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“ Well, it’s definitely not fucking Kansas,” I muttered, doing my best to keep my rickety old landing pod pointed in the right direction. The thing was a complete piece of junk. I had no idea how it had even managed to fire up for the short trip from the ship to the planet’s surface. 
Of course, the Elite Allied Republic of Terran Humans—or EARTH for short—probably didn’t care if I survived the trip. Why waste good machinery on banished failures they were trying to make disappear?
They had provided the junk pod and just enough fuel to make it from the republic’s fleet ship to the planet. There was no other habitable option in this area, so it was do as told and land on Ozma-4, or run out of fuel and die in empty space inside my tiny metal can. 
Honestly? I was tempted to choose the die alone in space option. Oz was a backwater colonial planet in the middle of nowhere. They had limited tech and resources, and a weird governing system that didn’t make for easy planetary advancement. 
The “four” in Ozma-4 was a nod to the four planets who had tried to colonize the place and take over. Why they bothered to try to colonize the place was anybody’s guess. Though it probably had something to do with a hush-hush resource of some kind. That was usually how these things played out. But there was nothing nearby except one poor, probably forgotten space station provided by the Interstellar Morals and Discipline committee. 
No one would know where I was. No one here would know who I was. Which was the whole point. I was too well-known to be executed, even after my shady discharge from the diplomatic branch of EARTH’s military. So they decided to make me disappear instead. Somewhere no one could find me, but where EARTH could still come retrieve me if they needed me for something. 
Wanted by everyone and no one all at once. Story of my freaking life. And I’d lost half my fake nails somewhere along the way. “Insult to injury,” I muttered. 
The display screen lit up and an alarm started pinging. "Shit, shit, shit." 
I had made it through the atmosphere. So at least dying alone in space was no longer an option. But of course I was about to hit turbulence. According to the limited information I’d been given while in my holding cell, Oz was known for its erratic weather. It was particularly infamous for its cyclones. Growing up in Kansas, back on Earth—the planet, not the military force—I was no stranger to tornados. But our weather was more predictable there, monitored and mitigated by environmental controls. I guess I was about to see what my ancestors had to deal with before that cozy little bit of planet-wide tech existed. 
I double checked that I was strapped in as tightly as possible, then hit all the appropriate buttons to ensure I had some chance of surviving a rough landing. Propulsion was still firing, for now. I tossed my low pigtails over my shoulders and closed my eyes. It would be fine.
“Girl, you’ve survived worse things in your life than a bumpy ride,” I said in my best stage voice. Right before the fuel ran out and my propulsion died. 
The viewscreen and electronic systems still worked for the moment, which afforded me a spectacular view of just how fucked I was. A swirling wall of debris whirled across the screen. But I was saved having to stare at that for long. With no propulsion to keep it on track, the little pod pitched sideways, rolled over, and began to spin.
I let out a shriek that would make the most fabulous queen on the stage green with envy. Then I clamped my mouth shut and tried not to puke. 
Dying was bad enough. I didn’t want to leave this life covered in half-digested EARTH ship rations. I was a fucking lady. I was going to go out with dignity. 
And probably soiled underwear. But you know, you can only do so much. 
I didn’t have much with me, and most of it was secured against entering atmosphere, deceleration, and landing. But of course, I’d forgotten to secure my fucking lip balm. The recycled plasti-tube hit me right between the eyes, the stinging blow just one more note in the symphony of abuse my body was taking in this spinning nightmare. 
It seemed like the falling, the tumbling, and the weightless feeling in between jolts of motion might last forever. Until it stopped. 
The emergency landing safeties were on, so I didn’t die on impact. But it sure as fuck felt like it. Even cushioned as I was, embraced by the impact safeties on my seat, I managed to bite my tongue hard enough my mouth filled with blood. Every bone in my body felt bruised.
I was also rendered temporarily deaf by the sound of impact. 
I sat there for a moment, frozen while my heart tried to remember how to beat and my lungs remembered how to breathe. Now that motion was at a standstill, the safety on the headrest of my seat disengaged with a little hiss and click, allowing me to turn and lean over the seat. I spit out the mouthful of blood that had accumulated, careful not to stain my blue cotton dress. Then I disengaged my safety harness with shaking hands. 
“There’s no place like a new home,” I said in my best falsetto. Time to go greet the locals. 
I stumbled out of the destroyed pod and took a look around. The twister had moved on, its damage done, for now. I had been aiming for a town, but it looked like I’d been blown off course. In the distance, I could see a road leading toward what looked like a distant cluster of buildings. 
Normally, I’d appreciate the wild, vivid colors around me, but after the trip I’d just had, it was all a bit much. I took my eyes off the bright foliage—and was that an aquamarine road? Yes, yes it was—to find a good place to vomit. 
That taken care of, I went back inside and rinsed out my mouth and patted my face with a bit of water from the canteen I’d been given. Then I grabbed my knapsack out of the overhead bin, tracked down my escaped, murderous tube of lip balm, and stuffed it and whatever useful crap I could salvage from the pod inside the bag. 
I had turned to leave when a dull thud brought me to a halt. Huh. At first, I thought the dull banging in my head was just the result of my eventful landing and my rattled brain. But no. There was something clanging around under the boards. Sighing, I crouched down and worked a service panel free. I let out a surprised squawk and fell backward to land on my skirt-clad ass when a metallic ball darted out at me. 
“What the hell? Toto?” I yelped in surprise. I grabbed the hovering metallic device and examined it in disbelief. The EARTH goons had taken away all of my tech. They even deactivated my translator implant. Add that to the list of illegal shit they’d done to get rid of me. Removing translators and tossing someone out on a foreign planet was a huge people’s rights violation. 
They had definitely removed my trans orbital takeaway orb—or TOTO—before they shoved me into this death trap. Touted as the best traveling companion in space, TOTOs were able to connect with nearby space stations, download information about your current location, and serve as communication devices. They were invaluable for diplomats and emissaries visiting foreign planets. 
I’d had my own device designed to look like a pufferdog from a small, water-covered planet I had visited in my travels as a diplomat. The creatures were so ugly they were cute, reminding me of some weird cross between an Earth puffer fish and a terrier. It annoyed people to no end that a smart, high-ranking, in-demand diplomat like me went toting around a piece of tech that looked like a children’s toy. 
There was no way EARTH had just let me keep Toto when they flung me onto Oz. 
I held up a hand to get Toto to back off. “Messages,” I said, knowing there had to be more to this than some crazy oversight on behalf of my kidnappers. 
I was not disappointed. Toto rolled over to show me the display screen in its belly and a familiar face appeared. Freddie. My one friend at the EARTH academy. The one person I’d actually stayed in contact with once I graduated and worked my way up the ranks. He was a technical systems engineer. And he had probably risked everything to get this damned TOTO to me. 
“Daniel,” he said, voice hushed on the recording, looking over his shoulder one last time. “This is all bullshit, mate. Not sure what the hell you did to piss these guys off. But I’m working on it, I promise. I’ve got you covered.” He shuffled the screen around and looked over his shoulder again. “I know it’s not much, but you’ll at least have the replicator and the communications device. Press your TOTO’s nose to your port on your implant node. That should shock them back awake.” 
He drew in a breath. “Look, these assholes are gonna wipe your records, Dannie. I backed them up, saved a copy to your TOTO. You just have to link him up to the nearest Interstellar space station. Go over EARTH’s head to IMAD, okay? EARTH is dirty. But I’m pretty sure IMAD is clean. And…well, Oz could use you anyway, yeah? I made sure that’s where they sent you. There’s—” 
A rush of air announced the door opening behind him and Freddie went all relaxed and bored as he flipped Toto over and picked up a micro screwdriver. 
“What’s taking so long?” a gruff voice demanded. 
“Hold onto your panties, dude,” the technician huffed. “Delicate work here. If I tear into this thing too fast, I’ll either ruin the data you want to get at, or I’ll trigger the factory backup mechanism. Pretty sure you don’t want that, yeah?”
The gruff voice again. “Get that data to my chip, then destroy that thing, kid. Any fucking around and I’ll have you stripped from your cushy little job.”
“Understood, sir,” Freddie sniped, his voice dry. Then the message cut off as he apparently put Toto into sleep mode or something, rather than junking him the way he’d been instructed. 
I had to wonder though, just what personal data the higher-ups had been so intent on stealing. I had wiped all my work-related files from the device the moment I left EARTH service. Five years ago. 
Ah well, no use worrying about it at the moment. First, I needed to get acquainted with my new temporary home. Following Freddie’s instructions, I asked Toto to turn my translator back on, then pressed his shiny little dog snout to the lump below my left ear, where my node interfaced with my brain. 
The fucking jolt of electricity that zapped me probably cost me some brain cells. But hopefully that warm rush I felt in my blood meant the nanodes were back online. 
Once I was back outside, I stood there waiting for the slight dizziness to fade while I studied my surroundings. If I wanted to find civilization, it looked like I had a lot of walking to do. 
“Toto,” I said tiredly. “Coms up. Please send an encoded message to the nearest IMAD station. Request to speak with the commanding officer regarding treaty violations and a civilian in distress.” Ex-military, technically. But let’s not give the big guys a reason to hate me on sight. 
Toto gave a soft bark, and I smiled. That was one of my very first modifications, replacing the bland chimes and beeps that came standard—it drove people up the fucking walls when my weird-looking TOTO device barked. 
But the smile was wiped off my face soon enough. Toto gave a low whine and it’s AI voice, programmed to sound like a stuffy upper crust Andiluvian butler informed me, “Apologies, sir. Unable to establish a link.”
I scowled. “Did you suffer damages in the pod crash, hon?”
“No, sir. I am undamaged. However, there is interference in the atmosphere. Possibilities include weather, undocumented mineral interference, or security blocking.”
I sighed. My luck. Probably leftover clouds and atmospheric crap from the recent storm. It was unlikely that any mineral or planetary influence would have gone undocumented. There could be planetary security codes to prevent tech theft, but you usually only saw that on really rich, tech-savvy, industrial planets. 
“Well, Toto,” I said with false cheer. “Looks like we’re gonna go for a walk, boy.” Looking down at my feet, I sighed.
EARTH’s little soldier boys had snatched me right off the drag stage in the middle of a performance. My cute, old-fashioned midwestern girl look was made all the more fabulous by my six-inch stilettos with the platform soles. They were covered in shimmering silver sequins that matched the silver and rhinestone ribbons in my pigtails and my glittery silver eyeshadow. 
The shoes were fucking fierce. But they weren’t exactly hiking shoes. And the few personal belongings in my bag didn’t happen to include a change of clothes. Fucking EARTH. They really knew how to ruin a girl’s day. 
Arriving in the middle of nowhere on a backward colonial planet in full drag was definitely a metaphor for my life. Or something. 
I shook my head and glanced back at the pod. I had checked every nook and cranny for usable paraphernalia, so I knew there wasn’t a pair of hiking boots hidden in there somewhere. But still. I was tempted to go look again. I couldn’t walk all the way to town in these shoes. And hiking across an alien planet barefoot was just asking for death by some slow parasitic infection. 
I sighed. Then I went around the side of the pod to sit on a rock and get to ripping the heels off my beautiful shoes. 
I rounded the side of the pod and froze. Oh. Oh no….
My eyes were riveted to the pair of legs that protruded from under my pathetic transport. Thankfully, there wasn’t too much in the way of visible gore—I’d seen enough of that in my active duty with the EARTH military. I didn’t need any more nightmare fodder. But still, squishing someone to death with your landing pod wasn’t exactly something to inspire warm fuzzy feelings. They must have had some great personal shields, to only be a little squished. 
“Fuck,” I breathed. “I’m sorry.”
Then I really focused on what I was seeing, and the part of me that had been trained to survive during weird alien situations kicked in. 
“Really sorry about this,” I said again. Then I knelt and carefully, efficiently removed the poor thing’s black hiking boots. 
They were a bit tight, and the soles were needlessly chunky, but they’d do the job. 
I stuffed my fabulous silver heels into my knapsack. Muttering the galactic prayer for civilians killed in battle, I saluted the dead person and turned toward the eyeball-burning aquamarine road, my little TOTO hovering along beside me. 




Chapter 2
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The weirdly colored road seemed to serve an actual purpose. The surface, which was made to look like old-timey rough cobblestone or brick, turned out on closer inspection to be a relatively smooth composite. The color was explained when I passed the first intersection, the perpendicular road a bright purple color. There were no road signs, so I was guessing the color was part of some local navigation system.  
It was a long, hot hike, the weather comparable to a Kansas summer—but not quite so scorching. The scenery was pretty, with rolling hills of vibrant flowers and greenery flowing into distant gem-bright mounds of forest. 
Toto did have some basic information about the flora and fauna loaded into his memory. He was able to point out a few edible flowers along the way. The pink blossoms were surprisingly spicy. Huh. The weird place was growing on me already. 
It took me most of the day to reach the distant town. I encountered a few large, strange-looking wheeled vehicles driven by even stranger-looking people, but I didn’t think it was wise to chance hitchhiking. Oz was supposed to be a peaceful planet, but I knew next to nothing about its culture and customs. The place had been colonized by not one, but four other governments. From what I understood, each area had its own governing body, though they all took part, to some degree, in planet-wide politics and rules. 
It was the way a lot of planets started out, but eventually most ended up ruled by one governing body—usually their own, unless the natives were really primitive. The time of hostile take-over had dwindled a few decades ago with a couple of interstellar peace treaties and the formation of Interstellar Morals and Discipline—IMAD—which worked in the interest of native peoples, particularly on newly discovered planets. 
Once, I’d been a part of all that. EARTH’s most sought after diplomat when it came to negotiating tricky situations between natives and colonizing races. But even the most supposedly forward thinking, open-minded organizations have their prejudices. My outside the box thinking had been just a bit too outside the box for the higher ups within EARTH’s ranks. 
And my insistence on honesty? In my line of work, it was an unforgiveable flaw. When the last group of people I advocated for had lost out to greed and power plays, I had turned in my resignation. It was that, or be dishonorably discharged. Maybe even made to disappear. 
I had walked out on my career, my cushy life as a diplomat, and all my years of honest, heart-felt service. I’d been angry. Jaded. 
But I was free. 
The drag artist career had just been the icing on the cake. One final middle finger at the uptight system. I gave up on intellectual career pursuits and doubled down on being me. I had always been good at acting, at playing whatever part was demanded of me—and I loved to dress up. The only thing that really changed when I left my diplomat career was the stage. It became lights and glitter, rather than conference screens and meeting rooms. And the part I played was one I truly enjoyed playing, rather than a role designed to ensure that I didn’t offend anyone’s cultural beliefs or political views. 
Not all species were as accepting of gay males in positions of power as Earthlings and their far-reaching EARTH planets had become. But after leaving EARTH, I was free to be my own fabulous self, no matter how I chose to express that. 
Too bad it didn’t last. 
I enjoyed five years as a whopping success on the drag stage. And five years of slowly learning how to be a new version of myself, exploring all the facets of me that I’d had to keep under lock and key before. And just when I was able to relax and enjoy life…bam! EARTH showed up and spouted some nonsense about violation of article number 37B of my severance contract, and blah, blah, blah…. 
I hadn’t done anything wrong. Someone just wanted to get rid of me. They wanted to get me as far from Earth and my old connections as possible. 
And I had not a single fucking clue why. 
Sure, I knew things. In my position, I had to be a master at reading people and politics, at knowing the ins and outs of every situation and what motivated all the players. I probably knew something that could ruin someone’s life. But who? And why had they suddenly decided that I was a problem now, after I’d been out of the political game for years without any issue.
I might never know. Of course, I was going to try to figure it out, eventually. But for now, I had to focus on just surviving. On figuring out my current surroundings and how to best integrate myself into this culture. I’d keep my head down and get myself established. Maybe get a job, some housing, make some friends. Try to find some allies. 
Then I’d start working on my whys and hows—if I even cared enough to put the effort into solving the puzzle. Who knew? It might be safer and easier to just stay here in the middle of nowhere for the rest of my life. 
I stopped outside the gates of the little village. And yes, I mean literally little. It had looked further away. My brain just assumed the height of the buildings was a trick of perspective. It wasn’t. 
My eyes were probably embarrassingly wide as I took it all in. I mean, look, I’m not the galaxy’s most inconspicuous person. Especially not at that moment, in full stage makeup, a blue cotton dress covered in rhinestones, white knee-highs with little silver bows on the tops, and chunky-soled hiking boots. And after a long day’s hike, I probably also looked dirty and deranged. But this place….
I warily eyed the bubblegum pink walls. Why did a little village in an idyllic countryside need walls? Were there dangerous animals out there? Were the townsfolk in the middle of a feud with the neighboring burgs? Toto had no info on the little village. Good thing I had made it here in a single day’s walk. I shuddered to think what unknown threat came out at night and necessitated a wall. 
I had been in military service for ten years, but I was never a fighter. I had basic training, sure, but I was a diplomat, a spoiled, pampered talking head. I was under no illusion that I was some hardened soldier who could survive in any terrain. 
I put Toto to sleep and tucked him away in my knapsack for safe keeping. Then I squared my shoulders and walked through the gates. I was stopped by a pair of men in bright yellow uniforms with short jackets and enough tassels to make even the most over-the-top queen flinch. The outfits clashed a bit with the men’s slightly greenish skin. They both came up to about the level of my sternum. 
Which I supposed explained the short buildings and the tiny, thatched cottages all around the outskirts of the village. 
“Name, direction, and business,” one of the guards said, gesturing at me with a glittery baton thing that I was fairly certain was a pretty little taser. 
Well, looked like the translator implant was working, at least. There was just that slight millisecond delay between hearing and understanding. And when I spoke, I knew I’d have to get used to the way the nanodes altered my words on the way to my mouth before I spoke to them.
Brain manipulation at its finest. Getting the expensive, military class device installed had been part of my diplomat onboarding, absolutely necessary for being able to negotiate with species who didn’t speak interstellar standard. I could have refused brain augmentation and settled for lower rank—many did, fearful of the procedure. But I thanked the damned stars I’d been a reckless kid fresh out of school. Because it was saving my ass now. 
I gave the guards a curtsy. I was dressed the part, might as well stay in character. “Dotty West,” I said in a husky alto. “I was sent here by EARTH to…relocate.” I wasn’t exactly sure what EARTH had told the local governments about me—probably nothing. Technically, it was illegal to cast off your exiled refuse without letting the other planet know. Usually, they’d say something like “relocation” or “refugee” or “asylum.” They’d use words meant to convey “We don’t want them, so we dumped them on your garbage planet, but they aren’t hardened serial killers. Good riddance.”
The guards immediately stiffened. “West?” the nearest one nearly shouted. “What do you want here?”
I arched my perfectly—at one point yesterday—plucked and penciled brows. “My last name is West, yes. Like I told you, I was sent here by the EARTH military. You know, the organization encompassing a little blue planet and its resultant colonial planets? Loud. Lots of money and angry humans?”
I got a wand thing pressed into the small of my back in response. “Come on.”
I sighed, but didn’t argue. I was bigger than the guards, but they had the weapons. Plus, I really didn’t even know what we were fighting about. So, I just let them march me through the gates and into the center of the village. Going peacefully would probably mean talking to someone in charge without spending a night in jail. 
The buildings got weirder and more colorful as we went. We passed other denizens of the place, all of them vaguely humanoid but uniformly small of stature and dressed in the most amazing colors and shapes.
I frowned. It was a bit strange, not seeing any other non-Ozma species here. It seemed to be nothing but natives. On a planet that had been colonized—even one as potentially divided as this one—you would normally expect to see a mix of various types of people. Most planets that interacted with the EARTH planets or IMAD had a varied population from all over the galaxy, a cacophony of sizes, shapes, colors, and languages that was both dizzying and exciting to my traveling diplomat’s heart. 
So, this…this was odd. Apparently, the natives were more reclusive than I thought. 
The townspeople stared openly at me as I was directed to the short, light pink stone building in the center of town, but when I looked around, I saw nothing but happy, smiling faces. The doorway and ceiling of the pink building were tall enough for me to enter without ducking, but just barely. Interesting, because I was pretty sure I would have had to bend down to get into most of the other houses and buildings we had passed. Why was this building built for tall people?
This place seemed to be an office of some sort, with a little reception desk at the front. One of the guards nodded and hurried off, probably to return to his post. The other one addressed the waiting secretary in his smart cobalt blue suit with the rhinestone collar. The residents of Oz certainly had flair, I’d give them that.
“We need an immediate audience with the good witch,” the guard intoned.
I stifled my smile. Ah yes, the witches. To the natives, advanced technology or innate biological ability to manipulate energy was probably viewed as magic. Although, from the little I’d read about the planet during my lovely little pod trip, the term “witch” here meant something different than it did back on Earth. A person of power, and a person in power. It was a title of office, as much as a designation for a magic worker. 
It was an astounding and wonderous thing, when humans took to the skies and encountered alien races. Some humans, like mystics and the odd scientific anomalies, were able to manipulate energy in ways most could not. But they were the exception to the rule, the wild stories or interesting rarities. But space travel revealed that there were whole species out there who could utilize energy in a way that could only be explained to humans as…magic. While some tight-laced scientist types insisted on calling it energy manipulation, the common interpretation in standard intergalactic translator speak was “magic.”
My Terran biases made it hard to wrap my mind around the concept. But apparently, the people of Oz didn’t have the same problem. Every culture had its nuances. I just took it all in without judgment. As much as possible. If there was one thing my time traveling and working with the diplomatic branch of the EARTH military had taught me, it was to expect my mind to be blown at every turn. Weird was just…normal, really.
Soon enough, I was ushered into a plush office where I was greeted by a redheaded bipedal person in a glittering purple pantsuit. Her presentation said “female” to my Terran sensibilities, but I knew that was more about me than her. Other species didn’t necessarily have Terran anatomy or Terran ideas about gender. She wore a headband that reminded me of a tiara, and long strands of diamonds glittered in her long earlobes. 
“Welcome to Moonkin City, she said with a warm smile and that twittery sort of voice some people had. “I am Lady Stella-donna, Witch of the North. Please, sit down and tell me how you’ve arrived in my little city.”
I sank down into a chair what was just big enough for a human male of medium stature, setting my knapsack aside. Right. The directions. North meant this was head of the planet Nibfar’s colonial interests here on Oz. They called her the “good witch” because her people were known to be fair and peaceable, and she got on well with the natives. That probably explained why this village was so filled with native people. I relaxed a bit. 
The four planets with colonies on Oz were Nibfar, Svaarnia, Eton, and Valklon—known on-planet as North, South, East, and West respectively because of their original areas of colonization. North and South were known to be generally friendly and welcoming. The East colony was fairly neutral, from what I understood. But the West colony was rumored to be cold, suspicious of everyone, not willing to negotiate or work well with the others. 
I had been sent to the north. But I couldn’t be exactly sure that was where I had landed, what with my exciting entry into the Ozma-4 atmosphere and all. That cyclone had been downright demonic. 
If this person was Stella-donna, then I had actually made it to the north area. I was in a place where I stood a good chance of being accepted and making a place for myself. I could work with this. So, I truthfully explained my situation.
Well, most of it. Sort of. 
It wouldn’t do to be too naïve—no matter what my current girly-girl, midwestern costume implied. I had been sent here for some political reason I didn’t fully understand. Looking into Stella-donna’s perfect, smiling face, I made a snap decision. 
No one here knew me as anything other than Dotty West—which, yeah, in retrospect, that last name was unfortunate, but what’s a girl to do? So, I would just be Dotty. No one needed to know about Daniel Xavier Westerfield the Eighth, decorated and once-beloved ex-EARTH diplomat. Maybe that way I could stay off people’s radar until I figured out what had gone so wrong and why I was here. 
So, I told Stella-donna I had hitched a ride with an EARTH ship by way of some questionable connections with a friend in the military service. I had been looking to escape my boring life (and a bad breakup) back on Earth, I told her in my best airhead voice, but I had been found out by the EARTH ship’s captain. I told her how my escape pod had crashed when he kicked me off his ship, and that I was currently stranded on Oz without much in the way of resources. 
Stella-donna took all of this with the calm patience of an understanding parent when faced with a weird, wild youth. “There is nothing worse than a broken heart,” she said, commiserating with my bad breakup story. “It makes us do things we’d never otherwise consider.”
Crazy things like run away to a distant planet, she meant. 
I smiled sadly at her. “That it does.”
She reached out and took my hand, giving it a squeeze. “We will make you feel at home here, Dotty, you’ll see. Oz is a wonderful planet, where you can be at ease. We’re not driven by the greed and capitalism you’re used to. Here, we are all about living happily in the moment.” She winked. “I think you’ll find all your worries just melt away when you’re surrounded by people who want nothing more than to be happy. The native way of being is contagious.”
I grinned back at her. “I hope so. Because I’m sure sick of my old ‘way of being.’” 
I didn’t mention the outcome of my unfortunate crash landing. I needed to figure out what the local views were on involuntary manslaughter and whether they favored the death penalty for offenders before I went there. 
“I’m sure you’re tired from your travels,” the witch of the north said sweetly. Rising, she gestured toward the door. “Come, I’ll direct you to an inn where you can rest and fill your belly. We’ll deal with everything else tomorrow.”
I nodded. Dusk was falling fast. I was grungy and starving. Not to mention, sore and tired. “I’d appreciate that. But…I don’t have much in the way of money. Just a bit of EARTH-issue coin.” It would be tradable on a larger, more advanced planet. But the currency was probably close to worthless here. 
She smiled that motherly smile again and patted me on the back, the lines at the corners of her eyes crinkling. “Never fear. For now, you are our guest. We’ll work out the rest later.”
I didn’t like not knowing what I’d end up owing these people for my food and lodging, but it seemed that they valued hospitality and kindness here. So, I’d take the charity for the night, at least. “Thank you.”
Then I was handed off to a moonkin assistant to show me to the inn. She was wearing an orange vest with a high, stiff collar over a diamond patterned blue and green unitard. “Work it, girl,” I muttered under my breath.
All things considered, my first day exiled on an alien planet could have been worse. 
But we’d see what tomorrow had in store for me. I had a feeling it couldn’t be this easy. 




Chapter 3
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Thankfully, there was one inn in town that was able to comfortably accommodate a small-to-average-sized human male. I hadn’t been looking forward to sleeping with my feet dangling off the bed or scrunched up like a shrimp…but hey, anything was probably better than sleeping outside with whatever the city walls were built to keep out.  
My clothes were taken away to be laundered, and after a blissful soak in steaming, bubbly water enhanced with whatever “magic” or tech they used around here to produce such things without obvious electricity, I fell into bed naked and slept like the dead. 
The bath had helped ease the encroaching muscle soreness caused by crash-landing then walking for hours to reach the city, and my nanodes no doubt sped up the healing. But when I woke up in the morning, everything was seized up. I groaned and rolled out of bed, dragging a sheet around my hips before going to answer the knock at the door. 
A sweet-cheeked woman in a neon green dress with a frilly puce apron looked up at me with a smile, holding out my clean, folded clothes. “Your laundry, uh…ma’am.”
I thanked her and took my things, closing the door behind her. As I got dressed, I ran a hand over my face, glad that one of the few belongings in my knapsack was my dilapidator and my cosmetics. For once, I was glad I’d been at the drag show when they snatched me. It meant my bag contained all the things I needed to remain Dotty, rather than transforming back into plain, boring old Daniel. 
I pulled on my now clean bustier, booty shorts, thigh-highs, and cotton dress. Then I yanked on my borrowed hiking boots once more. Freshly electrolocized and wearing an almost demure amount of makeup, I packed up my things and headed out to see what I could make of the place. 
The inn fed me breakfast—some sort of sauteed vegetable matter with what I wasn’t going to examine too closely, but suspected was cooked insects on top, and a side of something fruity. I pulled Toto out far enough to discreetly check for toxins, not surprised when he told me not to eat the cute little blue flower petals that were sprinkled over everything. Just because an alien race could eat something did not mean a human cold. 
I picked the flowers off, re-scanned just to be sure, then I ate the rest like a ravenous beast and said thank you to my hosts. It might have had a strange appearance and texture, but the food tasted fine. I was an ex-diplomat…I was used to accepting what was offered to me, smiling, and eating as politeness dictated. I did get a couple of weird looks over the discarded flower petals on my plate, but it wasn’t like I was going to poison myself just to be polite. 
Breakfast finished, I headed out to explore the little village. I had to duck my head to enter the shops, and I didn’t have the money to buy anything. But I looked my fill, taking in the way people interacted, how they spoke with one another, all the little customs and mannerisms that could tell you so much about a place. 
One thing I could say of Moonkin City—they certainly were happy folk. 
I nodded to the smiling man on the sidewalk as I crossed the road toward an elaborate fountain in the square. Something was bothering me. I knew it was probably just a cultural thing. But these people were smiley. I mean, I was from the American Midwest on Earth…we were known for our weird, almost dangerous hospitality and our penchant for smiling at strangers, but these people were over-the-top, even to someone of my upbringing. 
I was just about to go hunt for Lady Stella-donna, when a man in a purple suit with a tall, curly red mohawk appeared at my side. “Excuse me, miss Dotty,” he said with a polite smile and a nod, “but the good witch would like a word with you. She says she has papers for you to fill out so we can get you a place to stay.”
I hadn’t exactly said that I wanted to stay in this little village. But I supposed it was a start until I learned more about the culture and figured out where to go from here. I nodded to the man and stood. 
He held out a little napkin-wrapped pastry with more of those little blue flowers baked into it. “She sent this, in case you hadn’t had breakfast yet.”
I took the pastry with a polite nod, but tucked it into my pocket to throw away later, unwilling to risk offending the guy by telling him their delicacy was inedible. 
We had almost reached the offices of the good witch when a fireball erupted directly in our path. 
My companion squeaked and took off running, his little legs pumping as fast as they could, the long tails of his violently purple jacket flapping behind him. I glanced around to find that everyone had either disappeared or collapsed down into a prone, prostrating position at the arrival of the fireball.
I had quite a bit of practice not externally reacting to internal alarm bells. I stood at ease while I tried to assess the nature of this new emergency, ignoring the sensation in my gut that urged me to run and hide.
A sharp, commanding voice rang out in the square. “Stella! Come out, come out, you grinning bitch!”
The fireball died down, the trailing smoke it left behind clinging to the long black skirts of the person who stood in the square. She—at least I was assuming they were a she—was tall, with light blue skin, angular features, and an epically long, knife-edged nose. A jaunty black hat with a glinting, deep green jewel in the band sat atop her glossy blue-black hair. 
Now this…this was what a witch was supposed to look like. She was like something from a storybook my nanny had read to me as a child.
And here I was, standing right between her and the building where Stella-donna resided. Our eyes met, her angry silver gaze burning into me.
“What are you?” she demanded, pacing forward. Wow, the skirts of her long black dress and loose strands of her long blue-black hair even billowed behind her when she moved. Impressive showmanship. 
I held up my hands and gave her my best diplomat’s smile, then remembered I was in drag and added a cocked hip for good measure. “Just a visitor, Sweetcakes.” I shuffled to the side. “I’ll just…”
The door behind me opened with a bang, and Stella-donna, paragon of goodness and mom smiles glided out to stand beside and slightly in front of me. “What are you doing in my city, West?” she said, her voice just as sweet and syrupy as ever. 
West. Interesting. So, this was the “wicked” witch. The problem child of the colonies. I stayed where I was, eager to learn more about the dynamics here. Even if part of me was really starting to wonder if magic was really real, and if maybe getting out of the line of fire might be a smarter course of action. 
I shoved the military training aside. There was tea about to be spilled here, girl. I was not going to miss this show. 
“My sister is dead,” the wicked witch snarled, her long-fingered hands clawing inward with her rage. Those hands had too many fingers, but I didn’t have the attention to spare for counting. “Her body was found under a space pod!” Those searing gray eyes narrowed further, darted to the side, pinned on me. “And here you are with an alien guest, North. Harboring a murderer?”
Shit. Should have got while the getting’ was good, Dotty. 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Stella-donna said calmly. 
Then she glanced at me like a sweet, patient parent waiting for their kid to spill their guts over that broken window and the rogue baseball, or something. I swallowed. “Well, um. You see, I was going to explain this all to you today, Lady Witch. I simply needed to get my bearings and assess the local norms and customs.”
The wicked witch snarled, and a green flame appeared in her hand. 
I held up my hands and played at being a complete airhead. “I’m sorry! Really, I am. It was an accident. I barely made it to the surface alive. My pod lost thrusters and I was caught in a tornado. You know? Cyclone? Twister thing? Surely someone saw that storm yesterday!” I glanced around, but all the moonkins were still hiding. “Anyway, I crash-landed, and when I left the site, I may have noticed that there was…a casualty.”
Stella-donna’s sweet expression simply looked saddened as she patted my shoulder. “An unfortunate accident.”
But the wicked witch of the west? She looked like she was going to strip the meat from my bones with her bare hands. “You killed my sister! And you just…failed to mention it to the local authorities? Who sent you? Who do you work for?” She paced closer. “If this bitch sent you, you wouldn’t be stupid enough to hide here in her town, would you….”
Stella-donna held up her hands. The moonkins had slowly started to come out of hiding, watching in clusters from behind every convenient bush, sculpture, or brightly painted trash bin.
 “There you go, West,” the good witch said soothingly, “jumping to conclusions again. Surely you can see this was an accident. How could our new friend here have known your sister would be passing by? How could she have purposefully maneuvered her injured craft to land on her in the middle of one of the storms? You know how sudden and unpredictable the cyclones are.”
The wicked witch snarled and lobbed a green fireball at Stella-donna’s head. The good witch gestured, and a burst of purple glitter extinguished the flame. “Your magic won’t work here behind my protections, West,” she said sweetly. “Nothing but smoke and magic tricks. Now scurry on home to stew on your conspiracy theories and your bitterness.” She clapped her hands. “Be gone!”
The wicked witch pinned me with that silver glare. “I will learn the truth,” she promised in that dark alto voice. “You can’t hide here in this happy little village forever.”
She turned her glare on Stella-donna. “And you! Be warned. I will find a way through your protections and glamours one day. Then your head will part ways with your body.”
The fire flared again, and when it was gone, so was the wicked witch of the west. 
I let out a shaky breath. As far as getting off to a good start in my new community, this was just going off with flying colors, wasn’t it? “Fuck.”
Stella-donna regarded me with a soft, sad smile. “I’m afraid you’ve made a powerful enemy, Dotty. Though I’m surprised she is so convinced this horrible thing was done on purpose.” She patted my shoulder, then leaned in, her sweet voice conspiratorial. “Did you perhaps…take something off the body? A token or charm belonging to the witch?” 
She frowned. “It is strange that the witch of the east would be passing so close to the center of our territory without my knowledge. Perhaps she was carrying something to the west and that’s what has the wicked witch so upset.”
I shook my head. “I didn’t see anything,” I said immediately. “But it wasn’t like I really saw much of the body…you know, it being under my pod and all.”
I wasn’t going to mention the boots. Because, come on. I doubted the wicked witch of the west was on a rampage because of a pair of stolen hiking boots. I mean…wasn’t it a little odd that Stella-donna thought it was strange for the wicked witch of the west to be mad that her sister had been murdered by falling space debris? I know I’d sure as shit be irrationally angry if that was my relative lying pancaked out there in the field….
I was silent as the witch of the north called an impromptu meeting with the mayor, right there in the square. Then both of them announced to the gathered citizens that the “wicked” witch of the east was dead.
I had never heard anyone but the witch of the west described as evil. All the reports I’d read labeled the colony to the east “neutral” at worst. 
But the citizens of Moonkin took the news of my accidental murder with apparent joy. They beamed their biggest smiles, and food and drink flowed in the town square as an impromptu celebration erupted. 
“The precious things,” Stella-donna whispered to me as I looked on in confusion. “They’ve been so oppressed by the constant pressure from the other colonies around us, especially the east and west. Let them have their moment of joy.
Her pretty face was full of understanding, and she turned to smile along with the townspeople when they came up to speak with her. 
But when I tried to draw away, to find a quiet moment to think in peace, she caught my arm. “Dotty,” the smiling redhead said, pulling me into a quiet corner between a decorative shrub and a little bench. “I think you should leave.”
I looked up into her cornflower blue eyes. “Do you?” I said innocently. “But West said she’d be after me the moment I left the village.”
Her smiling facade dropped, and she gripped my shoulder in one warm hand, giving it a squeeze. “You’re sure you took nothing from the witch of the east?”
I shook my head. “I did not…riffle the corpse for valuables or magic trinkets!” What was going on here? 
She nodded. “Then you have no reason to fear the witch of the west. Her bark is worse than her bite, I promise.”
She smiled again. “Tomorrow we shall see you off. Perhaps you’ll find one of the bigger cities suits you. I hear the Emerald City is fond of taking in…refugees from other planets. Maybe you’ll fit in better there?”
Her words said “refugees,” but her tone said “refuse.” Clearly, I’d outstayed my welcome.
I plastered on my best politician’s face and called on my best acting skills. Smiling a sweet smile, I nodded. “If there are other Earthlings there, maybe I’ll feel more at home. Thank you for your help!”
She patted my shoulder and returned to the festivities.
My gut churned. What the hell was going on here? 




Chapter 4
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I had trouble sleeping that night, my mind whirling with all the random, useless scraps of information I knew about the planet of Oz and everything that had happened since I arrived. I dragged my butt out of bed before the sun was fully up, then pulled Toto out of my knapsack. He barked at me happily, but once again failed to connect with the IMAD space station. I let him float alongside me so my pack wouldn’t be so heavy, double-checked that I had all my stuff, then headed downstairs.  
The inn staff had been so welcoming just yesterday, but today they were cold and off-putting. They handed me a lukewarm piece of toast and flatly refused my request for something to take with me on the road. No poison flowers this time, at least.
I had a sinking feeling in my gut. I could read the situation. I knew what was coming. 
I stepped out onto the street, surprised to see so many people up and about this early in the morning. They were too happy and dopey most of the time to seem like the kind to rise early and eagerly get to work. I certainly hadn’t gotten the impression that rising early was the done thing, yesterday morning. But now, eyes followed me, and I started gathering a crowd of onlookers as I made my way through the center of town to the gates. 
“Good morning, my sweet hunk of manly meat,” I said
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