot began, wondering why Jack didn’t just come find him himself, but then she held out her staff and it became clear. “Oh. Right.” Gripping it under where her hand was, he had a brief telepathic conversation with Dayne, and when he let go he turned to Golly and Maeve and said, “Hey, can you guys come help me find everyone?” 
 
    “Everyone?” Maeve said quizzically. 
 
    “Yeah, you know, like my family. My friends.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Golly. 
 
    Frotwoot smiled at her and shrugged. “He wants to meet all of you.” 
 
    As they split up to go look, Frotwoot soon became aware that Maeve had un-split with him, and as he blinked and turned back to ask why she said, “Hey, um, Frotwoot? Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Sure, yeah, what’s up?” 
 
    “Well, you know I didn’t want to ask this in front of Golly, but—” She stopped when she saw the look this put on Frotwoot face and laughed and waved it away. “No, nothing like that! It’s just, um… what are you gonna do now?” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, like… after this. Where are you gonna go?” 
 
     “Home.” 
 
    “Right, but…” Maeve stopped in the middle of the party, causing him to stop, too. “Which one?” 
 
    “ ‘Which’—?” Frotwoot repeated, not understanding the question. But then from one direction he saw Golly coming towards him with Roebin, Oberon, and Thania, and from another he saw Emmony leading Jack, Bunmi, and Molly the same way, and his eyes went wide, and his heart dropped into a pit in his stomach, and the already oppressive music just seemed to get louder around him as, suddenly, all at once, he did understand the question, and he realized, as Maeve stood there waiting for him to respond… that he didn’t know the answer. “Oh… fie.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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