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Chapter 1

I took my time arranging the chipped tea service on the silver tray, trading one particularly well-loved cup for one less worse-for-wear. It wasn’t like Auntie couldn’t afford to buy a new set here in Oz, but these were Earth-made and Auntie was nothing if not Earth-proud. It was how she made her living, but when high-profile guests stopped by, it would have been nice to have something to serve them with that was whole, and maybe even matched. Nudging one last pastry into place, I grabbed the tray and backed through the swinging door into the living room.

“Elphred, darling, surely you understand my confusion.” My aunt Gertrude was a florid woman holding court in one of the refurbished Ikea chairs, fanning herself slowly. The man sitting across from her was dressed in a black, finely tailored suit that downplayed the slight green tint to his complexion.

He leaned forward in a slight, mock bow. “Can’t the Trade Minister call on the Garbage Queen? After all, you control quite a bit of the Earth artifact trade.”

Auntie guffawed, slapping the plastic fan closed on her knee. “Now see, that’s it right there. You came to see me, you with your pretty governmental position and influence, when you could very well have sent me a non-invitation invitation to come to your office. Which leads me to believe that what you’re up to isn’t strictly above board. That insults me, it does. All my scavengers are properly licensed and operate within the strict regulations laid down by your own office.”

A smile flitted across the minister’s face. “Which is why, I am sure, you’re the only human wealthy or influential enough to own an apartment here in the Emerald City instead of out in one of the human slums along the desert’s edge.”

I finished arranging the tea on the table between them and retreated to my sewing corner, remaining close by in case Auntie needed anything else. The basket beside me was full of my failed attempts to learn embroidery, but Auntie insisted I keep trying, as it was a skill that an upper-class woman of Earth would have known. It didn’t matter to her that it was a skill a woman hadn’t needed to practice for three hundred years. I sighed, and picked up the lopsided rose I had been working on.

Elphred waited until I was settled, collecting his thoughts, then lowered his voice. “Of course, you heard about the large drop that happened out in Munchkinland yesterday?” He picked over the pastries until he found the one with the most icing. “Four F-5 tornadoes tore their way through Oklahoma, brought in about sixty refugees and a couple warehouses?” He paused to take a bite of the delicacy and hummed in appreciation. “You really do have the best fried rings. Where do you get them?”

Auntie snapped the fan open again. One of her frequent complaints about Oz was the lack of air conditioning. “Donuts, darling, they’re called donuts. I make them myself, old family recipe. I can send a box of them with you. As for the drop, of course I heard—my crews brought in quite the haul from it.” 

“What your crews didn’t get to see was a travel-pod that came through. A scientist by the name of Diggs, and his equipment. His pod was quite nice, too—a new line from Mitsubishi, it looks like. They finally figured out the pressurization problem.” The minister’s tongue flicked out to catch a stray bit of frosting at the corner of his mouth. 

Auntie waited for him to continue, but when he simply popped the last piece of pastry in his mouth, she broke. “Well, are you gonna make me sit here all day, or are you going to tell me what your great, secret scientist is for?”

Elphred brushed his hands together to get rid of any lingering crumbs and picked up his cup of tea. The half smile was again hovering around his mouth. “He can stabilize a travel-storm.”

I pricked my finger and swore, sticking it in my mouth before I could bleed all over the muslin. Auntie didn’t notice or I would have received a lecture; instead, she was leaning across the table and her eyes had gone hard, the way they always did when she sensed a good bargain. The minister continued to carefully sip his tea.

“You’re telling me that he figured out a way to stabilize the crossing? Is it safe?”

Elphred carefully laid his cup down before leaning back and folding his hands. “It is. Opens a doorway at ground level—not very big, mind you, but you could probably drive a pickup truck through it. No more thrashing about through tornados and praying you get here in one piece. No more picking up trash and trying to cobble it back together to sell to people desperate for a piece of their homeland.” 

Auntie’s eyes narrowed as she tried to figure out Elphred’s angle. “I’m sure he didn’t bring it over solely for that reason.”

“Oh, no, he had all sorts of humanitarian reasons—a safe, stable way for people to evacuate your ‘global warming-ravaged earth.’” The minister actually used air quotes around the words of the human propaganda. I ducked my head to hide a smirk at how awkward the Earth mannerism looked on him. “There are apparently a lot of people willing to pay big bucks on your side of the veil to guarantee safe passage through the travel-storms. But we have enough refugees as it is, don’t you think? Why would we open our lands to more if we could help it?”

“But a trade route from Earth, that...that could be very lucrative for all involved.” Auntie leaned back, her fan picking up speed. “How do we know that you won’t just use this as an opportunity to send us all back through the veil?”

The minister wrinkled his nose. “Princess Ozma...well, you’ve heard the stories. She’s rather fond of you Earthers. If you started disappearing en masse, she would figure out that we have this device and would almost certainly use it to bring more of you over. Her...generosity knows no bounds. No, it is in everyone’s interest if the only people who know about this are the people directly involved in a discreet inner circle.”

“In that case, why come to me?” The two of them seemed to have forgotten that I was even in the room and I was glad for it. A way home—that’s what they were talking about. I’d lived in Oz just about as long as I could remember and I would give anything to be able to go home again, even if Earth was being torn apart by humanity’s greed; it was where I came from. My family had been ripped out of our home before anyone even realized that Oz was real and that we could get there by storm-jumping. Both my parents died in the crossing. 

Elphred smiled broadly for the first time. “That should be obvious. You are the only trader of human goods, an expert in the supply and demand on this side of the veil. It would behoove me to partner with you to find out just what people on this side want and what the other side might need.”

“This is an interesting proposition you’ve come to me with.” I could tell from years of watching Auntie work that she was hooked, but she didn’t want the green man to know it yet. Her eyes only glittered that way when she smelled money, and a lot of it. “How do I know I can trust you not to leave me and mine stranded on the other side of the veil?”

“Well, we’ll just need to have a little oversight.” He paused before he turned to me. “Forgive me, girl, but I forgot my manners entirely. I presume I have the pleasure of addressing Thea? Thea Gale?”

Auntie’s head snapped around to stare at me as if she’d forgotten I’d existed. No one ever addressed me. I sat in the corner invisible unless somebody needed something. Then I was hardly better than a clockwork servant, sent to fetch and carry. None of her guests had known my name before. Auntie looked as though she might interrupt, but then gestured for me to answer.

“Yes, sir, my name’s Thea.” I put my sewing down and went to stand behind Auntie’s shoulder. I didn’t care for the way Elphred was studying me, and the bulk of my adoptive mother between me and him was a comfort.

“Well, Ms. Gertrude, I hear you’ve been training this one to be as beguiling as yourself across the negotiation tables. What if she came to the palace as my special guest and oversaw all the work? She can report back to you exactly what stage the testing is in and vanquish any fears you might have about our cheating you. Also, this way, no one gets suspicious about our spending too much time in each other’s presence. That wouldn’t be good for either of us.”

Now, everything he said was true. I sat in on most deals Auntie made and knew a fair amount about the business, especially since I had a knack for numbers, though I was hardly the superior business woman Auntie was—nor was I anywhere near her level of crooked. I couldn’t lie worth a damn. But I guess that made me ideal as a songbird. 

“Seems fair enough to me. Thea, how’s that sound to you?” Auntie’s hand reached over to grasp mine, but her attention was focused on our guest. Her hand was clammy and shaking a bit, completely out of character for her. And when Auntie worries, I worry.

“I guess I can manage that. I mean, I won’t be able to tell much on the science end of things, but I can tell you what I see. Plus, the palace is rather pretty, and I’ve never seen inside it.” I smiled my fourth nicest smile at Elphred and squeezed Auntie’s hand, trying to let her know I could tell she was worried
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