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Chapter 1 – Not in Kansas Anymore

How did I wind up in this position?  Standing between two powerful women, magic energy 

potential arcing between them.  My Ella-Marie pulled the very power of the earth up into her and this other woman, pulled a crackling emerald energy which tasted different than any I've ever felt as a sensitive. 

Random sparks from that same energy pinged in crystal tones as they showered me and my body, which defended against them by changing my skin in the spots it touched into a living organic crystal which was harder than diamond. 

I had one hand on Ella-Marie's chest as she strode forward, pushing me toward this woman, causing furrows to form in the ground at my feet.  She was hissing out in her cockney British accent, “You think ya got what it takes ya manky bint?  Bring it.  We're standin' right here.” 

I could feel her gathering earth energy into her slowly crystalizing fist for one of her staggeringly powerful strikes which could easily bring down a charging bull elephant. 

The other woman seemed unimpressed as she made a cage of her fingers then pulled them apart like she was pulling strings of that emerald magic out of thin air like ropes of taffy. The sheer heat from the concentrated power caused my clothing to start to smoke as my skin started taking on a translucent sheen to protect me from the heat.  Holy shit! 

I called out with my arms outstretched between them, “Ladies!  Ladies, stop!  Can't we talk?”  In my head I was asking Marie, “She's not listening to me, can you make her settle down for a minute?” 

The impression of a memory of an echo of a voice with a French accent, which made the core of my being shudder in desire, responded, “I am sorry, my Parker, Ella won't listen to me.  She eez stubborn, non?  She likes to hit first, ask questions later.” 

Then the brunette closing in on us stopped moving forward, her sharp green eyes which were literally burning with emerald fire scanned as she hissed out a curse, her hands weaved in the air and pushed a shimmering wave of power toward us, “What witchery is this demons?  Where is the third demon hiding?  I can hear her!  Don't try to hide from me.” 

I felt a shiver as that wave passed us by and then the woman's eyes widened as my feet finally found a rock beneath my feet to brace against to stop Ella's advance.  I watched as the woman started turning and looking all around. 

Had she... had she just heard Marie?  Only Ella and I could. 

Marie had the same thought and asked, “Mon cher?  Can you hear me?  We are not your enemy. 

We can talk this out, non?” 

The woman was spinning around, her power seemed to double as she kept one hand, now glowing with a ball of crackling energy toward Ella and me.  “I hear you demon, show yourself!  Face me! 

Face Dorothy of Oz!” 

Dorothy of... oh my god!  She had said Oz before, but I wasn't sure I had heard her right.  I stared at the woman who was so frighteningly powerful that she seemed to have even the forces of nature at her command.  This was demonstrated by the fact she had been delivered to us on the hilltop by an honest to God tornado. 

One moment Snow was leading our group of Avatars through the path between worlds to her garden, Perchta's Garden,  which was walled off from the eyes of the Elders who were threatening to come to the mortal realm on earth to destroy it and start over, the next we were in this bright and colorful land. 

Our group of Avatars had to hide away so that the balance between good and evil in the mortal realm wasn't as one-sided as it was when we were there.  Hopefully, it would be enough to keep the Elders' attention off of Earth while we hid away. 

Ella-Marie and I had been walking the path with the others until... my eyes went wide at the realization that we were with them until Ella-Marie said, “I don't think we're in Kansas anymore.”  Had that being spoken on the path caused us to diverge from the others and come to this place, to Oz, because it had been on our minds at the time? 

We had heard the battle, which was still raging below when the burst of magic that deposited us here caught... Dorothy's attention. 

Now I'm apparently the only voice of reason standing between two juggernauts who were aching for a fight.  I tried again, “Umm... Dorothy that is Marie, she is a part of Ella here.  We are not your enemy.” 

Her eyes snapped to Ella, who looked to be in that euphoric state she got in when she was ready for a good brawl.  Dorothy's emerald eyes flared with green flame, then widened like she could see something we could not. 

She placed her hands in front of her, back to back, then grasped the very air like she was opening a couple sliding doors and tore them apart.  Then to all of our shock and amazement, Marie tumbled out of Ella. 

I looked at her and the slight brunette standing where they had been a moment before.  I recognized her face.  It was the real face of Ella, from the drawing of her in Ella-Marie's pocket.  Dorothy had separated them?  After all these centuries?  And she had done it like it were as simple as breathing.  Not even Perchta could do that! 

Dorothy growled out, “I will not allow you to surprise me in an ambush by hiding within the other.” 

I moved quickly to Marie who just sat on the ground, staring at her hands in the profound emotional shock of seeing her hands again, not as a passenger in her own form. 

That was my mistake, moving from between the two combatants. 

Ella's face twisted from the excitement and joyful anticipation of a fight to full of rage.  She yelled out in panic, losing most of the Cockney accent she prefers, “Marie!”  Then quickly snapped out in a voice higher in tone and pitch than I was used to, it sounded like a teenaged girl was yelling out to me, 

“Parker, get her back!” 

She roared in challenge, and Dorothy's eyes twinkled in a madness I have only seen in our little Briar Rose.  I swallowed, knowing she had left her sanity behind long ago as the two titans dove at each other, swinging.  I threw myself over Marie as their fists impacted each other. 

Being a magic sensitive, I perceive these sorts of battles differently than the casual observer, as I can feel and see the energies that ebb and flow through the world, sense magic in all its forms.  But even so, I've felt nothing like what happened next. 

It was like the world slowed down as two different magics compressed against each other, the power of the earth from my Ella, and the power of the elements and nature around us from Dorothy.  It felt like we were all being tugged toward the compression of energies like it had a gravity of its own. 

Even all the raging sounds of battle were sucked in and swallowed into the deafening silence of it all. 

Then after a long pause, which was only the tiniest fraction of a second, the energies canceled each other out in a release of raw force. The top of the hill we were standing on shattered, all the sound returning in a torrent that made my ears feel as if they were being impacted by a thousand great hammers upon an anvil. 

Marie held a hand forward for my protection, and I watched that destructive power, which was exploding from their impact, flare around a small shield she was able to conjure before us.  Of the three of us, only Marie had any proficiency with magic casting, and she gasped with the effort. 

I screamed as I anchored us to the undulating ground with all my strength while Ella and Dorothy went tumbling and skipping along the ground away from each other, like discarded toys. 

Ella was the first to stagger to her feet and waver a moment as she shook her head as if to clear it. 

Then she saw Dorothy rising to her own shaky feet fifty yards away.  Even more of that emerald magic started cracking around her than before.  It was pushing at the very fabric of the world, causing her feet to hover slightly above the ground as the loose pebbles and vegetation around her disintegrated where the power touched them. 

I glanced at my Marie, who was still looking at her own hands in amazement, her eyes started to 

water, then to our Ella growled and grinned as she wiped a thumb under her nose and clenched her fists.  “Is that all you got, you wanker?”  She started striding forward, each step sounding like crystal clanking and grinding on stone.  She was using so much energy that she was crystalizing faster than normal. 

She hesitated only a moment when Marie begged in a whisper, “Ella?”  But it was such a profound look our love gave us, with her brow creased in worry.  I knew that Ella would die for us without regret.  This was so unnecessary if they'd both just listen to reason.  We weren't Dorothy's enemy. 

Were we?  She didn't seem to be that sweet innocent farm girl from Kansas from the stories.  What I have tasted so far had more evil in it than the black magic which had made the three of us what we are. 

Dorothy growled back at her, “You and your army will not live to see the sunset, demon!” 

Ella spread her arms wide, and hundreds of crystal shards shot away from her, toward Dorothy in a glittering torrent of deadly rain as our girl snapped back, “Worse than you have tried, witch!  And we're...”  Her bravado hesitated when she glanced at us then amended, “I.  I'm still standin', now ain't I?” 

It was so odd hearing her growl her challenge in that younger sounding and higher voice, and it sort of took most of the dangerous overtones out of the threat, and it sounded... dare I say it?  Cute?  God, Ella would kill me if I voiced that. 

With a wave of an arm of the green-eyed woman, the air in front of her seemed to solidify into a translucent emerald wall.  The crystal projectiles shattered against it, but the shield cracked and crumbled, falling to the ground.  My eyes went wide when I realized that it had really been constructed of emeralds as I saw the jeweled shards littering the ground. 

I yelled out to both of them, “Stop this before you hurt each other!  Dorothy, we aren't demons! 

We aren't your enemy.” 

It was like talking to a wall.  They were both stubborn buffoons who were lost in the euphoria of bloodlust.  Standing against perceived enemies that allowed them to finally unleash their fury without holding back. 

Dorothy thrust both hands forward, and the earth and stones in front of her heaved up and shot toward Ella like a wave shattering the ground between them even more. 

Ella was actually chuckling as I felt that very earth pulling up inside her and she leapt into the air, cocked a fist, and landed in a crouch with a mighty strike to the ground.  With an enormous whump of energy released, the earth fractured as the ground shook and the fracture shattered the incoming wave, showering us all in dirt and pulverized stone. 

Or love mocked the witch, “Earth?  You attack me with earth?  The earth is mine ya bint.”  Then 

our girl grabbed the air and pulled up with a grunt.  A slab of stone tore up from the ground behind Dorothy and slammed down upon her, like book closing. 

I almost screamed out for Ella to stop, but the slab shuddered then exploded, I pulled Marie behind me, and the shrapnel traveling the speed of bullets clinked off of me in crystal pings.  That would have shredded her. 

Dorothy pulled herself up on a knee, swayed, and staggered to her feet.  Then she started weaving her hands in the air again.  I could feel all the magic around us gathering into a crackling ball of power which was threatening to burn my brain from my skull because it was so dense and beyond my comprehension. 

I blinked when I realized all I could hear was Ella's labored breathing and the crackling of magic during the fight.  Marie must have realized it too because we had both turned to the battlefield below. 

The fighting had all stopped, and all eyes were trained up the hill at us.  They were all watching the two titans battling on a scale that dwarfed the skirmish below. 

I squinted my eyes at some motion at the base of the hill as Dorothy said in a voice booming with power and that same madness our Rose had inside of her, “That is it demon, I am done playing with you now.  It is time to send you back to the hell from whence you came.” 

The figure below was approaching rapidly, and my eyes widened.  It was a dog, even bigger than Daria in her wolf form.  But it was no wolf nor werewolf, it looked to be a black dog spawned in hell like Illy's unicorn.  Its ice blue eyes burning.  And it was approaching in great bounding strides closing the distance like a runaway freight train.  I could see the saliva on its three-inch fangs glistening in the overly bright sunlight.  It had to have been five feet tall and at least ten feet long. 

It was already upon us before I realized it, it had traveled a quarter mile in maybe fifteen seconds.  I again moved Marie behind me, and I braced myself as my French love started chanting and weaving her hands, preparing a spell. 

Then with a roaring snarl, the beast leapt at us – But my brow furrowed when it sailed over us and landed in front of Dorothy.  And as the doglike creature's hind haunches landed, in a smooth, seamless manner that conserved the forward motion it seemed to stand, raising a front paw as the monstrous dog changed into a very ummm... a very naked woman with flowing blonde hair and curves in... wow... 

Ella hesitated in her own charge in indecision and blinked.  There was a naked woman on the field, and she didn't know what to do.  So like us, she just watched in stunned silence. 

The woman stepped right up to Dorthy, whose eyes widened and the magic she was gathering just vanished like a light switch had been flipped before the newcomer could be harmed by it.  The blonde smiled sweetly as Dorothy asked, “Toto?”  The woman placed her hand on Dorothy's cheek, and the 

green-eyed sorceress closed her eyes and leaned into the touch with a profound look of peace and longing on her face which seemed to calm her.  Her muscles visibly relaxing. 

The woman said in a tender tone, “Dot, love.  These aren't demons.” 

Dorothy's eyes snapped open and flared with that emerald flame as she pulled the naked woman behind her. “Get back, Toto.  They came from a dimensional tear just like the ones below, I felt it!” 

Her power started to build, and the other woman placed a hand on her shoulder and said, “No, Dot, look at them.  Look what they are wearing.  They're from home.  From Earth.” 

The power dissipated again as Dorothy looked at first Ella then Marie and me in disbelief.  That unnatural flame flickered and died in her eyes, leaving stunning green eyes in its wake.  Then her brow furrowed as she really took us in as this Toto girl moved to her side.  The woman who had a moment before been in a homicidal rage was now looking so vulnerable as she whispered to me, “Have you finally come to show us the way home?” 

Marie said in her rich French accent, “We did not come here of our own accord.  But we give our word we shall try.  Might we parlay peace in this fight?  We are on the same side, non?” 

Dorothy, suddenly looked at a loss as she looked at the blonde, looking suddenly bashful like she'd do anything to please her.  Oh good god, how sweet!  She was head over heels for Toto.  This was a magic user possibly more powerful than Perchta, a Goddess, the picture of confidence in a fight, and she was – shy. 

Toto looked from Dorothy's face to us and asked, “Are you with the demons?”  We were all shaking our heads, and she asked, “Earth?” 

I nodded, and she smiled in excitement. “What has transpired in the centuries since the Red Hood arrived in Seattle?  Has the curse of the werewolves been defeated?” 

I exchanged a look with Ella as Marie took my hand in hers and laced our fingers. “It hasn't even been two years since the Red Hood killed Slater near Seattle.  Mankind is essentially free of the werewolf contagion now.” 

Dorothy looked half mad as she whispered, “Two years?” 

Toto, who seemed to have no modesty, standing there looking so bare and feminine draping herself on Dorothy's side, furrowed her brow and almost accused, “We've been trapped here in Oz for over two hundred years...” 

Marie prompted as she hugged herself beside me, “Time must move differently here than the mortal realm, non?” 

Ella had joined us, moving in front of us... always protecting us.  She relaxed in a profound way when Marie reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder.  I noted the retreating crystal sheen on 

most of her skin. 

Our girl had been at her limit, any more grand expenditures of power and she would have fallen to the magical emerald energy powerhouse.  I could see the crystallization of her skin receding more rapidly than normal.  Was it something about Oz?  It would have taken hours in the mortal realm. 

Ella reached a hand up to place on top of Marie's. 

Then Toto turned from us, she placed her forehead against the brunette's and said in a calming tone, 

“Right now, our people need you.”  That is when I realized that the battle below us had started up again, “The munchkin forces can't hold the line.” 

Dorothy blushed and nodded almost cutely.  Toto gave her a loving smile and captured her lips in a tender kiss, then nodded reinforcement.  It was melting my heart to see how bashful the protector of Oz was around that gorgeous creature. 

Then the naked woman stepped forward offering a hand. “Toni Tomlinson, my friends call me Toto.  And the Witch of the Four Cardinal Points, protector of Oz, Dorothy Gale.” 

Elle stared at them for a moment then hesitantly shook her hand, then offered her now flesh hand to Dorothy.  “You pack a hell of a bloody wallop there, Dot.” 

Some of that madness twinkled around in the woman's eyes as well as some playfulness as she said, 

“You're no slouch yourself, runt.” 

Then Ella moved aside, but still keeping her body interposed between them and us. “My loves, Parker Devereux, and Countess Marie De La Fontaine.”  Her voice was filled with wonder, just like her eyes as she looked at the impossibility of Marie being physically with us now. 

I had to smirk, Ella in her original form was extremely cute, in a girl next door way that made me yearn for her, but it was still her same old cocky smirk on her face.  I could see why Marie had fallen for her so long ago. 

Ella repeated in an almost dreamy tone as they shook our hands, “Marie.” 

Marie gave her a longing smile and whispered, “Oui, mon cheri.” 

Then I turned to Marie. “It is so good to finally be able to touch you.”  Then I turned to Dorothy. 

“Is it permanent?  They have been trapped in the same body for so long.” 

I knew the answer just from the pained apology on her face. “Not even I can do that.  They are two parts of a single person.  When the magic I used to tear them apart dissipates, they'll rejoin each other.” 

Marie was quick to embrace Ella, and I cried as I watched their tears flowing over the joy of being able to touch each other if just for a short time.  Then Toni was prompting, “The East Lands are being attacked by another wave of demons.  Nobody could stand against my Dot like you have, you must be great warriors.  Would you help us fight?” 

We looked down at the battle raging below, and I heard Ella cracking her knuckles and then crack her neck as she rolled her head on her shoulders, “Demons – we can do.  Let's go fuck them up and bring a shite load of pain.” 

We all exchanged looks.  Toto nodded then dove into the air, and when she landed, she was that hellish and monstrous dog again, bounding down the hill.  Dorothy watched her go longingly then that green flame ignited in her eyes again as she roared out a challenge to the universe and dove into the air, a tornado scooped her up and traveled down the hill toward the battle raging below. 

The three of us exchanged a look, Elle kissed first Marie then me, leaving me in a happy daze, then we all embraced before charging down to help fight demons with Dorothy – of Oz. 

Just how weird is my life? 

Chapter 2 – Battle

It didn't take long before we had won the field.  They truly were demons we fought, and I had a lot of questions for later.  They were the same sort of demons we had battled in the mortal realm that Styche the Trickster had been bringing over from hell. 

We may not have had the other Avatars with us to stem the tide, but Dorothy and Toto were captivating to watch as they tore through the enemy like an inexorable wave of carnage in a synchronized and deadly dance of death. 

There was all manner of fantastical creatures fighting the enemy.  I swear I saw legions of porcelain dolls in uniforms being shattered to pieces by golem-like demons, and the animals poured in from the thick forests around the field to attack in formation, some wearing armor. 

But the most impressive were the small people, the tallest of whom was only around four and a half feet tall.  They were proportional to us, just like shrunk down humans.  I assumed these were the Munchkins.  They didn't resemble the little people who played the Munchkins in the Oz movies.  They were well organized, well armored, and well weaponed. 

Phalanxes of them would charge directly into the enemy ranks in formation, like the tip of a driving spear, and cut swathes through the enemy lines.  Where Munchkins fell on their dual front lines, others would flow in to take their place in the formation, keeping it strong. 

Their armor flared when demon fire or acids would hit them or their weapons, telling me they were charmed.  They had no fear, and they would roar out “For Dorothy!  For Oz!” As they charged, again and again, reforming when necessary. 

The most terrifying of all was the cloud of what we thought were birds flying over the battlefield from our vantage point on the hill.  When we arrived into the chaos of the fight, we found they were the flying monkeys from the books. 

And their description in the books was kind. 

Armored, long-haired simians who were about half the size of a man, with long, leathery bat-like wings.  They were little more than demons themselves in my eyes as they swooped and savagely raked their clawed hands, swords, and spears across demon flesh, landing upon the enemy and biting with long fangs to tear out throats and claw out eyes.  Or working as a team to fly bodies of dying demons into the sky to use them as falling ballistic weapons to rain down upon the other demons. 

One with blue armor instead of black had landed upon a viper-like demon in front of me, bearing them both to the ground.  The flying monkey came up on top after a brief but vicious exchange in a flurry of fangs and claws.  I swear the monkey looked directly at me and smiled as it held the 

struggling snakelike woman on the ground with his furry tail wrapped around her neck.  He twitched his tail, and I heard the sickening crunch of bone as the life drained out of the demon's eyes. 

He finally looked away from me, letting the body fall as he screeched and dove back into the air, leathery wings flapping.  I had swallowed hard at the display of vicious efficiency while I waited for the body to start decaying and dissolving into the black primordial sludge their conjured bodies left behind as the demon is sent back to the hell from where it came. 

That's when I realized that they weren't.  Were these demons actually not being summoned, and somehow stepping out of hell?  Were they dying true deaths?  Was this tear in the fabric of reality shimmering in the valley, which the demons poured out of, not a summoning portal but a true bridge between realms? 

Once I had that on my mind, I took a good look at the tear using all my senses, as a demon who looked like a bleeding mass of black ichor and brimstone in the shape of a boar-like wolf chewed on my arm as I held it away from Marie.  It's fangs shattered on my translucent crystal flesh. 

I was nothing but a living crystalline woman by that time in the fight, but nothing the demons had could get through my crystal skin. 

My eyes widened as I gazed at the portal with my abilities as a sensitive and I froze as my mind was overwhelmed by a wrongness that was beyond my understanding and I was powerless to look away as I felt my sanity being fractured. 

I exhaled in a long screeching tone of wind blowing across a crystal glass when Ella moved in front of the portal and pulled up with both hands.  It felt like I fell into the earth itself ten feet as an earthen wall of dirt and stone covered the tear in space. 

And I fell to my knees shuddering, a second more and my broken mind would have shattered. 

Whatever that doorway was, it was wrong on so many levels beyond my reasoning, beyond my emotional spectrum that I would have been lost forever, trapped in my mind, trying to claw my way free of it forever. 

Marie was at my side, staying clear of the wolf-boar as I snapped its neck.  “My Parker, are you ok?” 

I spoke in a shaky voice as I stood, sounding like glass chimes in the wind,  “I... I'm... I will be.” 

Then I gave her a reassuring smile as she ducked on instinct as I slammed my fist into a catlike demon springing at her back.  I felt the sickening crunch of bone and was infinitely thankful that when my body was fully solid crystal like this, I couldn't smell nor taste the acrid stench of brimstone and decay. 

I laughed nervously and shared, “Note to self.  Don't look into the abyss with my sensitive abilities.” 

She paled, and I could tell she could see the madness I had almost fallen into.  Then she smiled softly and started weaving her hands in the air as she seemed to look through me.  I chuckled as I realized she was looking through me, I was mostly transparent.  She smiled sweetly and chimed out, 

“Down please.” 

I crouched as she let some sort of black and indigo purple pulse fly from an arcane symbol she had drawn in the air.  It shot past me and expanded as it went, making a large spider web of power that swept through a group of three demons charging at us.  They fell in pieces. 

She seemed even more powerful being apart from Ella, in her own body.  She had only been able to do one or two spells before.   I assume it is because she didn't have to expend so much energy trying to keep control of their body when Ella let her take charge.  Or was it something about Oz? 

She smiled cutely at me, and I had to smile back.  God Marie was beautiful. 

The demon bodies finally started to decay, the timing here in Oz seemed off, some things faster, some slower.  I exhaled in relief, someone was summoning them after all. 

I flinched when the flying simian in blue armor landed in front of me, dropping the rotting corpse of a demon at my feet with a sickening thud.  I looked at the snakelike creature with antlers and curved front claws, then the monkey.  It smiled at me, its fangs dripping with the black ichor of demon blood of its victims.  Then it leapt into the sky again. 

The munchkins and other people of Oz were quickly diminishing the demon ranks now that Ella had blocked the tear.  Then with a roar of rage, I saw the three huge demons that were as big as houses, which Dorothy was battling alone, go flying through the air, as they bellowed in pain and... fear?  The demons were afraid of Dorothy? 

The only other time I had ever seen a demon afraid of anything, was when Illy had gone on a rampage in her demon unicorn form.  She could bring them true deaths by consuming their souls.  They had fled from her like mice before a cat. 

When the beasts landed and tumbled to a stop, they were screaming and bellowing in the voices of a thousand tortured souls as they writhed and... shrank. 

The entire field of battle had turned to watch as they started flopping around as they grew scales as they shrunk.  Then I blinked when three tiny goldfish flopped around on the ground where they had been. 

The blue armored monkey landed, screeching out a terrifying scream, he snatched them from the ground with a taloned paw, and... ate them... 

Dorothy was crackling with that emerald energy again.  Where was she drawing it from?  She leapt into the air with so much power that she cleared half the field to land in front of the blocked gateway, 

cratering the ground as she landed. 

She yelled out, “Enough!”  Her voice booming like some ancient god's,  then she slapped her hands together with such force that the ground shook violently, and the portal slammed together into a tight line in space, shattering Ella's earthen barrier. 

Then with an unhinged scream, she slowly curled an outstretched hand into a fist.  Nearby bodies, weapons, and debris all started tumbling across the ground toward the tear as it compressed, emerald lightning stitching the edges of reality back together and pulling it tighter and tighter.  I could feel the gravity of that much-compressed power pulling at me from across the battlefield. 

I – was afraid of the display of power, as there was nothing but silence left as the woman dropped her hand once she had fused reality itself back together. 

After a moment the Munchkins roared out again, “For Dorothy!  For Oz!”  And went after the last of the demons who were now moving away from Dorothy, trying to escape.  I didn't watch them, as my eyes were carefully studying the emerald sorceress.  I could feel raw evil and hate rolling off of her in waves as she turned toward the Munchkins.  She looked as if she just wanted to unleash magic and violence.  If there were no enemy left to kill, then her allies would do instead. 

She started gathering energy as she looked at them like a goddess who was displeased her subjects had dared speak her name.  I was pulling Marie behind me again as I whispered, “Oh shit.” 

But then Toto was there, bounding through the shattered battlefield of the valley to her side.  She leapt into the crater, transforming into the woman of feminine grace as she landed.  I could see her saying something as she just walked toward the green ball of destructive energy. 

Dorothy looked panicked, and the magic was just gone.  No fanfare, just gone like that invisible light switch had been flipped again.  Then I watched as what had been a harbinger of evil and death a moment before, turned into a bashful puddle before the woman she so obviously loved.  She wrapped her arms around Toni as the woman hugged her. 

I got it.  I really did.  It was just like Belle could soothe the beast in Illiya.  They were two parts of a whole that made a balance which the Scales would appreciate.  They were in love. 

Good lord... the Scales.  Daria and Mari were the Scales now.  That still hadn't had a chance to sink in for me yet. 

I finally tore my eyes from the scene when a cheer erupted around us.  I glanced around as Marie took my hand.  There were no more demons.  The fantastical inhabitants of Oz had taken the field.  I started to exhale in relief, then my eyes widened, and I glanced around scanning frantically around until my eyes rested upon the slight woman with a familiar cocky air about her who was striding purposefully toward us. 

Marie and I ran to her and engulfed her in a hug.  I chimed out in my crystal voice, “Ella.” 

Marie cooed, “Mon amour.” 

Ella chuckled and hugged us back.  I could see the crystal sheen of her skin retreating quickly.  It had to be Oz.  Did this realm affect our magic so differently?  Was that why Marie seemed more powerful? 

I pondered the fact that Oz was a realm of magic.  Was it that there was just so much of it that it bolstered what we had?  I had no abilities of my own beyond my body crystalizing to protect me from harm.  Well that and sensing magic. 

Ella feels she cursed me, I see it as a blessing.  Since now I could fight by her side and not be a distraction or burden.  But Ella commanded the very earth itself, while Marie has studied both white and black magics over their years in the same body so that she could protect her Ella. 

When we released each other, Ella and Marie staring at each other in wonder, I froze.  There were hundreds of weapons pointing our way.  We were surrounded, by animals, Munchkins, flying monkeys, porcelain soldiers, pumpkin soldiers, and even clockwork men and woman. 

Ella said in that new, almost cute tone of hers, “Oh, for fuck's sake.” 

I could feel her drawing on the ground, pulling it up inside as she balled a hand into a fist. 

Marie chastised, “Ella.  Language,” as I laid a hand on her arm.  I was still in awe that both my Ella and Marie were with me, even if it was temporary.  They had lived as one person for so long they had basically become one, and I had fallen in love with them as that person.  And now... I smiled as I wondered just how strange it was to be so in love with the two entities beside me. 

Ella looked at me and cocked an eyebrow then crinkled her nose at me.  Damn, she was cute.  I know the girls had been only eighteen, bordering on nineteen when they were cursed to live as one, never aging.  But the centuries had matured them in ways I can't define, even though Ella was still impulsive and cocky.  But in this form, she didn't have the same bearing as their blended maturity gave them.  She looked and moved like the adult teen she appeared. 

She let her arm drop just to capture my hand in her's and laced our fingers in a familiar manner. 

Then she reached out to do the same with Marie.  The warriors around us started murmuring, and they split like the wind around a tree and started dropping to a knee to bow as Toto and Dorothy strode through their ranks toward us. 

As they stopped in front of us, two monkeys came flapping down from the sky.  Toto raised her arms up, showing her flawless feminine form off as the monkeys wrapped her in a silk kimono type wrap. 

Dorothy looked at us and cocked her head as her eyes burned in that emerald flame.  It felt as if she 

were looking directly into us.  She was murmuring as her brow furrowed, “Three beings sharing one soul?  Black magics.  But you are from home.” 

She sounded confused, and I tried to comprehend what she was saying.  Ella, Marie and I shared one soul?  My eyes widened as I understood.  The Scales had explained to us how each Avatar found their keepers.  They were true soulmates because they actually shared a soul.  It was how we all found each other.  And Ella-Marie was my soulmate.  And since she was two, we all had a third of a soul apiece?  I kept the other part of their heart as they kept mine. 

Dorothy looked both amused and upset that we were an enigma to her.  She huffed out in 

exasperation to the flying monkeys, “I don't have time to sort this out right now.  I'll gather them up. 

Bring them to the Emerald City to deal with them later.” 

Toto started to protest, but with a wave of a hand, I slammed into the girls, pulled by some incredible magical force and my consciousness faded as I felt an odd melting sensation. 

Chapter 3 – Prison of Flesh

I slowly woke, more sluggishly than I ever had in my life.  As my consciousness flowed back in, I found myself sitting in a chair... speaking in a French accent to someone.  I started to panic when I realized my body was moving on its own.  I was eating some sort of breakfast. 

After chewing and swallowing a bite of eggs, I couldn't let go of the fork as I said, “This eeze wonderful.  Thank you, Toni.  Eeet is very sweet of you to sit with us in this dingy cell.” 

My panic turned into paralyzing terror, what was happening?  I stopped moving as I looked across the small table to Toto in another silk garment taking a bite from a biscuit.  I said to her, “Ah, my Parker is waking.  A moment, s'il vous plaît.” 

I closed my eyes and she spoke soothingly, “My Parker, eet is ok.  Do not panic.  Here, I'll breathe deep for you, mon amore.”  I was taking deep calming breaths as I started realizing what was going on. 

I said, “Oui, mon cheri, Dorothy put you and Ella inside me until she can come speak with us.  It is so strange to be in control after so long.” 

The calm I was starting to feel was consumed by a new panic.  I didn't know how to communicate with her.  Where was Ella?  She was in here too? 

I laughed in a sweet and loving manner. “I can hear your thoughts, feel your emotion.  Ella is fine. 

She still sleeps.  She had used so much power in ze fight she needs to sleep.  Toni says that Dorothy can fix this once her power is replenished.” 

I was feeling claustrophobic and powerless, not even being able to move my eyes to look back at Toto.  Marie looked at her for us, sensing my need.  I wondered why she couldn't just get Dorothy down here to fix this now.  How had Marie lived like this for centuries? 

I was looking at Toni now, unable to move my eyes on my own, so I tried to take the cell in the peripheral of my vision.  Cell was a misnomer, as I could just make out to one side of the small table with three chairs we sat at, a beautiful canopy bed.  What I could see of the place looked like opulent bedchambers. 

To the other side of my peripheral vision, I could just make out a huge timber framed door with bars in the window.  “I apologize, Toni, eet is very rude of me to be speaking to the others in front of you like that.  My Parker is awake now, and she is afraid.” 

Toto's sculpted features took on a worried and somewhat embarrassed cast as she rushed out, “Of course.  I'm so sorry about this whole situation.  Dot can be... well she can be positively wicked at times.  I think she thought this would be funny.  But at her core, she is a dear sweet person.  The wickedness is not her true nature, just her curse, and burden.” 

I couldn't breathe, no I was breathing, Marie was breathing.  We were breathing.  Ok calm down Parker, you know what is happening, and they said Dorothy was going to fix it.  She thought this would be funny?  Just what kind of psycho was... wait, why the hell am I thinking in French?  I don't speak French! 

“A moment please.”  Then I was speaking to myself again. “You are in my head, my dear sweet Parker.  French eez my native tongue.  I was disoriented when I found myself thinking in English when Ella and I first found ourselves cursed.” 

I nodded, well I thought about nodding, but my head didn't move.  Get a grip.  I felt warmth radiating in on me, and I felt safe like Marie was wrapping me in her love.  I calmed and thought of how I was thinking only of my own fear.  I stopped and thought about how much I loved Marie and tryed to alleviate the anxiety and fear I knew somehow she herself was feeling in the situation.  But I could also feel a profound joy inside.  Was it finally having freedom after all this time?  Having control of herself without someone having to give her control? 

I found myself nodding and wiping a tear from my cheek.  Oh, Marie.  I gave her a mental hug. 

I'm here for you Marie. 

I, we, whispered into the air, “I know, my sweet Parker.” 

God, I knew why Ella had such a problem with pronouns now.  But then a part of me smiled inwardly now that I understood this prison I was in, and suddenly I wasn't afraid anymore.  I basked in the warm feelings she wrapped me in as I realized I had nothing to fear, I was part of Marie now. 

I let out an emotional sound as I nodded then turned my eyes back to Toto who was covering her mouth, her face tight with empathy and... shame?  I reached out and placed a hand on hers.  “Eet is ok, mon chere.  This isn't your fault, eet will all work out.” 

We heard a growl outside the door when we touched her, and we turned to look as Toto snapped out, “It's fine Fenriss, stop spying!”  She gave us a sheepish grin. 

'What the bloody hell is going on here?'  Ella's disembodied voice boomed through my thoughts.  I thought back 'Language!' at the same time Marie chastised in French, “Ella, la langue! 

Ella said, 'Why can't I...'  She hesitated, and I could feel a realization come over... us.  'Oh... so it's like that?  Good.'  I could feel centuries of guilt I didn't understand slide off of me, of us.  My voice was full of heartbreak as I, we said, “Ella...”  Then I understood. 

She told me a thousand times how she felt she had stolen Marie's life, having her body and all.  But I could feel that profound guilt as it slipped away.  I understood now after feeling it like it were my own, it almost broke Ella every day.  And she just relaxed into ourself with a serenity her soul hadn't ever known.  She just accepted our current situation as justice, and we wept inside from the joy of her 

love finally being free. 

But then I panicked, though it wasn't my panic, 'Parker?'  I could feel the concern and love cocooning the question, and I would have blushed if I were... well, you know. 

I thought to her, 'I'm here.' as we said, “She is with you, mon amour.”  I felt relief and Marie smiled.  We chuckled and said to Toni, “Ella is awake now, eet is getting crowded inside our head.” 

The woman across from us gave a nervous chuckle.  So she was from our realm?  That's how she spoke to Dorothy.  I was replaying the fight between Ella and Dorothy and what Toto had said to calm the sorceress.  And... I mentally blinked when I realized I had been explaining Ella-Marie's curse with Toto while I was thinking. 

It was so odd being just a passenger as I apparently had an entire conversation with someone.  I wondered if Marie's mind wandered, being in a prison of flesh.  Her own body... 

I, we said, “Oui,” out loud to me offhandedly, while still in a deep discussion with the blonde woman. 

Uhhh...  I panicked again, whose body were we in now?  There were three of us.  I got a silly reprimanding feeling from two directions and would have blushed if I were capable of it.  I was thinking in French, Ella was responding in French, Marie had already answered the question, and it hadn't fully registered until then. 

I was inside Ella-Marie's body, inside her mind.  I warmed in embarrassment as I thought of my blonde's gorgeous body, and I was inside of it more intimately than I could ever have imagined.  I breathlessly said, “Stop that, my Parker.”  We were flush, aroused. 

Oh god, I was going to hell. 

I slid back into our collective consciousness and zipped my etherial mouth.  It didn't stop me from thinking interesting thoughts, and I realized they weren't mine, Ella was teasing me for being so lecherous, and I could feel a mischievous approval from Marie.  I grumped, 'two against one.'  I laughed in Marie's lilting voice. 

Toto was smiling in curiosity, cocking an eyebrow as we blushed. “What's going on?” 

We responded maybe too quickly. “Nothing.  My Parker eez being bad.” 

I was smiling as I tried to hide in imaginary shadows then paled.  Wait.  If I was in here, what happened to my body?  Was it... was I...  Ella hushed and comforted me, 'It's alright, Parker, if this is it, then know we love you.  It is what Marie and I had, and the love is enough.' 

I realized we were finishing up a conversation, I really should be paying attention.  Toto stood, and we followed suit.  She gave us a hug and took the tray with the remnants of breakfast.  Wait, breakfast? 

How long have we been...  Marie mentally chastised, I got the impression of her telling me to be 

patient.  Ella was chuckling at me, and I quipped, 'Shut up.'  I could feel her amusement like it was my own.  I'm glad one of us was having a good time of it. 

Toni was saying, “Really, I'm so sorry about everything.  She should be able to see you soon.”  She tapped at the door, and it swung open.  I was surprised to see that flying monkey in the metallic blue armor holding it open. 

Toto handed him the tray and looked back at us.  “I have to change back if I am to be human when Dot arrives.  Please don't try to escape, I don't know what she'd do.  God, I make her sound like she's unhinged.  She really isn't as bad as it sounds.  You just need to get to know her, and you'll understand how caring she really is.” 

Then she said, “If you need anything, just ask Fenriss here, and he'll get it for you.”  She spoke to him expectantly, “Won't you Fenriss?”  Then she cocked an expectant eyebrow at him as he growled at her.  She melted into that huge hellish dog, the kimono slipping off of her onto the stone floor and she growled back at the monkey, her fangs bared to show their deadly length. 

Then I was floored as we said, “Sacre bleu!”  And covered our stomach with a hand when the monkey spoke!  His head bowed in grudging respect, “Yess, missstress.”  His voice had a feral sound like it was forced from a mouth not used to vocalizing. 

The dog looked back at us and gave a doggy smile that made us shudder at the row of deadly looking teeth.  I saw what those teeth could do as she shredded demons with wild abandon in the battle. 

Then she bounded off. 

Fenriss glared at us as his tail scooped up the kimono and he started pulling the door shut.  “Do not listen to missstress Toni.  Pleasse try to esscape.  You took my glasss maiden from me, and I'd enjoy eating your entrailss for that.” 

The door shut with a boom as I tried to get the picture of his anticipatory smile out of our mind. 

We heard a lock click and then a bar slide in place.  Glass maiden?  Ella chuckled out, 'You Parker. 

The fuckin' plonker was bringing ya gifts the whole battle.'  Oh god, was that what he was doing? 

Marie chuckled at us both.  'Hey, stop teaming up on me.' 

Then Ella said, 'Let's get on with it then.  Demolish the fuckin' door, and let's get out of here.' 

“Non, mon amour.  Not until we meet with Dorothy.  Toto says she can fix this.”  Then she said with a hot hope that I could feel shoot through us, “What if she can... fix eet all?  Break our curse.” 

I felt Ella pause at that then slide back into the background as she contemplated.  It was all so confusing with the three of us in there, I was having a problem sorting out which thoughts were mine. 

Then Marie stepped up to a dressing table and started combing out our hair as she looked at herself, ourself?  In wonder.  It has only been six hours since the battle, my Parker.”  I looked on, well I had no 

choice, Ella-Marie was beautiful.  “Toto just thought eet would be fun to have breakfast for supper.” 

Then we looked around the room, I saw magic tracing the walls, floor, and ceiling, pulsing through it like blood through a crisscrossing network of veins.  I could see the world beyond in a wash of color, like the entire land of Oz was constructed of different flavors of magic.  I could taste the foul magics mixing with the bright and life filled magics of the people moving through the city outside our cell.  I could taste the conflicted magic in Fenriss behind the door. 

I was speaking almost in wonder, “Eez this how you perceive the world, my Parker?”  I could feel wonder from Ella who was nestled up against me mentally looking out our eyes.  It wasn't until that moment I realized I wasn't consciously extending my, our, senses to taste the magic around us.  It was Marie.  How long had they been extended like this?  I was used to it, so I hadn't noticed until we were looking around.  I thought, 'Not normally.' 

We whispered in awe, “When you awoke, so did this new way of feeling, seeing, and tasting the world around us.  I thought you were doing eet for me, my Parker.” 

I tried to shake my head before I remembered I had no physicality anymore, it was frustrating.  I thought softly, 'Non, mon amour.  I mean, love... I mean... God, I don't know what I mean...  Why doesn't it freak me out more that I'm thinking in French?  Concentrate, Marie.  Try to pull the world inside you and place it in a glass globe in our mind.  Hold it there.  It can slowly drive you mad if you see the magic in the world all the time.' 

I felt us strain and Oz around us turned back into that world that was a little too bright, a little too colorful.  The echoes of magic just on the periphery of our awareness.  I smiled internally and praised her, 'Good.' 

She turned and smiled into the mirror for me, the one she reserved for me.  Ella got a different smile from her.  It was so weird that it was me doing the smiling... in her body. 

Then she said, “I will relax now, see if you cannot take control, non?”  I felt nauseous a moment like I had motion sickness and I nodded, willing to try.  Wait, I nodded!  I blurted, “I can move!” 

I looked at the foreign hands I possessed, twisting them in front of me.  The skin softer than mine, the fingers slimmer and well manicured.  I was amazed Ella could bring so much violence to bear with such feminine hands.  Then I looked up at the mirror before I knew I was doing it, then stuck my tongue out.  I had lost control! 

Marie was in control snapping at the mirror like she was chastising a misbehaving child, “Ella!” 

I heard a giggling inside.  'Oh, but Marie, the look on her, your... our face was priceless.' 

I growled out, 'I hate you.' 

She was quick to shoot back with a warmth that was swoon-worthy, 'No you don't.' 

Marie sighed for me, or perhaps she let me do it for us, it was hard to tell where I ended and they began now as I admitted, 'No, I don't.' 

We took a few minutes to sit on the bed and had Marie fill us in on what had transpired while we were asleep. 

She had filled us in on the trip from the battlefield and how Dorothy had turned the ocean of dead demon corpses into flowing fields of multi-colored poppies with just a sweep of her arms when they left.  Of seeing the wonder and majesty and mind-boggling scale of the impossible city of Emerald. 

Down to Dorothy confining us to our pretty cell. 

Since then she had been speaking with Toto when she brought food before we awoke. 

I was in a dreamlike state as I both spoke and listened to me tell the tale in a language I only knew snippets of from living with Ella-Marie for so long.  But one which I apparently felt more comfortable with now than English.  It was like a fugue state that was shattered when we heard a strong alto voice snapping out, “Open the door.” 

We stood up.  We recognized the voice as Dorothy.  Someone cleared their throat as we heard Fenriss scrabbling to obey.  Then Dorothy added in an almost embarrassed tone, “Please.  If you would Fenny.” 

I had an idea who had corrected her and I would have smiled fondly if I was capable.  It reminded me of Marie chastising Ella.  We were not surprised when Toto stepped in on the arm of Dorothy when the door opened. 

Dorothy had a wicked mischief gleaming in her eyes as she asked almost too sweetly like she was taking too much enjoyment of our current predicament.  “Hello ladies, and how are we feeling?”  Her smile faded, replaced with a sheepish look when Toto slapped her arm with her free hand. 

Even though she seemed amused by our current predicament, we chuckled at the display.  It was all too familiar.  Ella was just as bad as she was. 

Chapter 4 – Emerald City

This was my first good look at Dorothy of Oz.  Well as best as I could as we were meeting her eyes, Marie having us stand with almost royal bearing. 

The brunette stood almost head and shoulders over us, her face a flawless mask of a dangerous sort of beauty.  One that promised pain to her enemies and fire to protect those she saw as hers.  Just this first impression of the woman was fraught with contradictions. 

Though she appeared to have strength and grace that projected a certainty about herself, it was as if she had a thousand insecurities that were weighing her down. 

Those brilliant green eyes of hers told that story and more.  I wondered if she knew that they offered an attentive observer a glimpse into her inner psyche.  Ella seemed to be wrapped around my consciousness like she was protecting me, like when we had physical form, as she offered, 'She's lost, Parker.  Being what everyone expects of her, when there is only one person whose favor she craves.' 

I would have nodded if I could.  I saw it too, the way she touched Toto's hand on her arm almost reverently.  For the way my girl presented herself as a brawling brute, she was more observant and insightful than she liked to let on.  Another reason I loved her. 

'Hey, who you calling a brute?'  I could taste the humor in her tone.  Good God, I forgot they can hear everything I think.  She shared, 'You'll learn to wall off parts of your mind for little bits of privacy. 

You have to, or you'll go insane.' 

I tried to smile as I prompted, 'You're implying we aren't already there.'  She giggled and so did Marie as we were in the middle of speaking with Dorothy.  Crap, what had we been saying while I was bantering with Ella? 

I turned my attention back to the women in front of us.  Dorothy wore a red lined, ankle length pullover robe that just screamed ancient Japan to me.  I could see those fabled ruby slippers on her feet, they seemed to be made of actual blood red translucent ruby, yet they flexed and moved with her motions like they were made of light silk.  She made no sound when she walked.  You'd expect them to clink on the stone floor like my feet did when they were covered in crystal. 

Her nails were long ovals, almost claw-like and painted a flawless iridescent blood red that matched her lips.  Marie, we, blinked when we all realized that her ruby red lips and the dark eyeshadow that called your attention to her eyes wasn't makeup.  It was too perfect too smooth.  Dorothy was a walking poster girl for the feminine mystique. 

We could see the satisfaction in her eyes at our impression of her, though her face was held in a passive disinterest she no doubt had perfected over the centuries she has been here in Oz.  I thought, 

'Marie, be very cautious.  There is more to her than...'  Ella shushed me as we closed our eyes.  I could almost feel the reprimand. 

Dorothy's face bloomed into a smile that could only be described as wickedly delicious. “Oh, please go on.  Than what?” 

Shit, I forgot that she had demonstrated that she could hear Marie inside Ella back on the hill. 

Dorothy chuckled, and her companion furrowed her brow. 

I offered meekly, feeling sheepish that my two loves had sussed it out already and I was trailing behind, '...than meets the eye?' 

She rolled her eyes. “Too cliché.  Bored now.”  She turned around and started toward the door. 

Toto held her arm tight and pulled, swinging her back toward us.  “Dot!  Be civil!  They're from home.  Maybe... maybe they know the way back.” 

Dorothy's eyes widened at that thought spoken aloud.  I could hear the heartache of longing for something forever lost to you in Toni's voice.  The sorceress considered her blonde companion, a different longing in her eyes, then turned to us. “Can you?  Show us the way home?” 

I sighed internally as Marie had us sigh physically.  Our eyes dropped a bit as she shook our head. 

“Alas, we do not know the way, mon chere.  We got lost on the path to Perchta's Gardens and wound up on the hill above the battle instead.  We do not know how to travel the paths between realms alone.” 

This didn't seem to surprise Dorothy, but Toto deflated a little.  Then the witch asked, “You, the squeaky one.  Is this the truth?” 

The squeaky one?  Was she referring to the crystal tone of my voice that I've had ever since Ella-Marie saved me from werewolves by turning me into a crystal statue?  Ella supplied with humor in her tone, 'Well, the manky bint ain't talkin' bout me.' 

Toto looked at the woman and said in frustration as she motioned a hand toward us expectantly, 

“Dot, this is too confusing if you can hear what we can't.  Don't be mean.” 

Dorothy just held up a finger for her to wait as she looked at us with narrowed eyes full of intent. 

Wait, was she not going to let us out of Marie if I answered wrong?  I wish I could have exhaled.  I knew my answer wasn't what she wanted to her, but I wasn't going to lie. 

I said, 'Oui... yes.  We don't even know how we got here except Ella had joked that she didn't think we were in Kansas anymore.' 

Dorothy nodded at us and said, “Truth.  That is refreshing.  Instead of telling me what you thought I wanted to hear.” 

She waved a hand like she was brushing the contents of a table to the ground and I stumbled, trying to catch myself from falling from the sideways motion as I found I was standing next to Marie.  I 

inhaled sharply, frantic to finally breathe again on my own as the feeling of claustrophobia stopped threatening to crush my soul.  As much as I loved my Ella-Marie, I didn't ever want to be THAT close again.  I didn't realize how much panic was still inside me as I was trapped as just an echo of thought in Marie's mind. 

Oh hey, I'm thinking in English again! 

We heard a thud then clank to my side, and we all turned to look at Ella, in her own body, chained to the wall with huge iron chains.  I had to blink in shock, not for the fact she was chained up, but the fact that she was dressed in a clown suit, complete with clown makeup on her face.  God forgive me if it didn't do anything to take away from her cuteness in her own form. 

Toto snapped, “Dorothy Clementine Gale!” 

The witch laughed out in a cross between a chuckle and a giggle as she pointed at Ella without looking at her, her attention fully on her companion, “That one... is dangerous.” 

I felt as if I fell into the floor a few inches as Ella drew the earth into her and growled out as she thrust her arms down with a huge whump of released energy.  The thick chains and irons around her wrists shattered as she said, “Sod off, you fecking wanker.” 

She moved in front of both Marie and me protectively, her hands clenching into fists, tendons creaking as we snapped at her in tandem for her language, “Ella!”  This was not going to end well. 

Dorothy beamed like she was genuinely entertained and said almost breathlessly to Toto as she looked at us, “I really like this one, can we keep her?” 

Toto cocked an eyebrow, motioning toward the angry clown in the room.  If I weren't so terrified of the woman who could apparently change reality at her whim, it would have been almost funny watching the cute furious clown. 

Dot muttered, “Sometimes you're no fun.  You're just lucky I love you so much.”  Then she gave her a look filled with longing and devotion as she absently flicked a finger.  The clown getup was torn away from Ella, sending her falling back to be caught by Marie and me. 

I smiled down at Ella now in a cute leather Robin Hood looking outfit as we stood her back up. 

Toto smirked this time and looked at her girl expectantly.  Dorothy gave her a cheesy grin.  I followed their eyes down, and to my shame, I snorted as she made the huge oversize clown shoes still on my girl vanish, to be replaced with leather Robin Hood boots. 

Ella cocked an eyebrow at me, luckily for me her face is full of humor.  Then she told Dorothy, 

“You're lucky my girls are here, or I'd be obliged to be givin' ya the what for ya two-bit Houdini.” 

Toto was shaking her head and saying in a resigned and pleading manner, “Don't, just... don't poke the bear.  You're just as bad as Dot.”  This pleased our scrappy girl who had earned the name, Ella 

Deathbringer over the centuries. 

I grabbed her hand and pulled her back to Marie and me, and we all grasped hands.  I said to her, 

“Love, stop while you're behind.” 

Ella had been a handful for Dorothy when they fought, but our girl had been at her limit, and the witch still had a second wind, literally.  If it had progressed any longer, it wouldn't have ended well for us. 

I said to try to diffuse the situation, though I had the feeling that Dorothy was just having some fun at our expense, “Thank you for restoring us.” 

The woman looked down her nose at us and said, “Wasn't my idea.  Thank Toto.  I was having fun feeling you squirm in there.” 

Toni sighed, shaking her head at her misbehaving witchy companion.  “Stop being wicked.  I don't have much human time left today, let's not waste it.  Let's greet our guests properly.”  She looked genuinely perturbed, especially the part about not having much human time left.  What did that mean? 

Dorothy sounded genuinely apologetic, “Sorry, love. They were a couple minutes from falling out of the pretty one on their own anyway.  I was just having fun.  You know I can't break someone else's spells, only alter things about them.  It was about to reassert itself.” 

Wait, we were going to go back to normal anyway?  I thanked her for... what?  Ok, I could see why my Ella was growling just then. 

Toto let go of Dorothy's arm and lifted her nose high as she stepped up to us and looped an arm in mine and Ella's and started marching us past her wicked witch. “Ladies.”  I heard a huff behind us and then the door slamming hard as Dorothy followed.  Ok, I may have grinned at the mischievous smile on Toto's face.  She could obviously play her girl like a Stradivarius violin. 

I was startled at the clatter of claws on stone beside me, and I looked down to see Fenriss at my side, looking up at me.  He smiled, showing those long fangs of his.  I shuddered, though I don't think he intended to scare me, I think it was a real smile.  Just great, I had a groupie?  A dangerous and deadly groupie. 

Then Marie gasped, stumbled, and looked up with surprise painting her features.  “Fuck!”  That's when I noticed Ella was nowhere to be seen like she had just vanished.  I realized as she whispered in a tone that conveyed the heartbreak and crushing sadness in her as she whispered in her familiar British accent, “I'm sorry Marie.” 

My own heart felt like a vice was crushing it when my own sorrow hit as I heard in my head, “Eet is ok, mon amour, at least I had one last chance to hold you een my arms.” 

I realized the ramifications of what Dorothy had been saying about not being able to break someone

else's spells, and that it was about to reassert itself.  My girls were one again, with Ella in charge of their body. 

As Toto looked around in surprise at one of us just vanishing, Fenriss jumped back to draw a blade as he scanned the corridor, hissing.  I looked back at Dorothy.  I didn't expect the look of profound sadness and apology on her face.  I gave her a weak smile, and she inhaled deeply and put on an aloof look as she strode forward past us to lead the way.  “Come along.  We've much to discuss.” 

I looked at my beautiful Ella-Marie, seeing the two souls in her eyes again.  I was so grateful I had had the chance to meet the other half of my love in person.  For that, I would be forever grateful to this witch of Oz.  Ella-Marie silently took my free hand and laced our fingers, then Toto dragged us to catch up with the confusing sorceress. 

Part of me was wondering if Dorothy had known the effect it would have on the three of us to be able to meet after all this time.  And I was able to see my girls in a new perspective when I was trapped like Marie has been for centuries.  Was the witch really being wicked?  Or...  had this been her intent? 

Was she giving us a moment to first truly be with, then to understand each other better? 

I looked out the windows and gasped as I gazed down a road of a city that went on as far as my eye could see, gleaming and glittering green towers that stretched toward the sky.  The Emerald City!  And it seemed to be truly made of polished emerald! 

I realized my jaw was hanging open and I snapped it closed, hoping nobody noticed my shock as the sheer scale and majesty of the impossible city we saw.  I glanced back to see Fenriss, spinning circles in the corridor behind us, looking for Ella with his blade outstretched, the poor little guy. 

We stepped through an archway and stumbled.  My point of view had changed, I realized I was now looking down on the city outside the windows.  I glanced back through the arch and saw a conflicting view out those windows.  It was impossible. 

Then I chuckled. “It's a Tardis.” 

Toto asked with nostalgia in her voice, “People still know about Doctor Who?” 

I hesitated and reminded her, “It is still playing.  Only two years have passed in the mortal realm.” 

She nodded understanding, though she still looked shaken.  I reached out a hand and squeezed hers. 

She nodded thanks, and we looked up to see Dorothy watching me offer my support and apology with the gesture, her eyes narrowed and green flame licking in her pupils. 

I swallowed, but Toni just reached up and slapped the back of her head.  “Don't be a jealous twit.” 

There were dozens of savage hisses from somewhere when she did that, and Toto looked up and chastised, “Oh shush, you all know she deserved it.” 

Ella-Marie and I looked up, and I froze in mid step.  The corridor had hundreds of winged monkeys

with pikes looking down at us, pikes in their front claws as they hung from pegs in the roof by their tails. 

They were... guarding their leader, Dorothy, from above.  I swallowed wondering if they were in our cell too.  We started moving again at Toni's prompt and followed a grinning Dorothy into a room through two giant wooden doors. 

We found ourselves in a palatial set of rooms.  I could see a huge bed behind some curtains on a raised portion of the space.  These were Dorothy's rooms?  You could have fit a small village in her apartments.  Wow. 

She moved us up to a huge table with a couple dozen chairs and motioned for us to sit. I glanced around first and even up, to see we were alone. Then slid into the chair Ella-Marie was holding for me. 

I gave her a quick loving smile as she joined me in the next chair. 

I jumped a little when something landed on the top of the high backed chair I sat in.  I looked up to see a smiling Fenriss.  He gave me a wave, and I hesitantly returned it. 

Then after Dorothy helped Toto into a seat, she held her arms wide and said in a booming voice, 

“Ladies – welcome to Oz!” 

Then her voice got really small as she sat with a puzzled look on her face, one eye squinted almost cutely, “Now what the hell are your names?” 

Toto made the introductions and gave a quick explanation as to Ella and Marie's situation. Just how long had she and Marie talked before I woke up?  Then we braced ourselves for the game of a trillion questions from Dorothy.  But what she asked took us off guard, “Cinderella?  No shit?  Guess I'm not the only fairytale princess stomping around.” 

I winced and braced for my girl's blurted response, “We're not a fuckin' princess!” 

The two glared at each other, and Toto and I started looking back and forth between them.  They were like two peas in a pod.  I chuckled inwardly, letting Marie hear my thought about the world not being able to handle two Ella's.  She chuckled in response in my head. 

Then the two titans broke into grins.  What?  That's it?  I don't think I'll ever understand my Ella, who offered in a calmer tone, “And we're not Cinderella... Fuckin' Grimm Brothers.” 

Dorothy nodded as she added, “They don't hold a candle to goddamn Baum, damn pain in the ass oracle.” 

Someone... fine, I asked, “Oracle?”  A million possibilities flashed through my head. 

Dorothy seemed to deflate into her chair, leaning back and slumping a little, that flame in her eyes igniting again.  This was a sore subject I could tell, and one that haunted her if Toto reaching out to take her hand was any indication. 

The green-eyed witch nodded slowly as she said with disdain, “His damn premonitions are what got us stuck here.  How I lost – me.”  I could hear the heartbreak on the last part. 

Ella-Marie held up a finger for clarification, and I squinted one eye in mock pain.  Dorothy has already exhibited that she has no qualms messing with us if she is irritated.  Luckily, before she could be her usual brash self, Marie cleared her throat in our heads to stop her. 

The smirk on Toto's face was priceless as she watched us.  She offered the clarification, “The great and powerful Wizard of Oz, better known in the mortal realm as Frank Baum, is an ass.  All those stories about Dorothy and Oz were all premonitions the man had while he ruled here.  He took his show on the road and traveled to Earth to tell Dorothy of her place here in Oz.  He wouldn't leave her alone, plying her with the books, and spinning tales of wonder while knowing the real truth the whole time.” 

She had no love for the man, and my own blood was boiling, he did sound like the Brothers Grimm, speaking in half-truths and riddles. 

Dorothy picked up the narrative.  “He was whining that the fate of multiple realities depended upon me coming to Oz.  Some nonsense about the Elders.  When we wouldn't come to Oz with him to fulfill our destiny, he tore a hole though realities to thrust us here.  The ass sealed the way home, and we've been looking for it ever since.” 

I cocked an eyebrow, the woman who could alter some aspects of reality itself couldn't find the way back? 

Answering the unasked question Toto supplied, “The wizard is even more powerful than Dorothy. 

She says that he is staying on the other side to hold the way shut, but the moment he opens it to come home again for one of his visits, we'll try to dart through.  We keep missing, and it's been two hundred years now.” 

Ella asked, “If the wanker is so powerful, why doesn't he just handle this Elder threat himself?” 

Dorothy said absently as she played with a ball of glowing green magic that she batted between her hands, “Some asinine excuse that he's not allowed to interfere.  That it is our destiny to... blah blah blah.”  She added as I felt the magic inside her darken, “I'd like to see him one last time to thank him for my loss of self.” 

I realized I could feel the wicked and good energy within her lapping at her consciousness like a tide that followed her moods.  It was so fluid, and her mental state seemed to be just as volatile.  And right that moment, it was all wickedness and malice. 

That part of her would kill Baum without a second thought, and that scared the hell out of me.  Just what did he do that made her lose herself? 

Dorothy's eyes flicked to mine, locking on me, and I felt a shiver of fear zing down my spine. 

“You really want to know the story of Dorothy of Oz?  Not that made up shit Baum was vomiting up a century before we came here?”  Could she hear my thoughts?  Like she could when I was trapped inside of Marie? 

She saw my fear and chuckled as Toto leaned over to lay her head on Dorothy's shoulder.  “No I can't read your mind, you just have that same look that everyone who asks gets.  Usually, just before I whisk them out of the palace and into the deep forest for annoying me.” 

I must have had a look of profound relief on my face as Dorothy kissed the top of Toni's head and chuckled to Ella-Marie as she winged a thumb toward me, “This one is adorable.  I see why you love her so.” 

Ella was no help as she just beamed a smile at me.  Women! 

Toto snuggled into her girl and smiled up at her and prompted, “Once upon a time.” 

Dorothy beamed a smile down at her, and I could feel the dark magic balance inside the woman slosh all the way to where it tasted good and caring.  She loved her girl.  Simple as that. 

Then the witch who was sometimes good and sometimes wicked started to tell us their tale. 

Chapter 5 – Kansas

The first time I met Baum was the day I was packing up my things in one of our sunflower farm's beat up pickup trucks to head off to Central Kansas College.  It was so amazing that I, Dorothy Gale was going to college.  I was the first Gale to be going to college, the first to seek higher education, and my aunt and uncle were gushing with pride for me. 

I used to be inquisitive about everything before this, good grades followed me through no fault of my own, I just loved to read and learn.  That brought the good fortune of me becoming the valedictorian at my little high school in the middle of Tornado Alley in Sylvia, Kansas. 

That's not as impressive as it may sound, we had a graduating class of thirty-six, and I wasn't competing against any mental geniuses.  Most of the kids were infected with the lupine curse so didn't really even try. 

And as glamorous as Sylvia may sound, surrounded by land so flat it will drive you mad, and farms from horizon to horizon, I'm here to tell you that it was not.  So getting lost in my studies was the only way to keep my sanity. 

Ah, sanity, some days I miss you. 

But I guess all that studying came in handy, as it got me a partial scholarship to a cut-rate college on the fringes of the walled city of Topeka.  Aunt Emily and Uncle Henry had been squirreling away a little money here and there between harvests, and I had been saving every penny from the babysitting and bookkeeping I did for our neighbors over the years.  It was enough to get me through my first year if I stayed in the dorms protected by full moon bars, and got a part-time job in the big city. 

I had only been to Topeka twice in my life, and it was so thrilling to me to see so many people... so many strangers with so many stories of their own just waiting to be told.  It was sort of exciting to go through the gates of the walled city and have to be pricked by a silver needle to prove we were Clean Bloods. 

I was going to be an English major with a minor in History – I wanted to be a teacher.  Knowledge had a way of excited me and my sparking imagination in ways that had me thirsting for more. 

What I wouldn't have given to speak with someone new, if just once.  There weren't strangers, new people to talk to around our parts, everyone knew everyone, and nothing ever happened except the seasonal tornado sirens sounding and everyone hiding in their root cellars.  Or someone getting a werewolf scare when their full moon bars almost failed on an older farm. 

I remember one season our fields were hit by a cyclone, and we lost the entire crop of sunflowers.  I thank goodness for little favors, the state's emergency disaster fund kept us from losing the farm to the 

banks since we had no income that year. 

I dreamed about going to the big city.  Being tall, clumsy, and mousy, with thick glasses and my nose in a book all the time, I wasn't the most popular kid in school.  And my parents, rest their souls, being cruel and naming me after that damn girl from Oz didn't help one bit.  Living with the same teasing from the same kids year after year made me long for something more. 

I was putting a suitcase on the passenger seat of the truck when I saw a strange man come riding up our long dirt drive, on a bicycle of all things, ringing a little thumb bell to get my attention.  Like I wouldn't have noticed something, someone, so out of place? 

He was calling out in a low voice that seemed to be cracking with excitement, “Dorothy!  Dorothy, it is you!  Finally, I've found you!  I've made it through the obfuscation charms the Elders cloaked the entire damn state with.” 

I had no clue who the tall man, who was sporting a tweed business suit and handlebar mustache, was.  I slowly closed the door of the truck and took a slow step toward the house, calling over my shoulder, “Uncle Henry?” 

He didn't look dangerous, on the contrary, he looked like some sort of scholar or teacher in his late thirties, about to hit middle age if the strands of silver frosting his brown hair were any indication.  But still, every mass murderer always has people saying how quiet and normal they were and didn't think they'd be capable of the things they did. 

Thinking back, I may have preferred a mass murderer to Baum.  At least if they took my life, it would have been more straightforward than the way that clairvoyant Oz-hole took mine.  Toto is the only good thing to come of all this bullshit. 

When the man reached me, he almost fell off the bike, still ringing that damn bell.  He caught himself and looked at me, his face red, sweat dripping down his face as he opened his mouth to talk. 

But he gasped and crouched a little, letting the bike fall to the ground as held a finger up as he panted. 

What idiot rode a bicycle in hundred degree temperatures, let alone in a heavy tweed suit?  I was afraid he was going to drop over dead from heat prostration.  I asked as I made sure to keep my distance, “Do I know you, sir?  Would you like some water?  You look ready to drop.” 

He shook his head, reconsidered as he went into a coughing fit, and nodded as he locked his arms on his knees for support as he leaned over. 

I looked at him and the standing water pipe beside the trough at the pig pen.  I doubted he'd be able to attack me let alone stand without help in his current condition, so I chanced moving to him and taking his elbow to assist him to the water pipe. 

I opened the valve, and fresh water started flowing and splashing down into the trough.  He moved 

over and cupped his hands and drank greedily, stopping to give me a cheesy grin between slurps and splashing water on his face. 

Amusing for a fool who was ready to drop because he apparently had no sense in his head. 

I stepped back as he splashed water everywhere.  Then I cringed when he looked at the trough then before I could stop him, plunged his head down into it.  Eww! 

He stood, water falling from his hair in streams.  He made a sound of relief and satisfaction and smoothed his soaking wet hair back over his head out of his eyes.  I took another step back as my eyes widened in disbelief when I realized his hair was dry and combed neatly.  He flicked his hands down, the water of his hands and soaked sleeves splashed to the ground.  When I looked up from the puddle at his feet to him, he was adjusting his tie and I noted his suit was dry as a bone and well pressed. 

What the hell?  “Uncle Henry?!”  Where was he? 

The man smiled as he adjusted his lapels. “Ahh.  That's better.  I am much obliged for your hospitality, young Dorothy.  You've no idea how awful it is to be riding a bicycle in these temperatures.”  He was sort of handsome in an old-fashioned kind of way and had a disarming manner. 

That's probably why I wasn't disarmed. 

He took a step toward me, offering a hand as I took a step back.  Where was Uncle Henry?  “Where are my manners?  Frank.  Lyman Frank Baum, at your service.”  He gave a little bow, his hand still outstretched. 

I hesitated and then shook, still trying to keep as much distance between me and this odd caricature of a man.  I opened my mouth to offer my name, which I knew he had somehow known since he had been shouting it like a screech monkey coming down the drive.  But I snapped my mouth shut as he beat me to it. 

“And you, my dear, are Dorothy Clementine Gale.  I am delighted to finally make your 

acquaintance.  Synching times is a little tricky between realms, and I'm afraid I missed my target by a century.” 

What? 

How did this man know me and what was he babbling about, did the sun bake his brain?  Was it signs of heat stroke?  Then I stiffened.  He looked like a professor!  Was he from the college?  I felt the blood drain from my face.  He was here to tell me there was some sort of error and I didn't get the scholarship, wasn't he?  God no, it would break Aunt Emily.  I was going to be stuck here at the farm the rest of my life. 

That's about when my mind caught up with me. 

I paused.  Wait, L. Frank Baum?  As in the author of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, the bane of my 

existence? Frank Baum, who died a century ago?  I was being punked by the asshat wolves at school again.  We had graduated, when were they going to grow up? 

And I knew exactly who put this jerk up to it.  “I don't appreciate the joke.  Go tell Vivian, har har and get out of here before I call the sheriff.” 

My chest ached, I was so tired of the endless taunting.  I had only had one really good friend growing up, Vivian from the soybean farm across the road from us.  She had been the only girl to not tease about my name, and she didn't mind hanging out with the mousy gangly girl. 

Everything was fine between us until the day in junior high, when I found myself getting confused feelings for Hannah Selkirk.  Viv was the only person I could talk with about it, I sure wasn't going to ask Aunt Em.  That's when I lost my only friend.  Her family is the God-fearing, bible thumping sort. 

And she said what I was saying was unnatural and against God's will. 

She never talked to me again after that.  Instead, she turned into the ringleader of those who taunted me every day and started hanging with the wolf crowd.  Though oddly, she never once told anyone my secret.  I came to the understanding I was gay before I even hit high school and I know she had realized it back when I first confided in her. 

I shiver to think what would have happened if she had used that against me.  As if everyone calling me Scarecrow all the time wasn't bad enough.  I could imagine the cruel words they'd have for me if it came out.  If I came out.  So maybe there was still a little of my friend still in Viv, even though she couldn't stand me anymore. 

Frank looked frantic as he shook his head and said, “No, you don't understand, Dorothy, you have to come with me back to Oz.  Now.  I have to stay here to slow the advance of the Elders, and you are the only one who can protect Oz in my absence.” 

I yelled at him as I pointed at his bike, “Get out of here now!”  I pulled my cell to show I was serious about calling the sheriff.  He didn't need to know that Nate Reynolds was a lazy ass who would take an hour or two to show up. 

He was shaking his head and started to plead but then froze when we both heard the distinct sound of a shotgun being pumped.  We turned back to see uncle Henry on the porch, leaning casually against a column holding his shotgun in a relaxed and aloof manner.  He looked quite sure of himself when he said, “Mister, you're in for a whole world of hurt if you don't do what my niece has asked you to.  Now get out of here before I fill your ass with buckshot.” 

Frank grumbled as he looked at us.  He picked up his bike and then started pedaling away, ringing that damn bell.  He called back, “The reckoning is coming Dorothy.  We need to be ready!” 

What a total nutcase. 

I turned back to my uncle and shrugged my shoulders at his inquisitive look.  The irony of the whole situation wasn't lost on me.  Me being Dorothy Gale and having an uncle Henry and Aunt Em.  I took one last glance at the madman peddling down our drive.  Frank Baum, yeah right.  I really hated my life sometimes. 

That's where any similarities to the friggin Oz books stopped though.  Uncle Henry had been a late in life surprise to my grandparents.  He was only ten years older than me and looked like a buff and ruggedly handsome model from Trucker's Monthly. 

It was almost painful hearing the girls in class always gushing about him when he'd drop me off at school if I missed the bus.  I mean, just eww, he was my uncle. 

He and aunt Emily took me in after my parents died trying to get home to me when I was home alone during a tornado warning when I was fifteen.  Whenever I close my eyes, I can still hear the tornado sirens warbling off in the distance as I hid in the root cellar alone.  When mom and dad didn't return home hours later, I knew.  I knew before Sheriff Reynolds came down the road with my aunt and uncle and told me what had happened. 

I moved my glasses up to the top of my head and shook my head. “Vivian was just being a bitch and sent the guy to torment me.  Saying his name is Frank Baum.  I swear to god Unk, I'm legally changing my name to Dot now that I'm eighteen.” 

He just chuckled as he ejected the shotgun shell he had chambered.  I rolled my eyes, it was one of those green ones.  A rubber slug, not buckshot.  “It ain't all that bad Dottie.  Imagine the ribbing Emily and I take for being Henry and Em Gale.  True ol' George and Mary did you no favors, but you have to chuckle at the Oz symmetry.  Go with the flow, ride the wave.  Isn't that what the kids are saying nowadays?” 

I did have to chuckle at the man. “Unk, the 'kids' don't say that, nobody says that, and you're only ten years older than me.” 

Aunt Em stepped out onto the porch, wiping grease from her hands onto a rag, from the lawnmower engine she was repairing.  She and Henry were made for each other.  She had all the glamour and grace I wish I had.  I'm pretty sure when I was assembled by the Great Spaghetti Monster in the Sky, that he forgot I was female or something. 

I was as mousy as they came, with my dull brown, stringy hair, and my thick glasses did me no favors.  But without them, I couldn't read anything within three feet.  But I could see like an eagle in the distance. 

She could fix about anything with a motor in it.  Her small engine work is what keeps the farm solvent in the winter months.  She filled out her overalls like some sort of model playing at mechanic. 

It just wasn't fair that she was both.  “What's all the commotion out here?” 

She brushed a lock of her curly red hair behind her ear as she gave me a sad smile.  After Vivian distanced herself from me, Em had become my best friend and confidante.  She was relentless in trying to get me to wear more provocative clothes and makeup because “You just never know when you'll meet the girl that makes your heart feel as though it starts beating for the very first time.” 

She was so cool.  After days of prodding me as to the reason Viv didn't come around anymore, I came out to her.  She had only chuckled. “Well menfolk, for the most part, are over-rated, 'ceptin, of course, your uncle, Henry.  I mean, he is one prime piece of...” 

“Em!” 

She gave a little laugh at the eww factor showing on my face.  She finished with, “Well, any girl would be lucky to have you.” 

The look Aunt Emily gave me on the porch as Henry put an arm around her waist was filled with sadness.  We had really bonded in those three years they had been my guardians.  I saw her as a big sister, and she felt the same.  It was as if she was losing her best friend the way she looked at me, and it broke my heart. 

I knew she was proud of me for being the first of the family to go to college, but it still felt like I was going to be leaving a friend behind. 

I offered as we heard the thumb bell ringing in the distance, “Just the kids pranking me one last time before I go.” 

I turned to look at the truck, then them.  I exhaled and took a deep breath in slowly as I nudged my chin toward it, my voice wavered, belying my forced smile, “Well that's the last of it.”  I felt awkward. 

Emily softened and then opened her arms wide as Henry leaned the shotgun against the column.  I stepped in and hugged her tight as the stupid tears started flowing.  She shushed me and said, “Really going to miss you around here, Ladybug.” 

I nodded and said into her shoulder, “I'm going to miss you too, Em.  I'll be home for the holidays. 

It's only a three-hour drive from Topeka, I can visit on the weekends.” 

Henry chuckled out as Emily released me to force her own smile back up, “Or when you need laundry done, or food...” 

I giggled and stepped into his offered arms.  He hugged me tight, swinging side to side, “Gonna miss you, Dottie.” 

I just nodded and smiled as he released me.  Then he was digging in a pocket and pulled out a wad of bills all rolled up with a rubber band around them.  “Take this.  Emergency money in case of – well, in case of emergencies I suppose.” 

Em patted his arm, grinned at me, and teased at his awkwardness, “At least he's pretty.” 

He grunted out a weak, “Hey.” 

I smiled at them but held my hand up, “No, the farm needs it more.” 

He cocked an expectant eyebrow as he took my hand and pressed the money into it.  “We'll make do, always do.  But you, Dorothy, you're going to college to make something of yourself.  We're so proud of you.” 

Ok, the tears were threatening again.  I wiped my eyes on the back of my sleeve and gave them a smile and headed for the truck.  It was silly how emotional I was getting.  I was only going to be less than three hours away from home.  Emily questioned, “You sure you don't want us to come to help you get settled in?” 

She sounded more and more like my mom every day. 

I whined, “Emmmm.” 

She chuckled and waved as I slid into the driver's seat and pulled the rusty door shut.  I waved and called out the window, “Love you two.” 

They called out in unison, “Love you too.”  Then Emily added, “We got you the smartphone for a reason, don't forget the number, Ladybug.  It'll always bring you home.” 

I smiled as I rolled my eyes. “I know, I know.  Goodbye!”  I waved again as I fired up the blue beast.  I may have shed a tear as I drove down the drive, hanging one hand out the window and we kept waving until I couldn't see them anymore as I drove past the Swanson's corn fields.  So what if my family was sappy.  Shut up. 

It was an odd feeling as I got off Old Sutter's Road and onto the paved highway.  I felt suddenly alone, disconnected from home for the second time in my life.  I felt eerily similar to the days following my parent's death.  But this time there was the underlying excited anticipation that my life was about to change in ways I couldn't have ever imagined. 

I should have stayed home and worked the farm.  No, that's a lie.  Otherwise, I wouldn't have met my Antoinette. 

All my indecision had washed away when Topeka came into view, the dome of the Capitol 

Building rising high above the walls of stone with veins of silver that kept the feral wolves out during the full moon. 

Little known fact, the domed building is also called the Kansas Statehouse, completed in 1903.  The original handwritten manuscript of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by that pain in my ass Baum is in a strongbox affixed to the inner dome of the building. 

What?  I like trivia, and unless you want to find yourself as a mechanical fish in a suit-coat, you'll 

keep your trap shut and listen to my story. 

I felt oddly grown up as I made my way to the outskirts of town to the Central Kansas College campus, just outside one of the city gates.  I looked at the map in the welcome packet I was sent and navigated the tiny campus to the dorms.  Which – looked like a dilapidated apartment complex, but with gleaming full moon bars over the windows and doors. 

Ok. 

Not as glamorous as I had pictured in my mind. 

But that was fine because that's when I saw an angel.  I stepped into the B-Block building's lobby, expecting it to be bustling with students like me, moving their stuff into their rooms, frantically trying to figure out what they were supposed to do next. 

Not so much. 

Instead, there were a couple guys moving what looked like video gaming chairs into the elevator on one side.  I wasn't aware it was a co-ed dorm.  A couple girls were over at a counter under a sign in a hole in the wall which read 'RA.'  Ok, that would be the residency advisor in charge of our dorm. 

And sitting dead center in the lobby at a makeshift desk, with balloons in the red and golds of the college tied to the corners, was a girl in a cheerleader outfit.  She was tipping back in her chair, so it balanced on two legs as she crossed her long and shapely legs that rested on the desk that had a banner on the front which read, 'Welcoming committee, new students check in here.' 

She looked infinitely bored and was, of all things, balancing a pen on her nose as the piped in elevator music played We Built This City in a painfully slow piano rendition, her long blonde hair draping behind her almost to the floor. 

When I stepped up to the table with my welcome packet, she started and almost fell over backward, catching herself and impressively enough, the pen as it tumbled from her nose.  She tipped the chair back on all four legs as she removed hers from the desk. 

She said in a chipper voice that thrummed through me, waking the part of me I hid away from everyone back home, “Hi!”  It was if someone had poured hot liquid honey all over me, I had never reacted to someone's voice like that before. 

I just stared at the woman, trying to remember what I was supposed to be doing.  How could one person be so, beautiful, so... perfect?  Her brilliant blue eyes were my entire world at the time, pulling all my thoughts and intelligence from me like they had a gravity of their own. 

I realized I was blushing, from head to toe, as I heated up.  I was supposed to do something?  Was it talking?  Breathing?  Her smile widened at my silence as I stood there like a platypus at a duck farm. 

Oh God, I was going to die... right in front of her.  I couldn't have been more awkward if you paid me. 

She reached out and gently tugged the welcome packet from my hands.  “You ok, sweetie?”  She thumbed through the packet, “Hmm.  Dorothy Gale?”  She glanced up from the paperwork and offered an apologetic smile, “Parents did you no favors I see.  Who does that to their kid?” 

I lifted a hand.  God no, don't wave!  I waved to add to my awkwardness.  My body obviously wasn't listening to my brain. 

She perked up, “Frosh.  Oh, English major?  Oh wow, four-point friggin' O GPA?  Nice.  Good on you!  I may have to pick your brain from time to time, English is my worst subject.” 

She offered a hand. “Antoinette Tomlinson.  Everyone just calls me Toni or Toto.” 

She cocked her head as I tried to figure out the overly complex thing called breathing.  I knew I knew how it was supposed to work. 

Toni offered, “And you are Dorothy.  No need to be nervous, sweetie, I got your back.  I drew the short straw, so I'm the welcoming committee for Block B this year.” 

I heard myself saying.  “Dorothy.  I'm Dorothy Gale.”  Just shoot me now.  I exhaled and inhaled. 

Oh, that's how it works. 

She half chuckled, and half giggled. “We've established that already. Want me to help you bring your stuff up to your room?  Only one other newbie is supposed to show today.” 

She hopped to her feet, bouncing on her toes.  I finally got control of myself when she broke eye contact, looking past me to the parking lot.  Oh yeah, that cinched it, I was gay.  And a cheerleader? 

Really?  How cliché were my hormones?  But God, she was cute. 

I pushed my glasses back up from where they had slid to the tip of my nose, and rushed out, “No. 

No... thank you umm...  Antoinette.”  She even had a pretty name.  The part of me not drooling was jealous that she seemed to have it all. 

She seemed confused as she cocked her head at me and tried to get my attention with her eyes.  I knew better than that, it was a trap.  I looked at her chin instead as she spoke.  “Really, you can call me Toni, I don't bite.  Especially the brainy ones, they're what gets me through my classes.”  She was smiling at that admission, and I found myself grinning until I realized she was holding out a pen and a clipboard. 

Oh.  I took it and saw it was a check-in form.  There were only four names in the freshman column. 

Ok, so it wasn't a very big college, but it was a college.  They had a cap of eight hundred students there at Central Kansas College.  Less than ten percent of that number stayed on campus in the dorms for fear of full moons.  But for those of us not adverse to living outside the walled cities, I was a lucky frosh to get one of the rooms, it came with the partial scholarship. 

I signed in and handed her the clipboard and felt awkward and just rocked on my heels.  I realized 

she was holding out a key marked 6B and my welcome packet with another set of papers.  I took them quickly, as I pushed my hair out of my face, trying not to look at the girl again. 

I squeaked out, “Thanks.”  Then headed to the door grumbling to myself, “Smooth Dot, real smooth.” 

She called out to me in an amused tone – just great I was amusing her – “Once this, Dave Ross checks in, I'll come up and grab ya for the campus tour.” 

I nodded and as the door was closing she called out, “What's your favorite book, Brains?” 

I held the door for a moment and smiled at my shoes and said down to them in a private joke, 

“Wizard of Oz.”  My smile was huge as I heard her giggling cut off by the closing of the door.  The real answer is Don Quixote, in case you were wondering. 

I grabbed two of my three suitcases and box of personal belongings and hauled them inside. I tried not to grin at the silly faces Toni was making at me as I headed up the stairs.  I didn't have any big stuff, so the elevator seemed ridiculous to me. 

I went to put the key in the lock just to find the door already unlocked.  I hoisted the suitcases and dragged them into the room, shutting the door behind me.  Then I turned around to look at my cell for the next four years. 

And cell it was. 

The space couldn't have been more than seven feet wide and nine feet deep.  With stacked bunk beds built into one wall and a built-in counter that doubled as a desk running the length of the other wall to the small curtained window.  I knew there was a shared bathroom with showers on each floor. 

The lower bunk was a mess of blankets and pillows, and there were some suitcases stuffed under the beds.  That and the laptop charging on the counter told me that my roommate must be on campus already.  I set my suitcases under the counter, I'd unpack into the tiny closet at the end of the beds once I got the rest of my stuff in. 

The musty smell of the place spoke of countless other students who had lived in the slightly rundown room.  But I didn't care, because to me, it smelled like freedom, like the exciting future that lay ahead of me. 

I stepped on the rail of the lower bunk and started to pull myself up to look at the top bunk, when I wound up screaming in surprise and falling back onto the ground on my butt when the mass of blankets sat up, blurting out, “I'm up!  I'm... oh, hello.” 

I looked up from where I sat on the ground at the little brunette looking at me in embarrassment. 

She had a slightly rounded face that still had a bit of baby fat.  She looked down at me and offered a hand down like it was normal to scare the shit out of someone and shake their hand while they sat on 

the ground.  “Molly Stevens.  You must be Dorothy?  They said they had another victim... um, roommate for me this year.” 

The toothy grin on her face along with the bedhead matted hair made me smile.  I reached up and shook her hand and said in a sardonic tone tinged with embarrassed amusement, “Charmed, I'm sure.” 

She got a smug look on her face and laid back on the bed with her arms behind her head. “I'm not the frosh this year, so I got first choice of bunks.”  She nodded to herself with a satisfied smirk. 

I was still smiling at the silly woman as I capitulated with a mock bow. “As it should be.”  This girl was fun, reminding me of everyone's mischievous little sister. 

I got back to my feet as she yawned.  “You got more stuff to move in?  I ask out of curiosity, not out of any desire to exert myself and help.”  She was moving off the bed indicating her willingness despite her words.  Then her puppy dog brown eyes brightened as she whispered a hopeful, “A mini fridge perchance?” 

I shook my head.  “Sorry.  Just a box and another suitcase.” 

She sighed as she ran she fingers through her hair to get the mats out.  “Drat.  I suppose neither are edible?  I forgot to eat breakfast.” 

Again I shook my head as I headed out with her on my heels. “No, nothing edible except maybe a candy bar in the box.” 

She brightened. “Dibs!  You owe me for my help.” 

Ok, the woman was funny, and I felt really odd, like maybe we could be friends.  Things were already looking up. 

After we moved my stuff in, we divvied up the sparse space in the room.  She showed me the tiny recessed shelf with built-in USB and power connectors in the wall in each of our bunks to charge our phones and offered to set up my laptop or tablet on the campus wifi.  I was a bit embarrassed when I shared, “Umm... I don't have one.  We couldn't afford that kind of stuff.” 

She squawked in distress, sounding like someone had just kicked a duck.  “Hang on...”  She slid a box out from under her bunk and dug around in it.  “Ah, here.  Use this.  You're going to be lost in class without the web.  Most of the research material is online.  It isn't an Ivy League college here, and books are spendy otherwise.  I just brought it for the fashion statement, I have a Mini now.” 

I looked at the old iPad which had it's back case spray painted silver and pink, with a big unicorn sticker on it that said “Horny Horse.” 

I was grateful for her generosity in helping a complete stranger, though my eyebrow may have been permanently cocked, as the thing would draw attention everywhere.  She chuckled at my dubious look and said, “I didn't say exactly what fashion it was stating.” 

I sighed, then grinned and held it up in thanks.  We had an old PC at home in the living room that we all shared.  It was so old that it didn't even have a flat screen monitor, but it got me through high school and any assignments I needed to Google up some reference material.  And I may or may not have run the battery out every day online on the new, used iPhone, which Em and Henry got me last week for school. 

I plugged it in to charge on my side of the counter by the non-operable window.  I was sort of excited that she was letting me have the window until she said as she ate my chocolate bar, “It leaks cold air like a sieve in the winter.” 

I jumped when someone knocked on the door and a familiar voice, which had me panicking like a rabbit, called out, “Knock knock, Dorothy.  I'm free to bring you on that campus tour.” 

Molly headed to the door then paused and furrowed her brow when she saw my panic, as I absently touched my hair and smoothed my shirt.  She cocked her head then her eyes widened when she guessed correctly.  She grinned and bit her tongue as she called out, “Just a sec!” 

She opened the door, and she looked ready to burst as she looked back at me, “Cheerleaders? 

Really?”  Then to Antoinette, she said in a perky manner, bouncing on her toes, “Toto.” 

The tall blonde responded in kind, “Molls.” 

Then my roommate chirped out, “Dorothy would LOVE to go on a campus tour with you,” 

stressing the word love.  My eyes widened at the evil girl.  What was she doing? 

When those ice blue eyes captured mine, I figured rather than trying to form complex sentences it was better to just nod.  She prompted, “Then let's get a move on.  We're burning daylight here.” 

I gave a well reasoned and articulated nod again as I started for the door, my feet moving of their own accord.  I grumped at Molly as I passed by her smug smile, “I hate you already.” 

She added in an amused and cheery tone, “No you don't.  You gave me chocolate.  We're 

practically BFFs already.  Have fun, don't do anything I wouldn't do.” 

Ok, I smiled at her as I left to my awkward doom.  And I had no clue what she wouldn't do... 

I stopped as I followed the girl who moved in a feminine sway that I'd never be able to duplicate. 

“Wait, shit!” 

She swung around like she was tethered on a string, her face showing an odd mix of amusement and concern.  I blurted as I dug the cell from my pocket, “I was supposed to call home as soon as I hit the big city.” 

The alarm washed away into that amusement of hers as she asked, “Topeka?  Big city?  You really are a farm girl, aren't you?” 

Ok, the tease helped me get my equilibrium back, I was used to people teasing me, and it put me on

familiar ground, even though her teasing was in fun instead of something hurtful.  I gave her a mock derisive look and smiled as I flipped her off. 

Then I was trying to figure out how to make the call on my smartphone.  I could surf the web like a pro on the phone already.  I found the contact list and tapped 'home.'  On the first ring, Emily picked up the landline at the farm.  “Dorothy?  Did you make it ok?  What took so long?” 

I blushed and said quietly as I turned away from the girl who was hopping on her toes, burning off some of that excess energy cheerleaders have, “Emmm, I'm fine.  I just forgot to call.  I'm all moved in at the dorm.  Antoinette is giving me a tour of the campus.” 

She was so full of... of something when she oooed, “Ooo Antoinette?  Is she cute?” 

I was so glad the cheerleader couldn't hear her.  I whispered, “Emmm!”  Then felt a burn on my cheeks as I admitted, “God yes.”  Then in a normal tone.  “I'm here, I'm fine, and I'll call you tonight. 

Love you.” 

She chuckled then tutted out, “Ok Ladybug, love you too, so does your uncle.  Call when you're supposed to next time, we were worried sick.” 

“Yeah, yeah, bye.”  I hung up with a smile on my face.  I was in such a better mood after talking to home, oddly relieved that it hadn't disappeared just because I moved out for the school year. 

With a bit of confidence, I prompted Toni, “Lead on.” 

She shared, likely to ease the redness on my cheeks from the call, “Parents are that way.” 

I nodded.  Though I saw my aunt and uncle as my big brother and sister, they technically were my parents now. 

So I did what would become second nature to me the next couple centuries of my life, I followed Toto. 

Chapter 6 – Tornado

These strange girls from home who shared one soul looked as though they were almost, 

mesmerized by the story I told while I kept an eye on the explosive magics in the one they called Ella. 

If I had only the power of a single Cardinal Witch, any one of her blows would have been my end.  It was because I had the four Cardinal Points surging inside me that I was able to survive. 

I took a deep breath and continued. 

# # #

That year was the most magical of my life.  Toto, Molls, and I were thick as thieves from the very start.  I was amazed that someone as cute and funny and popular as Antoinette would want to hang around with me.  I helped her with most of her coursework, and she helped me... smile.

It was like Toni had become my spirit animal.  And I had to chuckle that she, being the most limber of the three cheerleaders at the CKC, had to wear the school mascot uniform at the games.  Yes, we only had three cheerleaders.  We barely had enough guys for the football team, and their kicker was a leggy girl, Monica Stratford, with gams that wouldn't quit.  They found a loophole in the rules that let her play on the men's team. 

And to my chagrin, that man insisting he was Frank Baum showed up almost on a weekly basis, trying to get me to go with him... to Oz.  Nutbag.  I was starting to believe that maybe Viv and the other kids back home hadn't put the man up to it. 

I had an inexplicable scare when my civics class went to a lecture at the Capitol Building in November.  I was looking forward to heading home for Thanksgiving in a couple days.  Molls would be coming along.  She sort of attached herself to my family like a nice pair of comfy shoes and had been accompanying me on my weekend trips home... with my dirty laundry.  Yeah, Uncle Henry was smug about that.  And I'm pretty sure Molly tags along just to pine after him.  Eww, he's my Uncle. 

She had the hetero bug bad, and it was cute as sin. 

Having my friend over unfortunately had the unintended side effect of Emily getting all the juicy gossip about how I acted like a puppy on a string around Toto.  Grr.  And aunt Em doted over Antoinette when she had tagged along with us the prior weekend.  I wanted to die from embarrassment when Em would grin and nudge her chin toward the cheerleader whenever the object of my coed fantasies wasn't looking. 

Well anyway, when my class visited the Capitol, they took a group of us who were interested, on a tour of the building.  I'd never turn down the opportunity to learn more trivia about a fascinating 

structure.  We were escorted through some of the more interesting areas of the building and then were treated to a visit to the switchback stairs above the inner glass dome, to see the majesty of the upper dome.  It was not much more than a metal fire escape style set of stairs that were suspended high above the inner dome.  It was surreal the way they seemed to just hang in the air over the center of the dome, with not many anchor points around the perimeter. 

I was in awe of the demonstration in the practical application of physics of the massive dome above us.  Gravity can be a bitch unless you're using it in compression to allow a fifty-foot clear span of open space.  As we moved along toward the central ladder, which our guide, Miss Sommers, said we couldn't go up, she pointed.  “You see that copper box up there, with the heavy verdigris, fastened to the top of the ascent ladder, on the dome's viewing platform?” 

The five of us who braved the stairs looked up at the green metal box that looked to be riveted closed with pewter studs and nodded in interest.  She smiled and said with the smoothness that spoke of how many times she had shared this information with others she has brought on tours of the place, “It contains the original, handwritten manuscript of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, by L. Frank Baum.  It was sealed and placed in the dome when it was completed in 1903.” 

I felt a little odd as I looked up at the box, it felt as if it was calling out to me, tugging me toward it with some sort of urgency I couldn't explain.  I stepped to the base of the ascent ladder, leaning over the chain blocking it off with a little metal sign that said 'maintenance personnel only.' 

I gazed up at the box and got a sense of vertigo, like I was somehow falling toward it, only it felt upward, not down.  I shook my head, and the feeling vanished as quickly as it had come.  I was about to turn back when the ladder and suspended stairs started to shake like we were experiencing a minor quake. 

Everyone scrambled to grab onto the railing, but I was sure-footed for the first time in my life.  All my clumsiness had washed away as I stared at the box, my eyes transfixed on it as it started to glow an emerald green.  Static arcing in green flashes of light across its surface. 

Our guide was telling everyone, “Stay calm everyone.  I'm sure the quake will be over soon.  Hold tight to the railing.” 

I could hear the wavering in her voice.  She looked back at me and then followed my gaze.  I heard a sharp intake of breath when she saw what I was watching. 

Then with a horrendous explosion of sound and fury, the box burst open, dozens of yellowed, handwritten sheets of paper flew out of it, being consumed by the emerald green lightning that shot from it and struck me full in the chest, throwing me backward into the group. 

Then it was silent, and my ears were ringing in the suddenness of that silence.  The world had 

stopped shaking, and everyone was scrambling to me and Miss Sommers, we were tangled up in each other.  I was panting and panicking, but I seemed to be ok. 

One student, Darrin, was running down the stairs, but I'm pretty sure it was a self-preservation thing, and he wasn't going for help. 

Of course, we never got to listen to the lecture as it was canceled, even though I didn't seem to be hurt in any way.  Though my clothes were singed.  Miss Sommers had me stay put on the stairs. “We're not moving you until we know you are ok.”  I get that it was probably a liability thing, not concern for someone who had just been hit by green lightning.  It was all so surreal. 

Both Toto and Molly kept poking me later that night when I got home to the dorm where  

Antoinette showed up for another tutoring session... and pizza.  I had finally burst out, “Whaaaat!?” 

They chuckled, and Toto shrugged.  “Just checking to be sure you aren't going to fall over.  It isn't every day you live through a quake and lightning.” 

I blushed.  “Not lightning.  It was... I don't know like static or something.  The people at the capitol are all up in arms, the Oz manuscript was charred to ash.” 

Molly took the piece of pizza off my paper plate and started munching on it. “Hey, that was the last piece!” 

She grinned. “And I thank you ever so much for protecting it for me, so it came to no harm.” 

I growled, “Witch.” 

She countered with a grin. “Bitch.” 

Toto was chuckling at us when she said, “Girls, I'm here to get some learnin' in my noggin or I'm going to fail English Composition... again.” 

My smile faded.  If that happened, she would be booted from the cheer squad.  And for some unfathomable reason, she really loved it.  I didn't like her frown, I liked her smile.  I liked her. 

Probably more than I should have for friends. 

I mean you're not supposed to imagine yourself snuggling sensually with your friends and inhaling their scent as you read a book together in front of a fire... are you?  But if you are, then I had a perfectly normal friendship with the owner of those crystal blue... 

“Earth to Dot.  Come in Dot.”  Molly had a mischievous grin as she pulled me out of my fantasies again as she chomped my pizza slice, handing me the crust.  “You were in dreamland again.”  She flicked her eyes from me to Toto in prompt. 

I felt my cheeks burning and shook my head once.  She has been on my case to tell Antoinette I had a crush on her.  Especially since Toto's teasing had been turning almost flirty lately.  I knew I was misreading the cues and there was no way was I going to blow our friendship. 

Toni paused as she reached for her textbook as I nibbled on the crust of my purloined pizza slice. 

“What's goin' on girls?” 

Then I almost died on the spot, wishing the green lightning had just killed me then when Molly shrugged and said as she moved to her laptop to surf the web, “Nothing, Dotty is just scared to tell you she likes you.” 

My lower register voice kicked up three octaves, and I squeaked out in mortification, “Molly!” 

But instead of every possible response to that, Antoinette just grinned almost smugly and scooted over on the bed closer to me, so our legs were touching as she said playfully with a lilt in her tone, “Is that so?” 

She just ignored the fact that I was dead.  I had died from embarrassment right there.  No such luck. 

My whole body was on fire from my head to toe blush as she opened her textbook and placed it across both our laps. 

I didn't know if she were teasing, or you know, teasing... when she shrugged and said with humor, 

“Eh... I could do worse.  Besides, I love that brain of yours.”  And she kissed the top of my head and just started into the lessons she was having problems with, “So I still don't get the difference between passive voice and active voice.  Why does it matter?” 

I glared at Molly who looked back at me with a wide smile on her face.  What the hell was she thinking?  And I didn't know how to take Toni's reaction.  I was even more confused than I had been earlier, and oh my god our legs were touching! 

I realized that breathing could be a beneficial thing just then, so I decided to take up the habit again. 

I rasped out, “Well when you are using active voice, the subject of a sentence is performing...” 

It was a good night, the last, perfect night of my life before Oz.  Toni was extra flirty as we studied, and she was always making physical and eye contact with me.  It made me feel like it was almost possible someone like her would be interested in a plain Jane like me. 

Molly gave us a smile when she left the room to, “I left my fish in a dixie cup in the infirmary, be back later.” 

Toto asked after she left?  “She has a fish?” 

I shook my head. “No, and the infirmary closed at six.” 

Toni smiled at the door then me. “Oh really?” 

God, I loved Molls.  Antoinette took the opportunity to give me my first kiss that night, and I was hers forever. 

But it was the only kiss I got.  I couldn't believe how such a gentle, tender kiss could build up such a dam of heat and passion that was about to burst.  But we both jumped, startled by the sudden frantic 

knocking at the door.  “Dorothy, let me in!  We have to go.  You've unlocked the doorway.  If we don't go now, it may get impatient and come for you.” 

God damned Baum!  Toto had kissed me, of her own volition and it wasn't one of my late night fantasies.  Then the lunatic shows up and ruins it all!  Wait, how had he gotten into the dorm? 

I looked longingly at Toni then stood up and stomped to the door, yanking it open, “Baum!  How did you get in here?  For the last time, I'm sick of the joke.  You've gone too far this time.  I am never going anywhere with you so just drop it!” 

Toto stepped up beside me. “Is there a problem here?” 

Frank looked at the two of us, hesitated, then his cheeks reddened, and he took the silly top hat he was wearing.  Who the hell wears a top hat? “Oh, my.  Bad timing on my part.  Please accept my sincerest apologies ladies.” 

Then the man turned to leave, just like that.  And he whispered to me, pretending to be discreet, even though it was plain for her to hear, “I'll find you later.  But we really must go soon, or the doorway may get impatient.  Nobody wants a persnickety doorway getting impatient, bad things can happen.” 

Toto moved in front of me and asked, sounding hard and protective, “Is that a threat, mister?  Do we need to call campus police?” 

He shook his head emphatically. “No, no threat.  I'll take my leave.  Good evening, ladies.” 

Toni and I shared a look, and when we looked back where Baum had been, we were both startled to find the man was nowhere to be seen. 

We looked both ways in the corridor then pulled back into the room and closed the door.  I shrugged, and she asked, “So that's the man stalking you, claiming to be Frank Baum?” 

I nodded, feeling sheepish, “Yeah, a high school prank gone way too far.” 

She had me tell her everything about the man and the odd things he says.  I'm happy to say that I somehow wound up falling asleep in her lap that night as we talked far past curfew.  I woke up with my head on her lap and her reading a book on my pink uni-pad. 

Molly looking down from my upper bunk at us. “Good, you're awake.  Get out of my bed.”  She looked so very proud of herself.  I realized that Antoinette was holding one of my hands with her free hand, our fingers laced. 

I mouthed to my overly perky roommate, “Thank you.” 

She just inclined her head then hopped down to the floor to shoo us off her bed. 

I found myself in the almost empty bleachers at yet another football game that night for some reason.  Molls said it was because the string Toto led me around on was pretty short.  Brat.  But she 

was right.  I craved that kiss, it felt as if I had finally connected with someone on both an emotional and physical level for the first time in my life and I wanted more.  More of that sharp wit and captivating smile. 

Toto even gave me a quick peck on the lips when she took off from our dorm room and said she'd see me at the game.  Were we... something?  Like, I don't know... dare to dream, courting?  She was all flirt and seduction that morning before she had gone and it left me with a need to relieve myself of the sexual tension that had suddenly built between us.  Damn, there was no privacy in a dorm with a roommate, and only a shared bathroom down the hall with the showers, I'd get no relief, and it was beautiful torture. 

I had to chuckle when Molly pouted after I got my kiss, Toto grinned at her and gave her a peck on the cheek.  Molls grinned at that and went about her morning routine. 

So there I was in the bleachers, working on my coursework as our team got slaughtered by the Topeka Community College team.  My attention was split between my papers and the overly cute bulldog cheering the team on, doing backflips and somersaults with the other two cheerleaders of the squad.  I knew all the sexy that that mascot uniform contained inside. 

My heart would beat faster every time the bulldog would wave up at Molly and me up in the corner of the bleachers or blow me a kiss. 

The score was 52-3 in the fourth quarter, and Molly was yelling out and pointing in an animated manner to our guys, “Who's team are you on?  Our goal is that way you lumbering dorks!” 

Oh yeah, she had team spirit. 

That's when the tornado sirens started wailing. 

Everyone's heads turned to the cloudy night sky.  And even in the darkness beyond the floodlights of the field, we could see the familiar ominous funnel shape stretching down from the sky off in the distance.  Like a black specter that promised nothing but mindless destruction, it was heading our way, churning in the odd silence that always preceded them until they got close enough for the chaos around them to deafen. 

Chapter 7 – Oz

After the moment of recognition seeped into the collective minds of those around us, people started getting up and headed quickly toward the campus, and the emergency shelters in the basements there. 

That same familiar fear on their faces that I was sure was on mine. 

It took me a little longer to start moving.  My blood had turned instantly to ice, my heart was in a vice, and there was a huge pressure on my chest.  I had always feared tornadoes as a little girl, and they turned into something that was simply terrifying after one took my parents from me. 

It took Molly touching my arm and looking into my eyes with concern painting her expression to break my momentary paralysis.  I exhaled a shaky breath, and my eyes automatically started sweeping the area to find Antoinette.  She was there, down on the field with the coach, directing people toward the buildings a hundred yards away. 

That's when I finally went into motion.  As one, Molls and I started toward the field instead of fleeing immediately to safety.  Toni was down there, doing the right thing, and we were going to help. 

She was there in that silly dog suit, calmly directing spectators to shelter as the first howls of the chaotic winds of the funnel cloud reached us.  Everyone turned to glance at the force of nature which seemed to be bearing down straight for the college, tearing a dilapidated barn into splinters in agriculture department's cornfield less than a quarter mile away. 

We had to shout to hear each other by the time we reached Toni.  Molly called out, “It's huge!”  It was, the base of the funnel had to have been over a mile wide!  It devastated the cornfield and threw around the farm equipment which the students trained on like toys. 

Toto took the dog head off and tucked it under an arm and yelled, “Come on, we've got to get inside!” 

The coach sprinted off, scooping up the last person hobbling down from the bleachers, and headed toward the college buildings, leaving the girl's crutches behind. 

We started to follow, grabbing hands as the winds picked up to a frightening level.  I could feel the tornado at our backs and knew if I looked behind us to see how close it was, I'd probably seized up in terror again. 

It was something primal that drove us, an ancient fear that triggered the fight or flight reflex, and this was an enemy we couldn't fight.  I was nothing but a being of adrenaline and fear as we sprinted, the hair on my arms standing on end in response to the feeling of the funnel looming at our backs. 

One of the cheap folding chairs from the sidelines which the team sat on, came tumbling through the air in a gust of that whipping wind and flew into my side.  The impact sent pain jolting down my 

arm and back, and it sent me tumbling to the ground, losing my grip on Antoinette's hand. 

A gust of wind had me tumbling along the field until I spread my arms and legs wide, remembering all the emergency tornado training from grade school.  It stopped my tumbling and then I curled into a ball to give less surface area for the winds to push me around with. 

Then the girls were there, running past, their hands reaching toward me.  I grasped them both in a white-knuckled grip, and they yanked me to my feet as they passed by, and we were running again. 

We looked back, and my eyes widened, the leading edge of wind and debris of the funnel was already tearing apart the bleachers at the far end of the field, and the monster was gaining speed. 

Like a bad horror movie, I believed my fall had cost us our lives, there was no way we could outrun the thing.  But Molly was yelling into our faces as we ran, “Over here!” 

We turned with her as she dragged us in a chain.  She was towing us to the equipment storage and field maintenance building on the edge of the field!  It was a big, metal sided pole building, maybe forty feet square, and twenty feet tall.  It wasn't ideal, but it had to have tornado anchoring; though I doubted it would be able to withstand what was coming.  The big city hadn't been terrorized by a tornado this size since the big one in '66, and they weren't as prepared as we were in Sylvia. 

My mind was threatening to shut down, urging me to curl up into a fetal position and wish the world away.  I was involuntarily replaying the visit from the sheriff and my aunt and uncle.  A cyclone just like this had taken my family from me.  Now it was finally coming for me, to finish the job it had started years ago. 

We could barely keep our footing in the wind, and we were being hit by all sorts of debris.  Even the little splinters and pebbles being thrown around felt like bee stings all over my body.  The floodlights were being torn from their poles in great explosions of sparks, robbing us of what little light we had.  The maintenance building was only a dark shadow in the chaos.  A dim bulb burning above the side door was a flickering beacon to us, our only hope of salvation. 

Molly let go of us as we reached the structure, and flung the door inwards and then turned back to us and her eyes widened in disbelief and terror.  She grabbed our hands and yanked us past her.  I craned my head back as we tumbled inside and onto the hard packed gravel floor, only to see Molls swallowed by the wind and debris that hit the building like a runaway freight train, and – she was gone... 

I cried out her name, not hearing my voice over the cacophony of sound assaulting us, and the vacuum caused by the winds sweeping past the door slammed it closed, causing the structure to shudder.  I was in too much shock to even scream.  We just stared at the door as my ears threatened to burst from the sound of the wind howling beyond it, the debris hitting the building, and the creaking 

and shuddering of the metal building as the full force of the tornado slammed into it. 

I found myself scrambling to my feet, to run to the door.  The beast had taken our friend!  I was frantic.  Toto had to tackle me as I was reaching for the door lever.  She was yelling in my ear, and I could barely hear her voice over the ringing deluge of sound beating on the building like a steel drum, 

“Dot, stop!  She's gone!” 

My vision was blurred by the tears streaming down my cheeks, she was pulling me to her as she untangled us from the ground.  And we sat there, holding each other as we cried. 

Molls... 

Then we both scrambled to the doorway of the little office off to the side of the door when the whole structure shuddered and tipped slightly, causing the wind to howl under the far end.  We sat in the doorway, our backs against the jam.  It was the safest place to be in a structure if you were caught in a cyclone.  But we knew nothing would save us as the building groaned and moaned in protest over the chaos around us, then tilted up at a fifteen-degree angle. 

We tumbled into the office, which was the only part of the building with a wood floor,  the door slammed behind us as we slid into the desk which was already against the wall. 

The entire structure shuddered again, and I looked at Toni.  We locked eyes as I asked, 

“Antoinette?”  Just as a terrible shuddering accompanied the sound of breaking timbers and tearing metal as the building seemed to surge into the air, throwing us violently against a wall as we started spinning like a top.  The last thing we did before losing consciousness was to reach out to each other and lace our fingers.  At least I was going to die with someone I was pretty sure I was starting to fall in love with. 

# # #

It was the sound of – monkeys?  Which woke us.  We both were moaning as we slowly pulled ourselves to a sitting position.  We... weren't on the floor, and the world seemed to be tipped at a forty-five-degree angle.  I realized we were sitting on the wall.  The maintenance building was sitting at an angle. 

Toto was checking me over for injuries before I could even speak.  I gave her a sad smile, we were alive, we survived – Molly hadn't.  How could she be such a big part of my new life at college one moment and just be gone the next?  It was like my parents all over again, and it physically hurt my heart, like my chest had been crushed.  Tornados seemed to be my personal boogyman. 

I hissed when she touched my back and shoulder where the chair had struck.  I was sure it was heavily bruised. 

I pulled the strap of my bag over my head and off my shoulder, it felt like it was cutting into my skin.  Then I asked, “Are you ok, Toto?”  I reached out to brush some splinters of wood from some matted hair stuck to a bloody cut on her cheek. 

She just nodded as we both paused in our examinations of each other at the sound of fingernails being dragged down metal as something slid down the metal siding, accompanied by the sounds of monkey screeches.  Had the Topeka Zoo been hit too?  Were the animals loose? 

I pulled back a bit and then dug into my bag to pull out my glasses as I squinted at Toni. 

Something wasn't right.  When she came into sharp focus my eyes widened, then I looked around at the debris sitting against the wall.  Everything was too bright, the colors all too rich. 

She asked, “What is it?” 

I shrugged and said, “I think I hit my head.  Something's wrong with my eyes.  The colors...” 

Her eyes widened as she started looking around then at me, “They're so vivid.” 

She saw it too? 

Toto exhaled then smiled, though I could see the same apprehension in her eyes that I was feeling. 

The building groaned and shuddered as the activity outside increased.  We again looked at each other, I pointed out, “Perhaps we should get out of here while the getting is good?” 

She tried to get me to smile with her response, “Capital idea, Miss Gale.” 

Fine, I did give her a little grin as I blocked Molly's fate from my mind.  If I didn't, I'd start bawling again and be useless to anyone who was hurt out there.  First order of business was survival.  We hadn't lived through the cyclone just to die in a collapsing building. 

We crawled to the wall with the door and had to pull ourselves up and out, falling to the ground. 

Torn up grass the brightest green I had ever seen, and flowers in colors that defied description, littered the area.  And we looked up to see the building looming over us, and then made our way out from under it as it shuddered. 

Then we froze as we got out from under its shadow.  We weren't on the campus anymore.  Or anywhere I had ever seen before.  Before us, lay a flowing field and forest like something out of a fairy tale.  There was a swath of damage through the landscape left by the tornado.  I was starting to question if I were truly awake – or even alive. 

A large bumblebee, easily half the size of a fist buzzed up in front of me.  I gasped in surprise then just blinked in shock when it smiled at me then buzzed off toward the flowers.  It had smiled at me.  I was seeing things now.  I looked over to see Toto staring at the bee with her mouth agape too.  Ok, so she saw it as well. 

The sound of creaking metal as the structure shuddered again, snapped us out of it.  We looked up 

to the building we were still under and then ran out from under it and froze.  I was just about on overload with the impossible things we had already seen after surviving the worst creation mother nature could throw at us. 

But... there was a huge castle looming over the valley we were in.  It was straight out of some black and twisted nightmare that came out of some Tim Burton movie.  Spires and ramparts sticking out at odd angles, dark and blackened vines covering the dark stone.  I noted even the blacks and sickly browns of it were a little too vivid.  How could black be so... well, so black? 

We heard voices around the corner of the building, and we tore our eyes away from the castle.  I finally looked up at the maintenance building.  It was a mess of metal and wood, but still roughly in the shape of a building.  Only it indeed sat at a forty-five-degree angle, sitting on edge.  I would have questioned why it hadn't fallen over yet, if not for the groaning of metal at the corner, where I could see some sort of wooden signpost, with signs broken and dangling down from the cracking post. 

I didn't pay too much attention to the sound of slow splintering coming from the post because my eyes were on the arrow-shaped signs now swinging free by the nails that once secured them firmly to the post. 

One looked to be made of a single plank of wood that was stained a vivid green, with a white flowery script that appeared to be oversize snowflakes overlapping each other.  I don't mean painted snowflakes, the letters seemed to be formed with actual snowflakes that weren't melting in the heat of the day.  And those snowflakes read, 'Emerald City.' 

The other was made of a patchwork of grasses and colorful flowers, and it read in what looked to be brilliant white rose petals, 'Munchkin Village.' 

We really were dead, weren't we?  My subconscious was playing one last trick on me before I faded to nothing, right?  I closed my eyes and waited for the void to take me.  Nothing happened. 

I opened my eyes again when Toto asked, “This is some sort of sick joke right?”  She was staring at the signs herself. 

We heard the raised voice of a woman and a hissing voice as well as the screeching of angry monkeys.  I started toward the corner in a rush, my blonde friend on my heels as I started calling out, 

“Hello?  Are you hurt?  Do you need help?” 

I skidded to a halt when we saw standing in the shadow of the building, a woman dressed... well, dressed like a witch, complete with a pointed black hat and a broom with a warped and twisted broomstick.  She was growling at a monkey who had – wings – the woman's face was twisted up in a rage that chilled me to my bones.  It scared me more than the tornado that had just taken a friend from me had. 

They stopped whatever argument they were having when they heard me calling out.  The monkey actually hissed like some sort of enraged snake, his fangs gleaming and looking too long to be natural. 

In an instant, we found ourselves surrounded by a ring of monkeys that seemed to drop from the sky. 

They landed with screeches, brandishing pikes and swords and all hissing and showing their fangs. 

On instinct, I held my hands back in an attempt to shield Antoinette from them, but they were all around us trapping us by the creaking and crackling signpost.  I may have squeaked in distress when they started closing in on us, and Toni moved beside me, not letting me protect her from this impossible group of simians. 

The monkey in blue armor, who was speaking with the woman was charging and spread his wings to take a gliding leap over his companions, he shrieked as he barreled toward us in the air, a sword outstretched and a wicked gleam of glee and bloodlust in his eyes as he hissed. 

I brought my hands up in front of me as if that would stop him.  But a moment before his blade struck, the woman said in a curious tone that was almost soothing and mesmerizing, “Fenriss.”  And the monkey veered off at the last moment, flapping his wings as he aborted the attack.  I could smell animal, and wet, sweaty hair and leather as the wind from his passing hit us. 

Then in a display of acrobatic grace, the creature pivoted in the air on a wingtip. He then simply fell to the ground in front of us, pulling himself up to his full height just above my waist as he leaned up and hissed violently, spittle and his hot breath hitting me in the face, and possibly pieces of his last meal. 

I held in the wretch that was threatening in the back of my throat, afraid to even move. 

The woman walked toward us, the point of her witch's hat cocked at an angle, almost cooing out, 

“Well, well, well.  Who do we have here?  Is this your magic that deposited this building in my lands?” 

Her voice was almost hypnotic, and her smile held the venom of a truly wicked individual behind her beautifully sculpted face.  The monkeys parted, and she stood in the shadow of the building, just beyond the signpost. 

Her hand lashed out faster than I could follow and I was suddenly finding it hard to get air as she squeezed my throat and lifted me off the ground with one hand. 

I knew I should be struggling, but she kept talking, and I was so fascinated by the tone, I wanted more of it, my current dilemma didn't seem to matter as much as her voice.  My own tiny voice in my head was screaming that something was wrong there.  But that little voice didn't sound as nice as hers. 

“It was you!  I can smell the magic on you!  You stink of the wizard!” 

Even though her tone was harsher now, I was entranced by it and how beautiful she was... wait... 

she was beautiful, but she wasn't Antoinette.  How had I been swayed by – I realized she was choking 

me.  My eyes went wide, and I started gasping for air, clawing at her fingers that felt like an iron vice. 

And I saw a madness burning in her eyes like an emerald flame. 

Toto was yelling, “Let her go you bitch!  You're killing her!”  She was lunging toward us but pulled up short when that winged monkey in the blue armor... Fenriss?  When Fenriss lunged right back, stabbing his blade an inch from her neck. 

The woman turned from me as I dangled in her grasp like I were nothing of any importance.  And I saw that wickedness from before as the woman's rage turned into an almost sweet smile.  What had happened earlier?  How had I even been swayed by her presence?  I knew in my heart as spots started swimming in my vision from lack of oxygen, that she was truly evil. 

She lilted out, “But, darling, you're the one dressed up like a dog.”  Her voice was full of power suddenly, and the whole world seemed to vibrate with the power of it as she said, “Looks like you're the bitch.” 

I almost stopped struggling to get out of her grasp when it felt like the whole world warped around Toto as her scream became an agony I could feel vibrating in my own bones and soul. She seemed to start to stretch out of proportion, dropping to her hands and knees, her skin rippling and bubbling as she seemed to grow fur. 

Her screams became the howls of a tortured animal in agony.  Then the huge, dangerous-looking dog who was standing on four paws where the woman I thought I loved had been, collapsed upon the ground from the excruciating pain she had endured, panting hard, trying to raise her head toward me. 

I blinked as the fucking witch swayed like it had taken a lot out of her, her grip loosening a bit on my throat.  She said in a strained tone, “Get her to the castle kennels, breed her with the wolves for daring to call me a bitch.” 

Toto looked up at me... she still had her ice blue human eyes, I could see her intelligence still in there as she struggled to get off the ground as a dozen monkeys gathered around her, cackling and screeching their amusement. 

My mind was reeling.  How had this woman done this to her?  I could feel the power in the air when she did it.  It was impossible, but so were the monkeys.  I was digging frantically in my bag for something Uncle Henry had insisted I take with me to the big city.  And everything after that is fuzzy. 

Chapter 8 – Wicked

Dorothy just stopped her story there and shrugged.  Then said to us in a syrupy tone that scared me as much as the last part of what she just shared, “So now, it's your turn.  Why are you here?  Toto told me what the polite one said, but I want to hear it from you instead.”  She pointed at me as she narrowed her eyes at Ella-Marie, almost in challenge. 

Ella started, “You want I should be callin' ya a bitch, ya wanker? Don't think that for one moment that I...” 

I chastised out loud in unison with Marie's metal reprimand, “Ella!  Be civil.”  It would have been almost funny how in tune Marie and I were when it came to our headstrong girl.” 

Ella crossed her arms across her chest, looking almost adorable in the robin hood outfit doing that. 

“Fine.” 

Dorothy looked on in amusement and delight as she clapped her hands in front of her like a child told she was going to the park.  I could see that imbalance in her eyes.  She wanted to push Ella to see what she would do. 

Before I could think better of it, I said, “Both of you, stop baiting each other.” 

Toto nodded as Dorothy started to narrow her eyes at me.  “Yes, thank you, Parker, they're behaving like spoiled children.” 

This got the powerful witch to hesitate and look to Toto with an almost frightening question in her eyes.  Toto stood, moving over to grab her hand and just gave her a smile, causing the tall brunette to relax, the emerald flames licking behind her pupil's fading. 

Then Toto said to her, “They aren't a threat, they're from home Dotty.  Don't insult Marie by having Parker tell us again how they found their way to Oz.”  Then she added as she looked at Ella-Marie, 

“They fought demons on Earth.  It isn't happening just in Oz.  Maybe they can help us.  Especially the dangerous one.”  Yes, Ella was the dangerous one all right.  And our girl smiled smugly at that. 

I again wondered just how long we had been out while Marie was in charge.  How much had they discussed? 

Dorothy started to argue, but I decided to address Antoinette since she and I were apparently the only adults there.  Marie silently prompted me, “The only adults, my Parker?” 

I thought back to her with a chuckle. “The only adults everyone can hear,”  Then I said aloud, 

“Toni, what happened after that?  I feel we aren't getting the whole story.  I mean, look at you and look at Dorothy.” 

Dorothy started to interrupt, but Toto instead gave her a quick peck on the lips to shut her up. 

“Things didn't go fuzzy from there.  She just doesn't like to talk about it.” 

The witch actually started to grump and let go of her hand, crossing her arms and looking so much like our defiant Ella.  I absently wondered again if they knew how much they were alike. 

Antionette exhaled long and slow then shared, “I was still reeling in pain.  I knew something happened to me, but I was disoriented and hurting too much to put it all together.  I tried speaking, but only a high pitched whimper came out.  Then my eyes widened when Dot pulled something out of her bag and tasered that fucking wicked witch, who still had her attention on me.” 

The blonde was grinning as my eyes widened.  Oh God, Dorothy tasered a witch!  I tried to hide my smile behind a hand. 

Toto looked smug. “The witch dropped my Dottie and fell back on the ground convulsing at the end of the little wires.  Then while still holding the trigger and lighting up that bitch of a witch, Dorothy hauled off and side-kicked the splintering signpost solidly.  It snapped like a twig and in a cacophony of sound, the building fell down upon the witch, crushing her and some of the monkeys with a ground shaking crunch.” 

Fenriss finished for her as he hopped on to the table in front of me, his tail twitching in excitement. 

“Thuss ended the reign of the Wicked Witch of the Easst!  Long live the new Cardinal Witch!  Long live Dorothy of Ozss!” 

I blinked at that, trying to imagine the scene.  Ella was smirking and nodding in appreciation. 

“Good on you.”  Our girl liked the bad guys getting what was coming to them, even if it was something as absurd as a taser and a building falling on them. 

Marie was thinking the same as she thought to her, “Oh Ella, mon amour, what are we to do with you?” 

Then I realized that for how flippant she was about violence, and how much she seemed to relish the evil trying to push its way out of her control, that was Dorothy's first kill.  No wonder she didn't like to talk about it.  She still had a conscience, and it wasn't all just Toto like it appeared.  The girl from Kansas was still in there. 

Toto swayed a look of strain on her face.  Dorothy's eyes widened, and I saw the concern on her own face as she cupped Toni's cheek with a hand so very gently.  The once cheerleader smiled at her, and the witch pulled her down onto her lap and held her like she was trying to shield her from something.  Love and concern painting her face. 

Fenriss leapt to the back of my chair as Antoinette looked between Ella-Marie and me, and I almost jumped out of my skin when the flying monkey wrapped his tail around my neck lightly.  It smelled of animal musk and wet dog.  I pulled forward, causing him to release me as Marie giggled at me in my 

head. 

Then Toni said, her voice sounding of the stress on her creased brow.  “I'm sorry, ladies.  I don't have much time left today.”  What did she mean by that? 

She cuddled into Dorothy.  It would have been cute seeing two supermodel looking women, who so plainly adored each other, doing that, if not for the concern on both of their faces.  Then the blonde woman continued, “That's when the ground started shaking as the sky darkened while the winds started whipping debris around.” 

She looked at us as her girl rubbed a hand up and down her arm.  “For a moment I thought the cyclone had returned, but then Dotty was screaming in souls searing agony as emerald lightning seemed to be leaping from the body of the witch pinned under the remains of the building and striking Dorothy in the chest.” 

Her eyes looked almost haunted, lost in the memory, “I tried to run to her, but I think that was the first moment I realized that I had somehow become some sort of animal as I tripped over my front paws.  I swear I almost lost my sanity as I looked over the impossibility of myself as Dot's screams seemed double, then triple in intensity, to fill the whole valley, causing the earth and sky to shudder.” 

She flicked a hand in the air.  “All the monkeys left me and circled around her, screeching and slamming their fists on the ground, some flying in circles excitedly above her.” 

Dorothy didn't look happy, the flames starting to lick in her eyes again as her girl spoke.  “Then without warning, she was silent, and I could hear my own whining, sounding like a dog.  I shut up quickly, pushed my own dilemma out of my mind or I'd have gone mad, and scrabbled over to her as she fell to the ground when the lightning ceased.” 

She looked at me.  “It took some time to find my feet and I ran to her, almost tripping over my paws again.  I concentrated on Dot, pushing away my own impossible dilemma.  When I got to her the monkey's moved aside, and I almost stumbled.  Lying there, the ground smoking under her body, was an idealized version of Dot.” 

She smiled at the embarrassed looking witch.  “She had been beautiful to me before.  The brainy and inquisitive girl who stole my heart the day she walked into the dorm.  Others told me she was plain, but I didn't have a clue what they were talking about.  If she ever gave you a smile that was meant only for you, you'd be smitten.” 

The two women shared a sad smile, Dorothy actually blushing as the blonde continued, “It seemed like her femininity had been enhanced in some way I still can't put a finger on, and her body, her curves were more obvious, her bosom stretching her shirt.  It wasn't until later we found that it was how she wished she could be for me.” 

There was sadness in that statement.  It was an almost palpable assertion that Antoinette had found Dorothy perfect before that, and she regretted that her girl felt she needed to look different for her. 

Toto's voice pulled my attention away from Dorothy's face, as I tried to see in it what she may have looked like before.  “I whimpered and whined as I saw her feet.  The skin on her ankles was still burning and bubbling around the ruby slippers she was now wearing.  The slippers the witch had been wearing just moments before.” 

She had a bitter look on her face as she relayed the memory. “I tried calling her name, but I only barked.  That reminded me of my own plight, and I whimpered and whined and I looked at my fur covered body as my own terror rose again.” 

Then Dorothy looked away, shame on her face as her girl shared, “That's when Dot woke up.  I didn't notice until she screamed at me, 'Would you shut up with that incessant whining!', and a muzzle twisted out of the air that wound around my face and slammed my jaw shut painfully.” 

“I looked over at Dorothy and whimpered.  Had she just done that to me?  I admit I was afraid when I looked over at her as she smiled at her hands, her eyes were full of green flame, and she felt... 

wrong.  I could almost feel the evil in her, twisting around her mind, reshaping it.” 

A shadow crossed her face, and Dorothy looked as if she were on the verge of tears.  “I tried to say anything, but the muzzle stopped me from uttering any sound but whining.  Dorothy's eyes snapped to me, and her hand shot out faster than thought, and she grabbed my throat and stood up, dangling me off the ground.  I was panicking, not able to breathe as I scrabbled my four paws in the air.  I couldn't believe how strong, how tall she was, and she was choking the life out of me.” 

“When her eyes met mine, my soul shuddered, all I could see was pure, unadulterated evil like the eyes of the witch she had killed.  But then a glint of recognition sparked in her eyes, and she looked surprised.  I could see my Dot buried in there.  She asked, 'Toto?'  I nodded as I wheezed and whined, trying to get some air.” 

The blonde swallowed.  “She loosened her grip a little, and I was able to suck in a little air as I continued to whine.  She shook me once, 'Shut up, shut up, shut up!'  She pulled me closer to look right into my eyes. 'I need to think.  Stop whining, or I'll let the wolves have you like the bitch had said. 

Understand?'” 

“It struck me that she actually meant it, I had no doubt in my mind that the creature holding me by the throat would do it.  Dot was locked away behind all the hate and rage, being choked out just like me.  I shut up instantly and nodded the best I could.” 

The strain on Toni's face was getting almost frantic now as Dorothy held her close while she spoke, 

“Then she tossed me aside, I landed with a muffled yelp of pain as she waved a hand dismissively, 

between blinks I found myself in a god damn pink dog carrier.  She said, 'Take her to the wolves, put her box in the cage with the randiest of them, but don't let them get to her.  She needs to be reminded what will happen if she displeases me.  I have to figure out what happened to me.'  I couldn't believe what she was saying, how cruel she was being.  It was as if all her mortality and compassion were stripped from her.  And she was doing magic!” 

Then she exhaled like she were happy to be rid of the moment in her mind. “I was frantic when a group of monkeys just flew over to do her bidding and started hoisting the dog carrier with me inside. 

The one called Fenriss hissed out, 'The wicked witch iss dead, long live the new Cardinal Witch!'  The monkeys all started screeching and pounding the ground again as they bowed to Dorothy.” 

Then she shrugged. “That's when Baum showed up.” 

She suddenly grunted and closed her eyes tight in strain and rasped out, “I'm sorry, ladies.  We'll have to continue this later.”  She opened her watering eyes and said in an admonishing tone, “Be good Dot!”  Then she stopped straining and then melted into that hellish dog again, her kimono slipping to the ground as she hopped off Dorothy's chair and then shook from head to tail like she was sloughing the magic of the transformation off. 

She sat at her witch's side as Dorothy stood.  I could feel the power in the room taking on a dark tone as the woman crouched to hug the dog and kiss the top of its head before looking at us accusingly, that fire in her eyes burning bright.  “You used up her eight hours!  They were mine!  Get out of here now, or you'll find yourselves tied to steaks in the swamplands!  We'll continue tomorrow.” 

I started to ask what she meant by Antoinette's eight hours.  Could she only stay human that long? 

But the tapestries on the wall behind me started to wrap around me and my mouth.  Ella-Marie was there in an instant shredding the fabric from me as Ella growled out to the witch, “What are you...” 

Dorothy's voice echoed with power as she said, “I told you to get out, not keep talking!  Cross me again and...” 

Toto moved in front of Dorothy and growled at her, her ears flat to her skull and her tail out behind her as she showed her fangs.  She barked loudly once.  The enraged brunette's eyes widened then looked around like she wasn't aware of what she was doing.  Then she nodded as she crouched and engulfed the dog in a hug, “Yes, I'm sorry Toto.  I was just sad that we'd have no time together tonight.” 

I knew my assumption had been correct then.  And I asked timidly to the now meek looking Dorothy, “Where should we go?” 

She shook her head as she stood, looking at the dog forlornly, “I really don't care.  Come back when my Antoinette can join us again.”  She sounded so broken. 

With an absent wave of her hand, I was stumbling to catch my balance when I found myself standing on a road with emerald spires all around us.  What the fuck?  I turned to Ella-Marie when she said from beside me, “Bloody hell, I don't think we're in Kansas anymore.” 

Chapter 9 – Vermillion

The people – and umm people like creatures who packed the roads moved away from us, shocked at our sudden appearance. 

Speaking of appearance, Ella was wearing clown shoes again.  She followed my gaze and growled as she kicked them off to reveal Peter Pan boots under them.  I moaned internally.  Those two were going to be in a constant feud while we were stuck in Oz, weren't they? 

Our eyes were drawn skyward when we heard a horrendous hissing screech.  We saw a figure diving out of the sky from the direction of the huge central castle of gleaming emerald in the middle of the city. 

Fenriss landed in front of us, his claws scratching on the... well on the yellow bricks we stood on. 

The gathering crowd moved back as he hissed in a circle before facing me.  He smiled, showing those sharp fangs of his.  I truly think he was trying to be charming.  “Missstresss ssent me to inform you that you need just sspeak my name and I will retrieve you to bring you to the casstle when your exssploration of Ozss iss done.” 

I swallowed as Ella-Marie took my hand and nodded at him. “Thank you, that was very gracious of her.” 

He smiled, looking pleased. 

Then he spun on the crowd, they moved back as he pointed at them, eyes scanning, then his eyes landed on someone, and he skittered forward as he said, “You.”  He grabbed a young woman's hand, and she didn't look frightened or repulsed like some of the others. Instead, she held his hand and looked at him inquisitively as he led her to us. 

She didn't seem phased that a talking, flying monkey, was dragging her to some strangers.  Like it happened every day.  Then again, this was Oz, maybe it did?  I mean, they had little porcelain people fighting demons here. 

She was so tiny, but proportioned like a shrunk down person, a Munchkin!  The little redhead asked him, “Sir monkey?”  Her voice was proportional to her size and sounded overly cute to me. 

He offered as he let go of her hand and bowed to her, one arm across his belly, “Fenrisss.” 

She inclined her head, and I realized that she was just slightly taller than he, “Sir Fenriss, what is it you require of me?” 

He shoved her gently next to me and made an ushering motion with his hands as his wings spread wide behind him.  “You will esscort the guessts of Dorothy of Ozss.  Bring them where the Parker lady wishssess.” 

There were excited murmurs of Dorothy's name in the crowd.  It was obvious they loved and respected the volatile woman. 


He dug in a pouch at his waist and pulled out some sort of dead orange rodent and placed it at my feet before he smiled at me again and with a mighty leap, took to the air.  Eww... a dead rat!  I guess it was sweet of him, he was just trying to show me he liked me, but eww... dead rat. 

Ella-Marie smiled at me and teased as she toed the rat, “He's sweet on ya Parker.  It's your animal magnetism.” 

I rolled my eyes and shook a fist playfully at her as I teased, “Not the first animal to take a liking to me.”  Marie's giggle was a delight as she thought to us, “She has you there, mon amour, oui?” 

Eyebrow cocked, Ella said, “You're just lucky yer so adorable, Parker.” 

Then we turned to the small woman standing beside me who was looking between Ella-Marie and me with genuine amusement on her face.  I smiled at her and offered a hand. “Where are our manners, I'm sorry.  Parker Deveraoux, and this is Ella-Marie uh Smith.  We don't need to take up any of your time.” 

She curtsied then shook my offered hand like it were an odd gesture.  “Vermillion Chrysanthemum, at your service, milady.  It's no trouble at all.  Happy to help out guests of the Witch of the Four Cardinal Points of the Compass.”  Her eyes were wide with excitement as she asked, “Do you truly know Dorothy of Oz?”  She looked as if she were about to hug herself.  She added, “She is the savior of Oz, did you know that, milady Parker?” 

Ella-Marie was oddly silent, she had an amused look on her face, and I got the gist of it.  She was allowing me to do all the talking, cheeky girl. 

I shook my head, “No I didn't, Vermillion.” 

She beamed at me then said, “You may call me Ver milady.” 

I nodded and inclined my head. “Only if you drop the milady stuff.” 

She nodded and beamed like it was the greatest thing I could have said. 

She looked to be about to share the story with us, then hesitated as she glanced at us and the gleaming city around us.  “What would such tall ladies as yourself like to see?” 

I looked at Ella-Marie, who was extremely helpful with her cute look and shrug.  I sighed and tuned to Vermillion, realizing that her name described her well.  Her brilliant red hair on top of her head certainly looked Vermillion, and the green dress she wore, in contrast, made her look like a flower. 

Smiling at her eager and enthusiastic look, I echoed my love's shoulder shrug and prompted, “It's your city Ver, why don't you just give us a tour of what you think a visitor to your land would like to see?” 

She nodded, full of bubbly energy, “Why yes, of course.  I can show you the wonders of the Emerald City.” 

Her enthusiasm was catchy, and I found that Ell and I were grinning at her wide-eyed innocence. 

Movement in the sky caught my attention, and I glanced up as she started to lead us down the crowded lane that reminded me of Downtown Seattle, just before a Seahawks game. 

I saw monkeys flying to and from the central castle in random patterns.  Marie was as curious as me as Ella allowed her control and she asked, “Are zee monkeys a common sight?  You did not shy from Fenriss, ma chere.” 

Ver's smile dampened but didn't leave her.  It had a sad cast to it as her voice lowered to an almost normal tone, “Why would I shy away?  They are but Munchkins, cursed in their lands by the Wicked Cardinal Witch of the East in the days before days.  They just forget how to be people sometimes.” 

I looked up to the aerial display at the castle.  Fenriss was a man?  I mean Munchkin?  How long had he been like that?  The wicked witch had done that to him?  To them? 

Then she shook herself, and I swear I heard the jingling of little bells as her curly tresses settled on her shoulders.  “I'm sorry, I shouldn't speak of unpleasant times.  This way Lady Ella-Marie, Parker.” 

We followed behind, and I almost sighed when Marie grabbed my hand, lacing our fingers and giving a little squeeze before slight vertigo I felt when she ceded control of their body back to Ella. 

I gave a squeeze back, letting her know I understood her even better than before, being trapped inside someone, being what amounted to a shadow unless control was given to you for but a short period of time before you were caged up in their mind again.  And she has done this for centuries. 

I have known since I met them that they have grown to be so much alike, two parts of a whole that they were essentially one person now, which is why I call her Ella-Marie instead of just Ella like everyone else does unless one personality was expressing itself.  I understood now, and my heart ached for the Marie portion of my girl. 

Ella squeezed my hand, knowing where my mind was and I saw that haunted look of hers, the one she got when she felt as if she had stolen the life of her love as she wore her form.  I smiled back and turned my attention back to the excited Munchkin beside us. 

I prompted, “You said Dorothy saved Oz?” 

She nodded enthusiastically as her bright blue eyes widened.  She grabbed a beautiful gold scarf from a passing cart, curtsying to the woman pushing it, and the woman beamed smile back and returned the curtsy as Vermillion said, “Thank you,” in a cheery manner, then wrapped the scarf around Ella-Marie's shoulders.  “Oh, this brings out the gold in your hair Lady Ella-Marie.” 

While my hard-ass love blushed, I asked as I looked back at the woman pushing the cart of 

gorgeous fabrics, “Don't we need to pay for that?” 

She scrunched up her face in confusion as we passed a fruit cart, and the peddler tossed her three bright fruits that looked like small apples.  She curtsied him and squeaked out, “Thank you, sir,” as she deftly juggled the apples in the air and handed one to each of us before taking a big bite of hers and moaning in pleasure.  “Why do we need to pay?  We offered no offense nor sin?  You say the strangest things, like Dorothy and the First Protector of Oz, Lady Antoinette.” 

Then she seemed to understand my question as she giggled, “There is no cost, no barter for things. 

Things are just things.  You take what you need, and offer gratitude.  All wish to know their hard work is appreciated.  Do people not wish to be appreciated where you come from?  Or do giants value things over people?” 

I tried not to grin at her calling us giants.  And I thought about her words and was a little ashamed that for a large part we did.  I admitted, “Some of us do.  It seems that we aren't as enlightened as you, I fear.” 

She waved me off with a smile. “It is no matter, you are in Oz now.  What a strange and exotic land you must live in.” 

Strange?  Yes.  Exotic?  Not so much.  I smiled back at her as she led on and we tentatively tasted the apples.  They were surprisingly sweet with a hint of tartness.  She draped a couple scarves over my shoulder as we went, shaking her head, not satisfied and instead draping one over the shoulders of a giant passing ladybug who was walking with a cane, and dropping the other on another cart of finery. 

There was a lot of curtseys and thanks being passed around. 

All the while she told us the tale of Dorothy of the Gale who saved all of Oz in the absence of the Great Wizard of Oz, by uniting all the points of the compass within her.  “They were dark days.  The Wizard had spoken of his prophecy, that a girl from a far off land would come to unite the compass to stand against those who would destroy Oz.  He left us in the hands of the Cardinal Witches while he traveled to this other land to find this girl.” 

She shuddered in memory, “The demons came.  The North and South Cardinals of good and 

righteousness stepped forward to stand against the demons.  They could barely hold them off, managing to close the doorways at great cost to the people of the four lands.” 

I was mesmerized by the telling as she continued, finally satisfied with a violet scarf she draped on my shoulders, “The Cardinals of the East and West only watched in wicked glee as their sister witches, and the people of Oz suffered.  We lost more and more people in every battle, Oz was faltering.  The Wicked Witches would only step up to fight if the demons set foot on their lands.  For as wicked as they were, they still loved their lands and the people whom they terrorized on them.” 

She nodded sagely.  “Whenever the Cardinals worked together, there were fewer casualties of the people of Oz, and they were able to seal the breaches more quickly.  But the Wicked cannot abide by the Good.” 

Her eyes were haunted and a little frightened as she whispered, “And then the Dorothy of the Gale arrived eons after the great Wizard of Oz went searching for her.” 

She shuddered. “In the beginning when she vanquished the two most wicked creatures in Oz and took all that evil into herself for us, there were dark years before Lady Antoinette showed Dorothy her heart.  Love is more powerful than any magic.  Dorothy was lost in the magics she took into herself to fight the demons, and threatened to be a bigger danger than the demons themselves.” 

Then she showed sorrow that ran bone deep. “The Cardinals for good, understood what would bring balance to Dorothy's mind.  Neither could stand against the power of two Cardinals in the girl from a foreign realm, there was too much darkness in the Witch of the Gale for Lady Toto to contain with her love.  So the North and the South sacrificed themselves that the Compass would become whole for the first time since the great Wizard had divided it between the four.” 

She whispered in awe,  “And Dorothy found herself.  She became a force as powerful as the Wizard himself.  Her love for Lady Toto id that of legends, and her love for Oz spills out every time she rides out to meet the demons as hell threatens to swallow Oz.  Under her leadership, we lose fewer people fighting the beasts as her power is unrivaled.  She fights to the doorways between worlds quickly, and she seals them with her power.” 

Then with pride bigger than her diminutive form should be able to hold, she said, “And as the Wizard's prophecy foresaw, Oz now thrives.  The demons try again and again to gain a foothold, but our Dorothy fights them without a thought to her own life or safety.  We love her for her love of us.” 

Hmm... I wonder how much of that was intentional and how much was happenstance that it turned out that way.  From what we have been told by Dorothy and Toni so far, tasers and buildings and accidentally becoming an evil witch don't sound like convincing prophecy to me.  But then again, what did I know, I hung around with fairytale princesses and was madly in love with one. 

Vermillion giggled and pulled my hand out of Ella-Marie's, and took each of our hands – hers feeling so small, like those of a child – as she giggled and pulled us through a group of what looked to me like huge walking stick bugs in tuxedos, with top-hats and monocles. 

She said breathlessly as we came up to a stone railing on a terrace above an awe-inspiring sight, 

“Behold, the Fountain of Tears!” 

Ella was whispering, “Bloody hell.” 

I nodded agreement. 

There in front of us was a great fountain that started in a pool below us, where the yellow bricks swirled to a stop at the base of the creation.  The fountain climbed into the air, soaring forty feet above even the level of the terrace.  It looked to be made of flowers and gems.  It spouted crystals that sang out in sweet and sad tones and splashed impossibly into the pool below as drops of water. 

I could see colorful shadows in the ice blue water, swimming gracefully, and from time to time impossible clockwork fish dove out of the water turning into birds which chirped and flew up to drink the crystals of the fountain at their source. 

I couldn't take my eyes off of it as I mouthed the only word I could think at the moment as sunlight refracted through the crystal tears and the jewels of the fountain to bathe the courtyard below in prismatic rainbows.  “Wow.” 

Then we were being dragged to a stone staircase by Vermillion who was giggling at us in glee. 

“Come on, come on!” 

I exchanged a smile of wonder with my girl as we ran down the sweeping staircase. 

I almost jumped after we reached the courtyard, and the stairs readjusted themselves as Ver curtsied them.  Then I blinked when I realized the stairs were actually hundreds of little rock creatures that reminded me of mini golems who waved at us, accidentally knocking a Munchkin off of them in the process. 

I made a sound of distress, but the man was caught by a half dozen clockwork birds and lowered to the courtyard where the man tipped his hat to them and straightened his lapels, which looked like oversized corn husks, then he strode jauntily off. 

We were swarmed by a cyclone of the clockwork birds as their chirps sounded distressed, I caught dozens of tiny voices warning, “Dark-ness,” as they swirled around Ella-Marie. 

Vermillion shooed them off, waving her hands as she admonished, “She is a friend of Dorothy of Oz.” 

This seemed to excite the birds, and two landed on my girl's shoulders, making cooing sounds like pigeons as the others flew off to the fountain again.  I felt disoriented as Marie came forward and said to the wind-up birds, “Yes, there eez darkness in us that we must fight every day, but my Ella has heart enough to keep zat darkness at bay.” 

I took her hand again as Ella re-exerted herself.  I sighed, knowing that same black magic ran through my veins, and I knew the temptation to take more.  I squeezed her hand as Ver looked at her with a profound sympathy.  Then she waved us over to the pool and sat down on the rim of the fountain.  We joined her. 

The red-headed Munchkin gave us an encouraging look as she scooped her hand into the pool like 

so many others around us were doing.  She brought the water to her lips and sipped as she said, “Try it.” 

We dipped our hands into the refreshingly cool, clear water, seeing the clockwork fish swimming happily in the pool.  I hesitated when I saw the people around us all shedding silent tears that dripped into the pool.  I brought the water to my lips and sipped after my girl did. 

A feeling came over me.  Of beauty and warmth, of love and loss, of contentment and belonging. 

And I heard a single tear drip from my cheek into the pool.  I looked up at Vermillion in wonder, Ella-Marie doing the same with wet cheeks. 

Our guide of small stature smiled up at us with glistening cheeks as she whispered in reverence, 

“Every tear of happiness that has ever been shed in Oz finds its way here, along with the memory which caused it to be shed.  If you ever feel down or feel the weight of the world crushing you, you can come here to remind yourself of all the good things in this world of ours.  And your burdens can be taken off your shoulders, if just for a while.” 

I felt so... happy and content.  This was a magic beyond all others in my opinion.  A bastion of love and happiness in our shared journey of life.  And the water tasted of the memory of a smile. 

I looked at our escort and said the only thing I could, “Thank you, Ver.” 

She hopped off the fountain and smiled, inclining her head and curtsying. “It was my pleasure. 

You two seemed to need it.” 

We stood to join her, and I realized we seemed to be the center of attention.  People of all shapes, sizes, species, and mechanical configuration were watching us.  Vermillion Chrysanthemum waved them all off with breezy waves of her hands.  “Go about your business all of you.  You'd think you've never seen giants from the Kansas Realm before.” 

They grudgingly turned away, surreptitiously watching us rather than blatantly.  I had to grin at the small woman.  She shrugged at me. “Well, who can blame them?  It isn't often witches from Dorothy's realm come calling.” 

I started to protest, “We're not...” 

She rolled her eyes and looped her arms in mine and Ella-Marie's and pulled us along with her. 

“Please, Parker.  All have heard the story of the glass maidens fighting at the side of Dorothy and Toto of Oz today.  One who disappeared later.  And the golden-haired giant who was slinging a new magic on the field of battle to protect Oz.” 

She indicated Ella with the last, though technically it had been Marie in her own body at that time. 

I was thankful to Dorothy for the chance to see Ella on her own as well, if only for a short time.  I couldn't help smiling at that thought, amazed such fire could come from such a cute package, I saw 

easily how Marie had become smitten with the chambermaid. 

Then I considered what she was saying.  I guess from their point of view that us using magic made us witches... even though it was dark magic.  Did that make us wicked in their eyes? 

We spent the rest of the afternoon with Ver dragging us from wonder to wonder in that amazing city of emerald.  It seemed everything was touched in some way by magic, and I started to wonder if that is why it all seemed too bright, too vivid.  I was fascinated with the various people who crowded the streets. 

We were having such a wonderful time with our diminutive guide that I almost forgot about our situation, cut off from our friends in Perchta's Garden, my worry for them was overshadowed by the impossible things we were seeing around us.  I wondered if they were trying to find us or if the Elders would sense them if they left the protection of the garden. 

A gong sounded off in the distance somewhere, and the sun, which I hadn't realized had never moved in the sky all day, slid down to the horizon, casting the world in purple and orange light.  Ver smiled and said, “The day is over, night will fall at the next gong.  Did you wish to return to the castle now?” 

I yawned, it had been a full day.  Ella-Marie smiled and wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me close.  “Our girl here is beat, we should get her back before she turns into a pumpkin.” 

Vermillion's eyes widened. “She's enchanted?  Like Pumpkinhead Jacklyn?” 

I chuckled. “No, well yes, but not like that.  It was just a figure of speech from our land.” 

She nodded suspiciously like I was hiding the truth from her, and it amused her.  I bet she really thought I was going to turn into a pumpkin.  She curtsied acquiescence, the cheeky girl, then spoke a single word into the air as people seemed to be moving off the streets to their homes. “Fenriss?” 

We all looked to the sky searching, I was about to call out too when we heard the whupping of wings and scrabbling of claws on bricks, then I jumped when a tail wrapped around my hand.  We looked back to see Fenriss had arrived. 

He smiled at me, his fangs gleaming.  I sighed and smiled back at the transformed Munchkin. 

Wondering how long he had been a monkey since his mannerisms were more animalistic than human... 

well than Munchkinian, I suppose. 

Then he bowed to return the curtsy Ver gave him as she said, “The witches of Kansas wish to return to the castle.” 

Fenriss let go of my hand his tail twitching as he ran around us, eyeing the castle wearily.  Then he charged our redheaded guide, she didn't even flinch when he popped up on two legs and looked into her eyes when we heard a rumble from the castle.  “The Dorothy misssed her time with her love today. 

Sshe iss in the thrall of the wickednesss, the Toto dog iss keeping her contained.  It is besst if the Vermilion lady hosstss them tonight.” 

Without waiting for a response, he leapt over her head and with a powerful stroke of his wings he was airborne, calling back, “Bring them to the receiving hall firsst thing in the morning.” 

Ver just waved and acknowledged, “Goodbye, sir Fenriss.” 

She smiled at us and said, “This is indeed a treat, I've the chance to supper with you at my home tonight.” 

Just like that?  She accepted that we were foisted upon her and seemed pleased about it?  I think I was beginning to really like the people of Oz. 

The ground shook again, and she cast a look full of pain and compassion toward the castle. 

Ella mumbled, “Throwin' tantrums like a bloody child.” 

Ver was quick to move to her and place a hand on my girl's crossed arms, shaking her head and saying in earnest, “Because Dorothy took on the volatile magics for us, they are constantly warring in her mind... explosive... trying to get out.  It has stripped away her impulse control as there are only the two extremes in poor Dorothy's mind, wicked and good, battling for dominance.  She took on this burden for all the people of Oz.  It is just best to give her space when she is in a mood, only First Protector of Oz, Toto, can face her and calm her at times like this.  Dorothy would never hurt the one she loves.” 

To my and Marie's surprise, Ella looked down, embarrassed, and nodded, “I understand.  My apologies.” 

Ver just inclined her head then brightened.  “Have you ever had the magical food from the Kansas Realm, pizza?” 

We chuckled, following the small redheaded Munchkin to her home as she excitedly told us all about this mystical treat that was pizza, which Dorothy shared with Oz.  Vermillion was going to make it for us. 

Ella was mumbling, “Maybe the witch isn't a total loss after all.” 

We were pulled along by the excited redhead. 

Chapter 10 – Prophecy

The next morning we got up, backs aching from laying on the floor in Vermillion's guest room. 

The bed was too small for us, so we put pillows and blankets on the floor instead.  The house was surrounded by monkeys when Vermillion rushed us out, saying, “We slept past the morning gong! 

Dorothy might get into a wicked mood if you don't join her for breakfast.  Or worse, a playful mood.” 

She shuddered at the comment about Dorothy being playful. 

We hadn't taken two steps outside when monkeys swarmed us, Fenriss wrapping his tail around my hand, saying quickly, “We musst hurry.  You sshould have been there already, glasss maiden.” 

Then I squeaked as six monkeys hauled me up into the sky, Ella-Marie whooping beside me, and Vermillion being brought along by another group, looking calm and smiling down at the city below us. 

The wind ruffled my hair as the sun sat halfway up the horizon and I tried not to look down.  I didn't know how far I could fall without my crystal shattering.  I didn't ever want to find out.  So I tightened my grip on Fenriss' tail.  I called out in concern as I glanced back at Ver, “Why are they bringing you?  It isn't your fault we slept in.” 

She said simply like it explained everything, “Sir monkey – Fenriss, hasn't given me leave yet.” 

What?  Was she like, I don't know, assigned to us or something?  Just because Fenriss had told her she was to guide us the prior day?  Not that I'm complaining mind you, I enjoyed the happy Munchkin girl and felt we were already becoming friends. 

Then she chuckled over the wind of our passing and the whupping sound of leathery wings. “You didn't turn into a pumpkin last night, I peeked in on you to see.” 

We all shared a laugh.  Fenriss laughed too, though he didn't know what we were tittering about. 

I called out, “No, no I did not.” 

With surprising speed, we were deposited on a balcony on the central spire of the castle.  Then Fenriss hissed violently and all the monkeys dispersed into the sky.  He smiled at us as Vermillion started fussing over us, straightening our clothes and pulling scarves out from somewhere to drape around our necks.  The fabric was gorgeous, in multiple emerald shades. 

She inclined her head at our flying simian, and he smiled at her then opened one of the huge glass doors and ushered us in.  We started at the bark of a huge dog, Fenriss screeched and dove into the air and grabbed onto the draping fabric of the curtains at the door as Ella-Marie slid in front of me, ready to protect. 

I had to get my heart pounding in my chest under control as the big dog fell to the ground... 

laughing?  And it morphed into a very amused... very... naked Antoinette who was holding her belly 

laughing.  She rolled to her feet and pointed at the embarrassed looking Fenriss where he was clutching the drapes for dear life.  Ver was giggling too. 

Toto said, “Payback!  I got you this time Fen.  Don't even try to tell me you weren't scared.” 

Ella and I were dutifully looking anywhere but at the naked cheerleader as she reached to a chair for a kimono. 

Fenriss rolled his eyes and smiled, showing those fangs of his as he dropped to the floor and made his way quickly to the chair.  He stood on it and helped drape the kimono over her shoulders.  “Yess, Fenriss wass caught off guard!  You won't be able to get me again, Toto lady.” 

He wrapped his tail around her offered hand, and he hopped off the chair and led her to us by his tail.  She had been playing with the armed and armored flying monkey?  I had the feeling these two tried scaring each other frequently.  He and Vermillion seemed to act like dogs turning into a naked woman was just normal. 

A bubbly laughter and the French-accented voice of Marie filled my head. “For us eet sort of ees, my Parker.  Are not a few of our friend's werewolves?  And Daria is a huge wolf, and Illy a unicorn?” 

Ok, she did have a fair point.  But I still felt awkward when they transformed back naked too.  I silently prompted her, “And hey, eavesdropping on my thoughts?” 

She chuckled. 

Toto took first my hand in hers then Ella-Marie's, “Parker, Ella-Marie.  I'm glad you could join us.” 

Then she looked at our guide, “And?” 

Ver dropped into a deep curtsy, her eyes wide in apparent hero worship as she looked at her feet and said, “Vermillion Chrysanthemum, my lady protector.  Sir Fenriss bid me escort.” 

Toni was very gracious as the Munchkin stood back up. “We thank you for watching over them. 

You know how much trouble us people from the mortal realm can be.  Worse than a saucer in a teacup's house.” 

They shared a laugh.  She was really good with both Ver and Fenriss.  A saucer in a... did I even want to know?  This was Oz, and the answer was sure to confuse me. 

Fenriss shared, “Sshe took them for the night when Dorothy...” 

Toto nodded understanding, then she warned with a mischievous grin, “Well she's in a playful mood this morning.” 

Fenriss stopped and swallowed, and Ver slid slightly behind us.  Ok, so why did they seem more afraid of that than when the wickedness overwhelmed Dorothy?  Ver tried to give us an encouraging smile as Toto chuckled. “Come now, she's not that bad.”  She hesitated. “In the earlier days, maybe. 

But she's in a genuinely good mood right now.”  She spoke behind her hand to Ver, “I had to make up 

for not being able to share her bed last night.” 

Oh dear god, we were going to meet a woman with no impulse control and power that rivaled the only goddess I knew, and she was on a sex high? 

Antoinette said as she motioned for us to follow, “She is in the audience chamber, we should collect her and have breakfast.  We must discuss the demons and Elders.” 

I nodded and then smiled when Ver looped an arm in mine and Ella-Marie's, and we followed Toto and Fenriss, who was giving the blonde the stink eye for his earlier scare. 

We took impossible corridors, passing dozens of people going about their business.  We went up a spiraling corridor to go down two levels, then headed toward the outer wall to reach an inner chamber, where there were people and creatures all lined up by doors guarded by flying monkeys with pikes. 

Toni crinkled her nose playfully as people started whispering and murmuring her name, and dropping into low bows and curtsies.  She brought us to a low door... a Munchkin, or monkey sized door off to the side as the monkeys bared their teeth to Fenriss who was doing the same.  A greeting? 

We ducked down and through the door to find ourselves on a balcony above the room we entered. 

This sort of warped fabric of space was disorienting.  I bet this is what Doctor Who's companions felt like navigating through the rooms in the Tardis. 

The audience chamber was huge, like an opera house.  There were viewing boxes all around the second, third, and fourth floors, and all manner of people were watching the big throne in the center of the floor below where Dorothy sat sideways, her legs draped over the arm of the chair, a huge smile on her face.  She looked stunning. 

A Munchkin came up to the throne with a cage full of chickens.  He bowed low, and she hopped up, full of energy as she moved over to look into the cage.  The man said as he stood, “A blight has taken my farm, my chickens have taken ill and have stopped laying Lady Dorothy.” 

She held a hand up and smiled at the man. “Say no more.”  She made a motion, and I could feel the magic in this world swirl down into the cage with nothing but a thought from her.  She motioned to the cage. “Their health is restored, and they'll lay a dozen a day each now.  Now go tend your farm and have a spectacular day.” 

He bowed again. “Thank you, Lady Dorothy.”  He took the cage and scurried off as Toto leaned on the railing, placing her chin on her crossed arms cutely as she watched her girl work.  We could hear the clucking chickens squeaking as the man went, were they laying eggs already? 

A woman who looked to be a big grasshopper stepped in next and bowed on her big hind legs, and in a high pitched tiny voice, she said, “I am the dressmaker, Tinaliea.  The battle with the demons yesterday killed off all my silkworms, Lady Dorothy.  And...” 

Dorothy held up her hand to stop her and smiled. “Got you covered.”  She reached out and pulled a bolt of fabric from... well from nothing.  That's not entirely true as I could taste the bright magics that seemed to weave the fabric out of the world itself.  “Take this never-ending bolt of silk to make your dresses Tinaliea... and here, have a cookie.”  She handed her a cookie from the plate on her throne that hadn't been there last time I looked.  She shooed the odd woman out. 

She was helping these people who had problems.  And giving them cookies?  It was strange, but I noted that none of them even asked for the help she gave. 

Dorothy glanced up and saw us and gave us a brilliant smile.  Then she shooed the next person out of the room. “Sorry, must speak to our new guests.  Please inform the crowd.  The woman curtsied and scurried off. 

A rustling above us brought my eyes to the dome above us, and I realized that the textured ceiling was moving.  There were hundreds of flying monkeys hanging upside down from it, their wings rustling.  They seemed to be everywhere Dorothy was. 

Protecting her?  But she was apparently the most dangerous thing in Oz.  Toto followed my gaze, 

“Dot freed them.  They protect her out of devotion now instead of fear.” 

I nodded, and when I was done nodding, Dorothy stepped up to us, hugging her girl.  I realized we were on the main floor of the audience chamber somehow.  I was starting to wonder how Ella had held her own against Dorothy when we first met.  Perhaps her power is finite, and she had used a lot in the battle already. 

I squeaked when Dorothy hugged me then Vermillion, and just cocked an eyebrow at Ella, who cocked an eyebrow back.  The witch was certainly in a good mood.  I wonder how much of that was the influence of the good magics I could taste at her forefront and how much of it had been... umm... 

her early morning activities with a certain blonde. 

We heard a gong in the distance, and we all looked at the windows when the sun rose from the horizon to high into the sky. 

“Come, ladies, we've much to discuss before the next demon attack.  Breakfast with us?  And you, lady Munchkin, I love your hair.  Cookie?”  She had that plate of cookies in her hand somehow. 

Vermillion simply curtsied as she accepted the cookie and started to nibble on it. “You are too kind, mistress.” 

Dorothy said, “Sit,” as she motioned around the large table in her quarters we were now standing in... when had that happened?  This was getting freaky now.  Well, it had been before, but just – wow. 

The table was covered with a buffet of breakfast items... and a plate of cookies.  We all sat, Toto, melting away and climbing onto a chair in her dog form.  Fenriss scooped up her kimono from the floor

to drape over the back of the chair.  I looked a question to Dorothy as she loaded a plate up in front of Toto.  She shared, “We conserve as much of her eight hours as we can each day.” 

Toto whined at her, and she looked at the plate she was preparing and rolled her eyes and added another pancake.  I almost chuckled but was able to hide my smile behind my hand.  Even in dog form, Antoinette had the wicked witch wrapped around her finger, and it was cute as hell. 

She looked over at Ver who sat politely beside Ella-Marie.  “Your name, lady Munchkin?” 

Ver sat up straight and proud, and chirped out, “Vermillion Chrysanthemum, mistress Dorothy.” 

Dorothy inclined her head to her, then waved her hands at the food.  She looked around.  I didn't need to be asked twice and started loading up a plate. 

I asked as I sat back down,  “Toni can only be human for eight hours a day?” 

Dorothy hesitated as she took a bite of a peach-like fruit, then nodded.  “I twisted the spell the former Witch of the East had cast upon her.” 

I saw the warning in Toto's eyes as she chomped down on her meal.  I've always been a little too inquisitive for my own good.  But Marie beat me to it as I felt her come to the forefront in Ella. “Then ma cher, why did you not just remove the spell?” 

She didn't answer, she just kept eating her peach like she hadn't heard.  Ver spoke up carefully, 

“Only the witch who casts a spell can break it.  Dorothy is the most powerful Witch of the Cardinal Points, and even she cannot remove the workings of another.” 

She looked at Dorothy who pretended to ignore us.  She didn't like talking about things like this, and I realized she had done this before when she let Toto talk to us about her killing the Witch of the West.  She just ate as Ver said a little more confidently when Fenriss moved between her and Dorothy. 

“After the Dark Years, once Dorothy regained herself, she had all but exhausted herself trying to break the curse.  Guidance from Oz himself showed her that she could only modify a spell once spelled. 

Now she regains the one she loves for part of the day.” 

I perked up. “Guidance from Oz?  I thought Baum was trapped in the mortal realm.” 

Dorothy picked up her fork and waved it dismissively. “That pain in the ass is always popping in to throw around his stupid premonitions and unwanted advice before heading back.  The jerk is holding the gateways closed on Earth so that the Elders can't take a direct route to the mortal realm, but that blocks us from going home too.” 

Toto growled at her, and she sighed.  “Fine whatever.  He may have helped me understand when I was lost in the wicked evil of the magics of East and West.”  She crossed her green eyes at Ver and said in a teasing tone, “The Dark Years.” 

The Munchkin smiled and said nothing as she ate. 

I smiled when in a flurry of wings and tittering silver bell voices, a cloud of fairies flew in.  They fought over empty serving plates and brought more food.  With a chiming of wings and a smile to us all, they flew off. 

The land of Oz was everything in the storybooks and more.  Just when I thought I had seen everything, a flurry of fairies flies in to prove me wrong. 

While Dorothy watched them fly off, Toto stretched a paw toward a sausage patty on her plate.  She slapped her paw and turned to her with a cocked eyebrow.  Then she caved as she placed the sausage on the dog's plate and said, “Here.” 

Ella chuckled, and Dorothy pointed her fork at her.  “You're one to laugh.  I see how you dote over the fair Parker here.” 

I blushed, and Ella just exhaled sharply and started eating more vigorously.  Then she stopped and growled almost like Toto as she pulled the red clown nose off her face. 

The witch looked positively amused as she looked down at her plate and feigned innocence as she ate.  This war between them was not going to end well.  My Ella can be pretty bullheaded at times. 

Antoinette was back picking up a fork as we all studiously looked away from her naked form as she speared a strawberry to eat.  Vermillion wasn't as inhibited as us as she smiled widely at the display. 

Toni picked up the narrative. “Dot doesn't remember much after the Wicked Witch of the West came to learn the fate of her sister.” 

Dorothy countered, pointing her fork at her girl, “I remember she showed up in MY lands and tried to kill me... so I killed her right back.  And it... felt good.”  She had nothing but shame in her eyes at that admission. 

Toto reached over and laid a hand on hers.  Dorothy took a deep breath and nodded once, and Toto continued, “The darkness consuming her soul, driving her to do unspeakable things had always been tempered by Dotty. No matter what she did, she never did any lasting harm to anyone.  She was cruel to me at times, but I could see the pain in her eyes whenever she realized it.” 

Then she said with conviction, “And you don't abandon someone you love when they are going through something, and being influenced by something, not of their doing.” 

Her voice trembled.  “But when the corrupt power of two Cardinal witches pulsed through her brain, my convictions were tested as she seemed to take delight in teasing me.  She still didn't do lasting damage to anyone, but she was the definition of wicked.  But if anyone else, like demons, did something against the people of her lands which she terrorized, she would protect them... with deadly force.” 

“It was the first time the demons came that Oz showed up before the Witch of the West died.  Dotty

attacked him the instant she saw him.  It was because of him that she wasn't herself anymore and that enraged her.  But Frank wound up being more than a match for my girl.” 

She said in the faraway tone of a memory, “After a drawn-out fight, he restrained her with magic then apologized for her condition, saying, 'I know you can't see it now, but I have seen you coming for eons, you will be instrumental in saving not just the mortal realm, but Oz as well.  It is you who will make a difference when the others are gathered to stand against the Elders in the mortal realm.  You will be the one with the power of the Four Cardinal Points with magic that will almost rival my own. 

Where I am bound not to raise a finger against the Elders, you Dorothy Gale, are not.'” 

She shared that Baum had explained to them what was happening to Dorothy and what he has seen. 

The books he wrote in the mortal realm were an idealized fairytale he wishes was happening instead of the horrors that were to come.  He had told Toto that she was the only one who could temper the darker urges Dorothy would be subjected to.  Not telling them it would get worse before it got better. 

Worse, he hadn't explained that it would put the blood of three more witches on her hands before she could find a semblance of stability in her mind again. 

He did, however, share the reason the demons were about to attack that day.  Toto said around a bite of strawberry, “He said that before he left Oz to find Dot in Kansas, the Elders had made a decision on Earth, that a reset was needed because the Scales couldn't maintain the balance.  The way from their realm to the mortal realm is a long and twisting path that would take an inordinate amount of time to navigate.” 

She sat the butt of the strawberry down and said as Dorothy just kept eating, not wanting any part of the story, “But other realms touch both the mortal realm and the Elders'.  They tried to march through Oz, but the Wizard was there to meet them.  He denied them passage, and they were enraged. 

But unlike the Scales, Oz is not under their purview and they could not cross without permission. 

Baum slammed the doorway on them.” 

Dorothy muttered, “Nice to see he's a pain in the ass to others too.” 

Toto chuckled then looked at Ella and me. Vermillion seemed to be nodding like she knew the story, “Oz had foreseen this.  And that the Elders could not claim umbrage, but they did somehow leave a parting gift for Baum's refusal.  Frank saw that hell would open into Oz and Dorothy would stop it with the help of others from the mortal realm.” 

Dorothy finally shared, “He said that once the Elders were done with the mortal realm, he saw them extend their reach to all the realms not their own, feeling it was their right to lord over all.  Too many eternities with too much power have corrupted the incorruptible.  And that I was supposed to stand with the other titans to save all reality.  Or some other fucked up shit like that.” 

I looked over at Toto, ready to avert my eyes from her exposed form, only to see the huge dog sitting there instead.  She really wished to preserve every moment of humanity she could, didn't she? 

She looked expectantly at Ver then started lapping up orange juice from a saucer. 

Vermillion perked up and looked warily at Dorothy, who was busily cutting some bacon to pieces, a slight nod of her head made Ver relax a little and continue the story that seemed like it was common knowledge for all the people in Oz. 

The curly redhead shared in a hushed tone, “The demons came, long after the Wizard left us. 

Nobody knows where they come from or how they open gateways to our realm to corrupt our lands and people.  The Good Cardinal Witches fought against them, but their power was not enough, the Munchkins rallied the others in the lands of the north and south.  So many died those first years. 

She shrugged, “Then the Wicked came when the demons overstepped into their lands.  But they would leave us to our own devices if their land was not effected.” 

Then she got a wicked gleam in her eyes.  “But these demons who knew no boundaries didn't realize the folly of attacking a farm in the lands of the East after the Cardinal Witch there had been bested by a girl from the realm of Kansas.  Dorothy came, and she brought her wrath.” 

She sat taller in her chair and said firmly, “With the rage of Dorthy of the Gale and might of Toto the lines were pushed back.  Then the three witches closed the gateway.” 

Then she winced. “And another battle ensued when Dorothy turned her wicked gaze upon the white witches.  They were just barely able to fight her back to flee to her own lands again.” 

Fenriss interjected, “Day after day the demonss came. And day after day for yearss they were sstopped at great cosst.  The demonss could not create gatewayss from their location in hell, sso the gatewayss had to be created here.  But not even Dorothy of Ozss can locate the one doing it.” 

Ver picked up the narrative. “It wasn't until the Witch of the West confronted and was vanquished by Dorothy that the tide turned.  She was more powerful than any witch in the history of Oz, posessing the power of two Cardinal Points.  But her taking on the evil for us came at a cost.  It overwhelmed poor Dorothy, and she became the most Wicked of them all.” 

Dorothy was chewing with purpose, trying to ignore the story as Toto hopped off her chair and trotted to her side.  Dorothy's hand automatically found her, fingers sinking into her girl's fur. 

Ver soldiered on, “The white witches of Oz had not believed the Wizards prophecy, but in those Dark Years, when Dorothy was taking more and more of all the lands of Oz because none could stand against her.  They knew the Wizards words to be true that Dorothy would become a force to stop the demons, stand against the Elders, and save Oz.” 

She had a look of profound sadness on her face when she said, “The Cardinal Witches of the North 

and South confronted Dorothy and called her to battle.  They knew what would happen, yet they did it for Oz.  They enraged Dorothy the Wicked, and she struck them down.  They had sacrificed themselves so that their power might give Dorothy of the Gale the balance she needed to become the savior that the great Wizard had foretold.” 

Dorothy spoke in a hoarse voice, “I found myself again.  And I can't tell you the shame I felt for all I had done.  The worst of it is that I remember how much I liked it when I was doing it, I was getting off on it.  I will never be able to make up for all the evil I did.  So I fight for Oz, and maybe one day I can pay my penance, then Toto and I can go home.  I grow weary of fighting... two centuries of it and they still come.  If only we could determine how these gateways are opening and who is doing it... then maybe we can go home.” 

I perked up at that, this was something we knew intimately.  Ella offered,  “Only an unbound demon can open a portal like that to bridge the two realms if one of your citizens isn't doing it.  We've got first-hand experience in this.  This means you got a demon hiding in Oz.  Someone had to have summoned it then unbound it.  Probably those Elder wankers.  Since they can't raise a hand against Oz, but the demons sure can, they are exploiting a loophole.” 

Then she said in a condescending tone to the witch, “Don't worry your pretty little head about this. 

We got this shite.  We'll hunt the tosser down and end him.” 

Dorothy actually chuckled at that. “How can you find something I have searched for in my lands for centuries?  If I can't detect this demon you say is here, then how can you hope to?  Their demon magic confounds me as I can't sense it, even when they are casting at me.” 

Oh god... I hung my head when Ella said brightly, “We brought us a black magic detector.” 

Dorothy blinked, and Toto looked up with wide eyes as the witch asked, “Where?” 

I gave a sheepish look as I raised a hand, then winced as I said, “That would be me.  I'm sensitive to all kinds of magic, white magic, black magic, demon magic, and apparently the odd tasting magic you use here in Oz.” 

Dorothy muttered, “Fuck.” 

Ella-Marie asked, “What?” 

The woman looked equal parts pained and amused as she admitted, “Damn it, this means Baum's premonitions were right about others from the mortal realm helping me.  I hate it when the smug bastard is right.” 

She stood, and we were all standing in what looked like a sitting room.  I winced. “I hate it when you do that.”  Toto barked in agreement. 

Dorothy asked carefully, “You can really sniff out this demon?  Can we finally put an end to the 

daily attacks?” 

I scrunched my lips to the side. “I don't actually sniff things out.  I mean, I can feel the pull the closer I get, and I can sort of taste and smell the... well crap, I guess I do sniff it out.” 

Dorothy gave a beaming and satisfied smile, the woman really was gorgeous, and I found myself wanting to know what she looked like before she took this idealized version of herself for her girl.  I bet she was cute like Ella's real body. 

Then the witch asked as she winged a thumb toward Ella-Marie, “And what use is she then?  I mean, the Marie girl, sure, but the brute?” 

Ella responded with, “Skank.” 

Dorothy parried, “Whore.” 

I muttered, “Hey, she's my whore... I mean, girlfriend.  Stop baiting her, Dot.” 

Dorothy chuckled as Toto slammed into her leg, causing her to stumble.  I noted she didn't take offense to me using Toto's nickname for her.  I heard Marie chastising before Ella could go off. 

I said, “We'd be honored to help out.  Even if I haven't sort of fallen in love with the people of Oz, it is still the right thing to do.” 

Dorothy said as she moved her hand up her own body, and she was suddenly in that same ankle-length black robe with the red lining she had worn in battle the prior day.  “Then shall we go hunting? 

A doorway will be opening soon.” 

Vermillion's eyes widened at that, and she said, “I must get home and prepare to fight for Oz.” 

Dorothy smiled so very fondly at the girl.  I glanced out a window to see people gathering below, armed with a variety of weapons.  Did they do that every day?  Every able citizen of Oz went out to meet the enemy to fight for their land, even sweet Ver? 

With a wave, Vermillion Chrysanthemum was standing in bright green and yellow leather armor with gleaming red armor shoulder plates, a tube on her back with five sparking red javelins.  Ver looked at herself in awe then up to Dot who just said, “It is the least I could do brave Munchkin.” 

Toto was pulling on a kimono as the flying monkeys started streaming out the windows.  Fenriss landed beside me.  I looked at my girl, then Dorothy, remembering the feeling of fighting next to Marie and how much more we could do with the three of us fighting together. 

I opened my mouth then shut it.  It would be presumptuous to ask.  Dorothy cocked an eyebrow almost playfully, “What is it, Parker.” 

I shook my head. “Nothing.  Just thinking.” 

She exhaled long and slow in expectation, and I deflated. “I was thinking.  Well, wondering really. 

You can twist the spells of others?” 

She inclined her head, and Toto stepped forward quickly with a warning look. “Parker...” 

I just asked.  The worst she could do is say no, right?  “I was just wondering if you could help us, and make it so that Marie could join us if even for just part of the day like Toto?” 

Like it was choreographed, Toto, Vermillion, and Fenriss all slapped their foreheads as Dorothy seemed to light up with a combination of glee and mischief.  She shrugged and waved her hand.  Marie came tripping out of Elle in a scarecrow costume.  I blinked realizing Ella was dressed as the Tinman, I looked down to find I was dressed as the cowardly lion. 

I rolled my eyes as Ella complained, “You sodding manky bint,” as we hugged Marie almost desperately. 

Dorothy said, “If the three of you agree, you can separate for eight hours a day, but not a second more.” 

Antoinette chastised, “Dotty?” 

Dot turned to her, gave a cheesy grin then stole a quick kiss as she waved her hand and we were all dressed in what looked like Amazonian armor. 

Toni was whispering, “What did you do to them, you wicked woman?” 

Dot shrugged, looking smug. 

What?  She did something to us?  What? 

Vermillion was whispering in my ear, talking to me like I were an errant child, “Parker, you never ever ASK Dorothy of the Gale for anything.  Don't ask and she will either bestow a gift upon you or she won't if a need is expressed.  You best hope she wasn't in a playful mood when she just gifted you.” 

But she had done what I asked.  They were just worried for no reason, right? 

Ver continued, “There have only been three others foolhardy enough to ask since the reign of Dorothy began.” 

She held up a finger. “Yorris, the candlestick maker, believed that since the Wizard of Oz had no successor because his heir, Princess Ozma, had died too young, that the eldest in Oz should be the rightful ruler.  He asked Dorothy to make him the heir to the throne.  She transformed him into the likeness of Princess Ozma, and then brought up the fact that even if Yorris were the real Ozma, he wouldn't be ruler anyway.  The Wizard wasn't dead, just in another realm and had said she was to rule in his stead.  The poor man can't stop from acting the part of a little girl.” 

She held up a second finger. “Jacklyn Primrose, a detestable excuse for a Munchkin, was nasty and jealous that her neighbor grew better pumpkins than her for the harvest fair.  She asked Dorothy to let her grow the most perfect of pumpkins.  We call her Pumpkinhead Jacklyn now.” 

She finished with, “That is why you never ASK for anything.  And physically transforming a 

person requires the most magic and leaves a witch exhausted for days.  That is how Dorothy was able to kill the Wicked Witch after she had transformed the brave Toto into a dog.” 

But hadn't Dorothy transformed those demons on the field of battle into goldfish?  But in a flash of insight I realized that the others were living flesh, demons weren't.  They were just artificial magic constructs that the thousands of tortured souls that made up each demon could inhabit.  So it was no different than Dorothy morphing our clothing. 

While those were particularly wicked things to do to people, I found my curiosity piqued. “You said three.” 

She gave a sour face. “That would be Tipper Tapper, the performer, he had asked that everyone remember his name.  Whenever anyone says Tipper in earshot, he... um... farts.  And he feels compelled to introduce himself to all.”  She pinched her nose. 

Dot said from between us, leaning in, her face inches from ours, smile bright as she whispered, 

“And everyone knows his name now don't they?  Just like he asked?” 

I jumped.  How long had she been there? 

She shrugged at me. “I've every intention of changing them all back, but not until this demon mess is done.  They almost broke our lines the two times I transformed people.  I was weak for days.  With your help, maybe this can end, and I can fix my little jokes without endangering our defense.  Well all but Tipper, I could dispell that at any time, but that stays, the man tried to cop a feel that day, and my ass belongs to Toto. 

I looked at Marie who was smiling and looking at her hands like it was the first time she had seen them, and Ella, looking so cute in her real body, then asked, “You didn't, umm...  I mean, I didn't know you didn't like to be asked to use your power.” 

She shrugged and assured me, “I am in such a good mood today, I wouldn't worry... too terribly... 

much.” 

Why did that not instill confidence in me? 

She asked excitedly, like a child on Christmas morning, “So what do we do, spin you around and you beep and point?” 

God, that was close to what Ella had said when we first met.  I wasn't some sort of tracking device. 

Bells interrupted us, hundreds, no thousands of bells in the city and beyond came echoing up through the open windows.  I heard people calling out below, “To arms!  The demons are coming, Old Man Dandelion's Meadow!” 

Dorothy snarled, “Fuck!”  She looked at us then her girlfriend who was in dog form.  Fenriss was slapping a harness with pouches around it over her and fastening it as Dorothy said to us, “Find that 

demon!  Take Toto, she'll call me when you locate it.  I must get to the front lines.” 

I almost pulled back when Toto grabbed my wrist in her huge jaw, Fenriss wrapped his tail around my waist as he grabbed Vermillion's hand.  Seeing this, Marie and Ella quickly grabbed me in the nick of time as we found ourselves outside and being consumed by a tornado.  It was odd, but I felt like we were part of that swirling tempest, and I wasn't afraid. 

Chapter 11 – Hunt

We were whisked to the north at incredible speeds, and before I could get my bearings, we were deposited on the edge of a forest overlooking a meadow that was an ocean of yellow dandelions.  At the far end was a gateway with demons spilling out. 

It was complete chaos. 

Munchkins, flying monkeys, porcelain people, and clockwork animals were already engaging the demons.  It was shocking to me that all manner of creatures and people were streaming in with makeshift weapons.  The people of Oz were valiant and determined.  There were even some women, taller than Munchkins, throwing magic to divert the incoming demons.  Witches?  Were there more magic users than just the Cardinal Witches here? 

I heard a tiny scream, “Incoming!” and we ducked as a swarm of fairies flew just over our heads carrying a pot.  They buzzed down over the chaos of battle and dumped the contents of the pot, an oily black pitch, onto a large demon who had just eviscerated a couple munchkins with a swing of its tusks. 

Then I heard a tiny chorus of, “Fire!” and looked down.  Swarming past our feet and toward the battle were hundreds of little white mice, all with tiny bows and flaming arrows.  They let loose, and the tiny arrows seemed to glide on the wind and struck the demon, igniting the pitch, and the demon screamed in pain, thrashing around trying to put the flames out. 

I was absently wondering what kind of flame hurt demons from hell.  That's when a mobile apple tree slammed a branch down on him, pile driving his head into the ground with a sickening wet crack. 

My god. 

The tree dove into the little stream going through the meadow, putting out the flames which had transferred to its limb from the strike. 

We started running for the portal, Ella and Marie pulling power into themselves, but Dorothy called out, “No!  Find who is creating these portals.  I've got this.  This ends today!” 

She clapped her hands together, and the ground churned under the incoming stream of demons, and it flopped over, burying dozens of them alive. 

I was wondering if any survived until she clenched her fist and the ground compressed around her prey.  I could hear cut off screams and the cracking of bone over the din of battle. 

A roar of cheers rose throughout the meadow.  Dorothy's name was being chanted on the wind over the din of battle.  I just got a glimpse of her face as she straightened and strode toward the portal like a wraith on the hunt.  It chilled me to the bone.  I could not only taste, but see the deep well of pure evil inside Dot, the emerald flames flickering in her eyes, and she was reveling in the glee of it.  This was 

where she could let the wicked out and not feel ashamed of her actions.  And it was frightening. 

I swallowed, and Toto barked once at me.  I looked at our group and was stunned to see Vermillion pulling a javelin in a smooth motion and hurling it with a grace I envied.  I watched the red javelin fly through the air above the battlefield in a smooth arc, over a hundred yards, to impale a goat demon who was strangling a flying monkey.  When the demon fell, it resealed the monkey who inclined its head to her then turned to grab the javelin.  It started impaling the demon over and over to assure its demise. 

Ver nodded back, growled, then turned to us. 

While I blinked, Marie pulled my attention to her. “Concentrate, my Parker.” 

I nodded as Ella started pulling up slabs of granite from the earth to contain the demons on our end as they approached, Ver readying another javelin.  I closed my eyes and just let my senses go – flowing out to touch the world around us, and I gasped.  There was so much magic everywhere.  I gasped and staggered.  Both Ella and Marie grabbed me to steady me. 

I whimpered and let go, “There's so much.  I... can't.” 

We all watched as a little girl in a pretty blue frilly dress came running past, wielding two long knives and screaming in challenge as she darted down to the battle.  Ella started after her to stop her, but Vermillion placed a restraining hand on her are and just said, “Yorris, the candlestick maker.” 

I cocked an eyebrow.  Well, he did make a cute little girl. 

I turned back to our detachment and almost jumped, Toto was there right in front of me.  Naked except the harness with the packs on it I just looked at her face as not to be distracted.  She had no modesty.  I guess I wouldn't either after a couple of centuries switching back and forth from dog form. 

She said in earnest, “Just concentrate on what you are looking for, Parker.  Block out each thing that isn't it.  Let it all fade back to background noise.” 

I cocked my head in question, she seemed certain I could do this.  She shrugged and said, “It is how Dorothy keeps sane.  She can... feel, all of Oz, at all times, and it would break her like in the beginning without learning how to filter it out.  That little asshole Baum showed her how on one of his quick visits.”  Then she was gone.  I looked down at the huge, dangerous-looking dog with human eyes. 

Marie nodded encouragement to me as Ella suddenly flung her arms wide, sending a shower of lethal crystal projectiles slamming into nothing just feet away from us.  They stuck, and black ichor oozed from where they hovered in the air that was warping just slightly. 

With a snarl, Fenriss launched himself through the air and landed on the distortion, shrieking and rending demon flesh with his fangs and spitting it out. 

Vermillion thrust the javelin in her hand into the middle of the suspended crystal shards and with a hiss a huge snake with pearlescent scales that writhed like faces contorted in pain, collapsed onto the 

ground, going still.  Fenriss slammed his fists a few times on its skull for good measure before he hopped off the decomposing body to calmly walk back up to us, smiling with black ichor dripping off his fangs.  I smiled hesitantly back at him, and that pleased him. 

I asked in wonder, “Ver, you're so proficient with those things.  I thought you were a seamstress by trade.” 

She shrugged. “All people of Oz heed the call to arms.  Every day for centuries we have come under attack by these vile creatures.  We all stand with our Dorothy of the Gale and fight for Oz.” 

Then she shrugged cutely.  “I've picked up a thing or two.” 

I wondered how long she had been doing this.  The way she spoke sounded as if she had been around when the demons first came.  She didn't look any older than me.  Just how long did Munchkins live? 

I noted that the tube that held five javelins still held five as she pulled the third one out.  Ella asked, 

“So Dorothy knows you?  That you prefer javelins?” 

She shook her head and blushed. “Oh heavens no.  This is the first time that the savior of Oz has spoken with me.  She is a busy woman, keeping us all safe.  She must have seen me fighting before and gifted me with these finely crafted weapons.  I feel humbled that she had noticed me at all, what with all the valiant people who answer the daily call to battle.” 

Fenriss offered, “The Dorothy lady hass sseen you many timess, Vermillion lady.  Your hair iss very disstinctive.  You wield the javelin like a masster.” 

She blushed even redder, her skin almost matching her hair. 

Toto barked once, and I smiled down at her. “Sorry, I get distracted easily.” 

She whined and rolled her very human blue eyes. 

I almost chuckled as it was usually me who kept the Avatars on task back home. 

I closed my eyes and tried again.  It was so chaotic when I reached out to touch the world around me.  The raucous thunder of the battle below faded as I closed all my other senses and just concentrated on my ability to sense, to feel, to taste and smell magic. 

My sensitivity to it is what brought me together with my love... well, loves would be more accurate now that Marie walks the world with us now, if just for a short time. 

They steadied me again when I swayed as I was inundated by so much magic all around me, Marie giving my arm a squeeze in encouragement.  I nodded to myself and listened to the magic.  Most of it tasted so very bright and full of life, it was the magical fabric of Oz I realized. 

Gasping, I peeled it away, like I was pushing a heavy blanket down on me in bed.   I took a couple breaths and centered myself, ignoring the weight of Oz bearing down upon my senses.  I smiled at a 

familiar black magic glowing in my mind's eye, it was Marie, Ella, and me.  The feel of something so familiar calmed me and let me look even farther. 

The vile taste of demon magic came to my tongue, and I grimaced at the pungent smell of it, tinged with the sulfur of its origins.  It too was familiar, we had fought it often enough back in the mortal realm until we vanquished the greater demon, Styche. 

There was so much of it, though not as much as the bright spots in my mind's eye that was the people of Oz, fighting and dying for their land.  I had to push that away again as I almost went mind blind at the bright seething mass of energy down there that was Dot. 

I mumbled, “There are so many.” 

I heard a scuffle around us and the familiar whump of Ella punching something with the power of the earth around us.  Marie was there, whispering in my ear, her hot breath on my neck sending goosebumps racing across my skin.  “Eet won't be here, my Parker.  Reach beyond the battle.  Look for something outside that doesn't belong.  Oui?” 

I heard Toto growling, then snarl, and the sound of a demon screaming in the voices of the damned souls which it was comprised of.  Then a snapping sound followed and a satisfied harrumph from Toto. 

I don't think I want to know what had just happened. 

I was endangering everyone by doing this on the fringes of the battle in the meadow here.  I nodded, keeping my eyes closed as I started turning, looking at the blurs of magic moving in my mind. 

The darkness of the demons punctuating the bright background of life that was Oz.  The purple haze of black magic around my girls... I froze when I was turned away from the battle.  There, somewhere above us in the distance, a single unmoving mote of that darkness that exuded from the demons.  I pointed. 

I opened my eyes, looking at the ridge not far away, overlooking the battle.  I realized what I was doing and rolled my eyes as I said, “Oh hell.  Beep beep beep... up on that ridge.  There is demon magic there, I don't know if it is the demon we're looking for.” 

Toto's head swung up to the ridge, then she let out a long baying howl as she just started running toward it.  We all ran with her, I could see her consternation that we were slower on our two feet than her on her four paws.  Only Fenriss could keep pace with her as he flew above her, flapping his leathery wings. 

We dodged around a seething, screaming mass as we went.  I blinked in shock when I saw it was thousands of ants, about an inch tall, dressed in revolutionary war looking uniforms all chewing a boar-like demon to death. 

An incoming wave of hundreds of Munchkins, armed with rakes and shovels and improvised clubs, 

split to allow us to pass through on our way to the ridge.  They were all fearless.  Not even the military in the mortal realm dared to go up against the demons there, usually leaving it up to the Avatars to handle them. 

Something clinked on my shoulder, my skin turning into a spiderweb of crystal to protect me.  I turned to see a spiked demon hiding in the trees a few feet away, and it hurled sharp spines from its tail at me. 

It was immobilized by dark magics as the spines clinked harmlessly off me.  I looked to see an enraged Marie, weaving her hands in the air, casting the net.  Ella and Toto were running at the monster, howling their challenges when we all looked up at a blur in the air. 

My jaw dropped open when I saw the petite Vermillion Chrysanthemum pirouetting in the air.  Her red hair fanning out behind her, making her look like some sort of Celtic warrior of lore as she came down on the demon, her javelin spearing through its skull and pinning it to the ground with a sickening crunch. 

She stood over the demon, yanked the javelin out with one hand, and with a sweep, she flicked the black ichor off the shaft.  Then she turned to us, looking as innocent as you please.  Holy shit.  Ver was a badass. 

We started running into the forest again at Toto's urging and left the sounds of battle behind us.  We could have really used Snow right about then, in her Perchta form she could have at least carried Ella up ahead of us to confront the demon.  If it was a demon, I was sensing that is. 

We burst out of the forest at the base of the ridge, and I scanned it.  I wasn't going to beep again so don't get excited.  I cocked my head in confusion saying to the inquiring faces around me, “It feels like it is somewhere inside the ridge not on top.” 

Toto barked once, her tail wagging and she was off, flattening her ears to her skull.  Fenriss said as we started moving, “Thiss ridge iss verry old.  It holdss many caves where the beess make the honey for our mealss.” 

A cave?  That made sense.  A perfect place to view the battlefield below while staying hidden. 

Ella asked, “Marie? You feel that too?” 

Marie nodded. “Now that we are closer, I can sense what our amore feels.” 

Toto slowed and turned to us becoming human again, a hopeful look on her face.  “This is the demon who has been opening gateways all these years?  The one responsible for the death of so many of our people?” 

I wondered absently if she and Dot realized how they both referred to the people of Oz as theirs.  I had a feeling that this was really their home now, not the mortal realm, and they would probably realize

that if they were ever to make it back again. 

I looked from her to the ridge and felt the large quantity of demon magic that seemed to ooze through the air down to the gateway shimmering below.  I nodded. “Whatever is up there is responsible for the portal.” 

She nodded and held a finger up and dug into a pouch on the harness she wore. 

I blinked at what she pulled out... a cell phone.  She tapped on the screen then said to us, “Just a second.” 

A moment later she was saying with the anticipation of the hunt in her voice, “Dotty.  Parker did it. 

The demon is in the honey bee caves... yes... ok... see you there.” 

She closed the phone.  I had to ask.  “Umm... cellphones work here?” 

She grinned from ear to ear as Marie, and I kept our gazes up, though our naughty Ella was cocking an eyebrow in appreciation of her form.  “Dotty kept them working so we could communicate with each other.  Batteries never run down.” 

I hesitantly asked, “So just between your two phones?” 

She shook her head and looked downcast. “No... we can call anyone in our contacts.”  She looked so profoundly sad.  “It had been almost fifty years here before she thought of it.  Everyone we knew would be long dead or close to it.  So the list is just a sad reminder of our past lives.” 

Marie prompted, “But it had been but two years for them.” 

Toto stared at her phone, looking almost afraid of it.  I felt her disbelief and sorrow, then turned my gaze down to the meadow as a huge explosion rocked the valley.  Dorothy was there in front of the gateway, thrusting her hands forward and another explosion shook the ground. 

She was throwing raw power through the portal, directly into hell!  The waves of demons scrabbling to get out into Oz were blown back like motes of dust in a strong wind.  Then she physically grabbed the edge of the portal and yanked her arms down in a tearing motion and in an implosion of silence and crackling emerald energy, it was just gone. 

Even Ella looked stunned.  To close a portal in the mortal realm, we needed resonant magic or the blood of the summoner.  That is how we had lost our leader,  Maireni Damaschin, the Red Hood for a short time when she sacrificed herself to close a gateway twenty times the size of the ones we saw in Oz. 

The curse which created the Red Hood was the same curse used to create the werewolf plague on Earth, and the demon responsible hadn't counted upon his own magic being used against him like that. 

But here, Dorothy of Oz just seemed to tear the portal out of existence, like it were an old playbill being torn off a light pole.  I swallowed as I could feel, even from a half mile away, her eyes turn 

toward us. 

I asked, “She could have done that at any time, couldn't she have?” 

Antoinette stepped beside me nodding, and I asked as we watched the battle continue below as the last of the demons were dispatched, “Why didn't she just do that when we arrived?  So many lives could have been saved.” 

Ella answered for her, a note of understanding and respect coloring the almost cute voice of her real body, “She was stalling, giving us time to locate the one responsible.  The demon would have snuck off when the battle was lost.  Many died for that distraction, but it's nothing compared to the numbers who would have fallen to demons had the attacks continued on, day after day, year after year.” 

I noted she forgot to use her cockney accent, she must really be impressed by Dot.  I chastised myself for being so insecure that I felt a little pang of jealousy that she seemed to respect Dorothy so much, even though they grated on each other. 

Toto nodded.  “She's on her way.  We need to get to the beast before it gets away.” 

Fenriss hissed out to me, “Yess, the Dorothy lady will join uss ssoon, glasss maiden.  I can ssmell foul demon flessh from here.”  He leapt into the air and flapped his leathery wings, and we all ran after him as he flew above a narrow ledge cut into the ridge. 

The cliff face looked to be pockmarked with small caves that were now visible this close up.  I reached out, focussing on the nearby demon magic and froze.  “Um, people?  I'm feeling movement of demon magic at multiple sources in there.  From a distance, it seemed like just a single source because it was so small compared to the massive number of demons in the battle.” 

Ella and a now canine Toto took point with Fenriss above Vermillion and me and Marie at my back.  Heyyy... why was everyone protecting me?  I wasn't the most vulnerable one here.  Well fine, I was the only one of us who had no weapons or offensive magic to fight with, but I was no wilting violet. 

Toto was unarmed too unless you counted those fangs of hers and those razor-sharp claws on her paws that we already saw could rend demon flesh.  Well fine, I wasn't the most useful on offense, but I was awesome at defense. 

We had passed a couple openings, and both Toto and our flying monkey took deep sniffs, shaking their heads.  Vermillion moved forward a bit to whisper to me, “Something is not right.” 

Marie startled me by whispering from my other side, “What eez it, Ver?” 

The Munchkin shrugged as she shook her head. “I do not know, but I have been to the hills around Old Man Dandelion's meadow to collect honey on many occasions, and something doesn't feel right.” 

That had me on edge, and then her eyes widened. “Buzzing!  There's no buzzing.  The Beefolk 

make honey in these caves for Oz.” 

I cocked my head to listen, then I understood.  Besides the clamor of our own footsteps on the narrow ledge and the sounds of the last of the battle below being carried on the wind to us, we were met with silence. 

I thought of the ants we saw below, dressed in uniform, big for ants but still so tiny and envisioned these Beefolk she spoke of similarly.  Tiny things, possibly with little flying goggles or something. 

That was dashed from my mind when we reached a larger cave opening, and there was a Munchkin sized man, who looked like a fuzzy bumblebee, torn in half at the entrance.  There was a harpoon through his chest, and I saw large translucent bee wings on the ground five feet from his body.  The demons had plucked his wings from him. 

Toto was standing inside the cave a few feet, her nose working, and a deep resonating growl came from deep in her chest.  Fenriss landed on her back, grasping her harness, looking like some sort of odd impressionistic painting of a rider on a mount.  He too was hissing low.  Ella was at their side peering in.  I don't know if she was aware she had one hand on Antoinette's back like so many of us had done with Daria when she was in wolf form. 

Instead of feeling jealous, it made me feel a bit of relief that my girl was accepting the others like she had our unorthodox family of Avatars back home. 

Vermillion was on her knees by the humanoid bee, sorrow on her face.  “Oh, to be killed with your own stinger... She stroked the fluffy down on his body then stood she growled as she put a foot on the half of the body with the harpoon in it, and yanked. 

With a wet tearing sound, the shaft was free, and I gasped as I realized it was a huge stinger, with hooked barbs on the end.  It looked as hard as steel.  Ver pulled out a scarf and wrapped it around the base, again and again, tying it off. 

I blinked, she had fashioned a rough sword out of it.  She looked at me with pride for the fallen and offered me the stinger like it was some great honor.  I just took it by the wrapped base like a pommel and inclined my head at her. 

She whispered, “These monsters need to be stopped.” 

I nodded once at her conviction and was amazed at the imposing looking stinger that could impale someone as easily as steel, weighed virtually nothing.  It had almost no mass to it.  I imagined that it is what a blade of carbon fiber would probably feel like. 

Marie knelt by the bee and said a silent prayer, crossing herself.  That struck me as different.  And I realized that with Ella in charge of their body most of the time, I had only physically interacted with Marie for a maximum of ten or fifteen minutes a day.  I hadn't known nor asked about her religious 

beliefs since Ella despised the topic, believing that no god would allow them to be cursed like they were. 

This made me think about how I have always seen them, as one individual with two personalities. 

And I vowed to get to know my french woman better after this.  Then I brightened.  Dot said that Marie could be free of the prison of her own flesh for a third of each day. 

Ver turned and looked at the sky, my eyes followed as I took Marie's hand, marveling at the fact it actually was just Marie, not my hybrid girl.  She laced our fingers easily.  I saw a funnel cloud racing through the forest. 

As odd as it was to see a cyclone moving through the forest, I knew what to expect as it approached.  It started to dissipate as it reached us, and I saw a form arcing down from the sky to us, her black robe fluttering in the wind. 

She landed on the ledge a little way up from us, cratering it and sending a huge rain of stone tumbling down the ridge where, with a huge cracking sound, it gave way. 

She strode to us like a woman on a mission, her eyes consumed by the green flames.  She saw the body of the Beefolk man, and she made a guttural sound that sent a chill racing through me that raised all my natural defenses.  It was a primal response to a predator in our midst.  I shivered at the visceral reaction.  I lived with so many alpha predators, but Dorothy truly scared me just then. 

Toto was there, in human form, Fenriss still with her, his tail wrapped around her throat as he perched on her shoulder.  I winced, wondering how tough Toni was in her human form since his claws merely pinched her skin, not puncturing. 

She laid a hand on Dorothy's face as the witch, who was consumed fully by the wickedness just then, looked between the bee and us.  Her eyes narrowing at Ella.  Dot wanted a fight, and she could take out her anger on her. 

Toto whispered, “Dotty, she's with us... they didn't do this, the demon did.  Remember?” 

Dorothy turned to her and glared.  The rage I saw there made me fear for Antoinette.  But the nude woman just smiled encouragement, and the flames flicked almost hesitantly in the Cardinal Witch's eyes.  She asked in a tiny voice, “Toto?” 

The blonde smiled and gave her a quick peck on the lips and said as she turned toward the cave, leaving her hand on Dorothy's cheek.  “Parker says she can feel many demons in there, not just the one.” 

Then the blonde's face contorted in pain and sorrow as she asked almost pleadingly, “The Beefolk?” 

Dorothy concentrated, and I could feel a distortion wave ripple outward from her of pure white 

magic, like a radar pulse I realized as it washed back through us.  My eyes widened, realizing that Dorothy was doing what I do but times a million.  I wondered if the others felt it.  She was connected to everything in Oz, and it was part of her. 

She nodded and said to alleviate Toto's concern, “There are many dead, but they have fled to the other side of the valley with their queen.” 

Then she exhaled in exasperation. “I still cannot feel the demons.”  She huffed in frustration that an enemy could hide basically in plain sight from a woman who could feel the very fabric of reality in her realm and remain unseen. 

She locked eyes with me, and I shrugged in apology that I could.  She softened and shrugged back with a touch of amusement on her face. 

Ella rolled her head on her shoulders, her neck cracking as her hands curled into fists, her knuckles popping.  She wiped a thumb across her nose and asked, “These tossers are going to be clearing out fast now that the portal is closed.  So, are we going to kick these wankers asses or what, Witchy Poo?” 

In a chorus, Marie, myself... and Toni, all chastised, “Ella!” for a couple different reasons.  But it was a joy to see a familiar smirk on the unfamiliar face of my brash girl. 

Toto's worry eased as Dot just smiled in a predatory manner, showing her teeth as she said in anticipation, “Oh, by all means.  These demons will terrorize Oz no more!” 

And with that, we started into the cave, Ella, a canine Toto, and Dorothy at the front.  I heard a flapping flopping sound then my girl growling out, “Oh for fuck's sake,” as she kicked off the big clown shoes on her feet. 

Ok, I may have chuckled, and Marie gave me a cute side hug as we followed our ill-behaved girl.  I could feel the dark magics she was holding at the ready.  I often worried about her because we could all feel the pull of the dark magic, tempting us to use more, tempting us with the power to put us under its thrall.  Ella's strong will usually keep it at bay for them, but Marie was free for a time now. 

I placed a hand on her arm for a moment and gave it a squeeze.  It was still mind boggling to know that it was really her, mind and body. 

She must have known my concern because she gave me a reassuring smile as we traveled deeper into the cave. 

Chapter 12 – Demon

The walls of the cave seemed to glow a dim amber, and my eyes widened when I realized that they were huge honeycombs, filled with an amber liquid.  Good god, there must have been dozens of gallons of honey in each hexagonal cell. 

We moved quickly and silently along, even Fenriss, who couldn't fly well with the ceiling so low, ran along halfway between myself and Vermillion, with Marie behind me.  His claws retracted like a cat, as he padded along without a sound, his nostrils wide as he sniffed the air. 

I looked away from the carnage of the many shredded bee bodies that we passed.  I shuddered and felt almost helpless that we hadn't been here to save them from their plight.  I hated feeling helpless, and that just fueled the fire inside me.  I made a silent promise to the universe that we would stop those responsible for this and would end the centuries-long siege of terror the people of Oz had been subjected to. 

I heard the almost musical tone of my breathing and the crystalizing crinkling of my tendons tightening as I balled my hands into fists.  A screeching sound raising as my sharp diamond nails scraped against the crystal spreading across my palms to protect myself from them. 

The thing I hated most was that these demons brought out so much hate in me that I had no qualms in killing them.  Well, demons didn't really die in most cases.  Their physical form in this reality loses stability, and their... soul or souls are banished back to the hell they live in.  Only a demon's own magic or blood, or our friend Illya's demon unicorn form, can grant them a true death. 

Marie and I made a point to try not to look at the carnage around us, instead looking at the wonder of the glowing honeycombs. 

In a couple places, a cell had broken, likely in the skirmish, and some of the golden liquid had flowed out to puddle on the tunnel floor.  The sweet scent of honey and clovers hid the smell of death and blood. 

Ella paused to put a finger on a broken wax chamber and tasted.  Her eyes widened slightly, and she offered some to Marie and me, looking like the shy chambermaid from centuries past that was still inside of her. 

She placed her finger in my mouth, and I tasted the rich honey.  My god, it was good.  She smiled and then caught back up with Dot. 

They exchanged snide looks that had the rest of us rolling our eyes.  Vermilion chastised, “Behave you two.” 

I couldn't stop my smile.  The Munchkin who held Dorothy in such awe had no problem scolding 

her.  At that thought, I realized that Ver probably saw us all as children if she were as old as I thought she might be, regardless of her youthful appearance. 

Ella held up a fist for us to stop, I had to smile at her using Red's hand signals.  Mari had usually led our group, being the best tactician of the group, not to mention just about as strong as Ella.  Mari also had the speed and reflexes of a werewolf as it was the nature of the curse of the Red Hood. 

Dorothy looked down at the arm which Ella had held out to bar her advance and cocked an eyebrow at her as if to ask, “Oh really?” 

Toto was growling low as she peered ahead of us, where the tunnel appeared to widen into some sort of chamber glowing gold from the honey.  I thought I saw shadows moving. 

Ella whispered, “Parker?” 

I moved up beside her, and she nudged her chin forward.  I nodded and didn't even have to reach out, I could already feel and taste the acrid demon magic just ahead of us.  I whispered in concern, 

“There are about a dozen of them moving around in there... they all feel the same though like they are all one, I can't differentiate their magic.” 

We could hear a low hissing voice echoing through the tunnel, barely loud enough to make out from here, “Hurry you fools.  We have to relocate for tomorrow.  We almost have enough of us to open a portal that that accursed witch cannot close.  Just a few more weeks and I will reign over hell on Oz.” 

I almost yelped as magic beside us flared to an intensity that almost burned my senses.  Dorothy was enraged. 

Toto was already in front of her, standing in human form caressing her cheek. “Dot... we can't just go storming in.  We don't know if they have any traps set or...” 

Her voice trailed off, and all of our attention swung from them to the chamber beyond where we heard a familiar Cockney-accented voice challenging, “Come on you sodding wanker, let's do this. 

We're... I'm standin' right here!”  Followed by a huge whump of released earth magic and the strangled cry from who or whatever took that strike as the ridge shook. 

I muttered as we all started running forward, “Oh for God's sake.” 

Marie sighed out in exasperation, “Ella eez so brash at times.” 

I gripped the improvised pommel of the stinger as we charged into chaos in a huge chamber with a soaring domed roof that was completely covered in honeycomb.  We were in the hive! 

Ella was there facing off with a half dozen demons.  My eyes widened upon recognition, they were hybrids!  Whatever demon was terrorizing Oz, was using parts of himself and his magic to infect and control some of the fantastical people who lived here. 

That's why all the magic had the same taste, and I couldn't differentiate.  But these hybrids looked 

and felt different than the ones Styche had made in the mortal realm.  The ones who could pass on the curse like a plague.  These were more patchwork demons who looked cobbled together. 

I saw a bee with half its face remade in the black flesh of tortured souls indicative of demons, it's harpoon-like stinger increased to half the length of its body, and dripping with a caustic black ichor that was bubbling the stone floor where the droplets landed. 

There was some sort of clockwork bull, who had pieces of demon flesh growing across half of its golden framework, red hellfire burning in its eyes. 

A deformed Munchkin and even a flying monkey who looked half decomposed, and half bat-like demon.  And at their center, two women whose skin and clothing looked to be half rotted away I could see one's withered, blackened heart beating between her ribs.  They were weaving some sort of magics in the air as Ella struck the bull with a huge whump that made the cavern shudder and some of the wax honeycombs high above to tear, releasing the golden nectar to spot the stone floor below. 

The bull shrieked as it went flying back, crushing the Munchkin demon as the huge clockwork bovine tumbled across the cavern floor. 

Dorothy was already moving, her hands weaving complex patterns in the air as Ella leaned into the black energy that stank of sulfur and brimstone.  She roared a challenge as the armor Dot had put us in began to peel away from her as she gathered the earth inside her again. 

Dot thrust a hand forward, and a stream of chaotic emerald magic shot out like contained lightning, striking the dark energies and pushing them back until the two witches were thrown back like rag dolls. 

The bee swooped, it's wings a blur, making a deep buzzing noise that hummed through the cavern, making the hair on the back of my neck stand up.  Its poisonous acid-laced stinger clanked harmlessly off of Ella's crystalizing skin. 

But before it could swoop away, Ella grabbed it by the stinger, and swung it around her body like a shot-putter and flung it toward Dorothy, the stinger tearing out from behind the shrieking bee as Ella shouted, “Batter up, Witchy Poo!” 

With a flick of her wrist, Dot's magic tore the bee in half.  The front part landing by the rest of us. 

Ver yelled, “Over there!” 

I looked over to see a classic demon with leathery wings and a spaded tail skirting the perimeter approaching us.  He looked similar to Styche but smaller.  And the bastard was trying to escape while his lackeys made a diversion.  He had six more hybrids with him. 

In my own distraction, I hadn't realized that somehow the bee hybrid wasn't dead it lashed three arms at me and pulled itself up on me its serrated mandibles biting at my face.  The screeching of the bonelike jaws sliding along crystal would have made me wince if I hadn't been busy screaming like a 

girl, having this demon thing biting at my face. 

With a clink that moved me back a half step, the creature stopped moving.  I followed the red shaft of a javelin from my face, through the skull of the bee, and to Vermillion's hand.  She winked at me then spun away, leveling the javelin and hurling it toward the true demon.  She had known the tip of the javelin wouldn't hurt me and used that to her advantage by not holding back in her killing strike. 

Toto was shredding the twitching back half of the bee, to finish the kill.  I swallowed.  She was more vicious than even the werewolves I kept company with. 

Dorothy called out to us, “Switch!”  And she and Ella headed toward the real demon, leaving the rest for us to face. 

Fenriss was already engaged in an aerial sword fight with the monkey hybrid.  They were swirling through the air, exchanging sword blows, raking claws and savage bites with their long fangs as their wings flapped in chaotic patterns, somehow never colliding with each other as they fought. 

I said to Vermillion when one of her javelins just bounced off the charging bull's metal body,  “I've got the bull, can you two do something about the witches?” 

Marie was already weaving a spell that caught and consumed an incoming magical strike from the demon witches. 

I slid the stinger into my belt and braced myself.  I caught the horns of the charging bull.  It weighed close to a ton, and me... not, I heard the crinkle of crystal going down my arms, spine, and legs as I screeched along the ground, leaving sparks and starting to furrow the stone floor itself as I was pushed along effortlessly by the hybrid. 

What was I thinking?  I wasn't Ella.  It isn't like I could root myself to the earth.  Though I was close to indestructible in my crystal form.  I was glad for that fact as we slammed into the wall. 

Tearing through the wax honeycomb cells, and hitting the cavern wall behind it with bone-jarring force.  The entire cavern vibrated with it as we were drenched with the honey from the honeycomb. 

I heard a slight crinkle where my mostly crystal form cracked slightly.  My god, how hard had this thing hit me? 

I was helpless, pinned against the wall like that, and I looked at the raging bull.  Part demon flesh part clockwork being.  I narrowed my eyes as I thrust a hand forward, holding my fingers out in a blade as I struck one of the burning demon eyes, my crystal slicing cleanly through the fetid flesh of it. 

It bellowed in pain as I did the same, the hellfire in the eye was actually burning my crystal hand.  I pulled my hand quickly back, and the heat and pain seemed to dissipate immediately.  I looked at my hand as the bull took a step back shaking its head violently. 

My hand looked ok, well as ok as translucent crystal could look.  Then I understood, the hellfire 

hadn't been burning my hand, it had been burning my soul.  Ok, so scratch that as an idea.  The cavern was shaking, again and again, releasing more honey from damaged cells, but I didn't have time to take in the battle raging around me. 

The bull shook his head again, his horns dipping low and sparking the floor.  It backed up three steps, its one good eye locked on me, and I swear I saw the hellfire in it flare.  Shit.  I flicked the honey off of my hand as it oozed down my body.  I hadn't a clue what to do as it lowered its horns and pawed at the ground. 

Just as it started it's charge I noted the clockwork gears all spinning and exposed.  I fell to the ground pulling the stinger from my belt, hoping it was as strong as it looked.  The bull trampled me as its head slammed into the wall behind me, causing the cavern to shake and parts of the ceiling to start raining down rock and honeycomb. 

As its hooves clinked and clattered on me as it tried to back up and regain its footing, I thrust up between the metal cage of his ribs and jammed the stinger through a gear.  With a clank and a shudder, the bull's back legs stopped moving, and he wound up sitting with the force of his momentum and weight. 

I rolled out from under it and to my feet as it thrashed at me with its horns, and tried to scrabble after me.  Then in a streak of bright red color, Vermillion Chrysanthemum was pirouetting through the air again holding a javelin with both hands by her ear.  She landed on the bull and followed my lead as she jammed the shaft down between other gears that were still moving. 

She repeated the process over and over in rapid procession, leaving the now immobile bull looking like a porcupine with red quills.  She smiled at me from atop the bull and started to turn.  I felt it coming, an insidious black magic. 

I screamed, “No!” as I dove to try to interpose myself between the bolt of acidic tasting energy and Ver, I wasn't going to make it. 

But at the last instant, with a high pitched screech of anger, Fenriss was there, the dark, cloying magic hit him like some sort of clawing, sticky mass.  His screech turned to one of agony and then he fell at the base of the bull, motionless. 

Ver was screaming, “No!” as she leapt down to his side as I scrambled to them.  I looked back, and Marie was looking at us in horror. 

She spun back to the one remaining witch who had a dead monkey demon behind her, and I could feel the sheer amount of black magic my girl called upon...  she spoke a single word.  A word of power. 

The witch was consumed from within, her mouth open in a silent scream as she fell to dust. 

Marie?  She shouldn't be using so much black magic.  That was as frightening as anything the 

demons could do. 

I looked at her, Dorothy and Ella fighting the demon, the others with him already dispatched, then to the fallen monkey.  Vermillion had him gathered in her arms, rocking his still form as she cried. “Sir monkey, why?” 

Toto was whimpering and nudging his body with her nose. 

I felt crystal tears falling down my cheeks, and they clinked and bounced off the floor, my chest tight.  Sure, the little guy had made me uneasy, but he was always sweet to me, and he fought with all his heart to defend Oz.  He gave his life for a Munchkin girl he barely knew. 

I spun and joined Marie as we ran to where the battle was ongoing. 

Dorothy was reaching her hand out, flinging debris she levitated at the flying demon who was trying to get to the exit.  Knocking him from the air down to Ella who slammed him almost through the stone floor itself with a huge whump of released energy. 

She looked to be almost fully crystalline like me, but it receded between blows.  Like before, Oz had to be feeding her power to recover so quickly. 

The demon hissed and screamed in pain as it slapped Ella away with a sweep of its tail.  She tumbled and rolled to her feet as it tried to take flight again.  My girl flung her arms wide, sending a shower of crystal shards slicing through the demon's wing membranes. 

He could barely take flight with the amount of damage she did to his wings. 

I turned when a red javelin bounced harmlessly off his chest.  Vermillion was there, her face twisted in hate and rage as she pulled out another of the endless supply of javelins out. 

Dorothy looked back to see Fenriss' body, and she screamed her own rage.  The shriek seemed to make the entire fabric of reality around us vibrate, disorienting me causing me to experience extreme vertigo. 

She thrust her hand to the ceiling, and a blast of emerald lightning as thick around as my chest struck the roof, and a hail of watermelon sized rocks rained down upon the demon.  He rolled across the cave floor but was struck with a few.  They hurt him, but not much. 

I was absently wondering why Dot didn't just blast the bastard directly when Marie threw a net of black magic over him.  It just dissolved on contact.  Then I got it.  Why Dorothy and Ella were using physical attacks, the creature was immune to magic. 

It hissed out a laugh at Marie and growled, “I can use you, witch.”  He grabbed a claw full of his own shoulder flesh and flung it at her with a stream of dark magic tasting of a familiar curse.  He was trying to make Marie a hybrid! 

Dorothy clenched a fist, and the magic fizzled in the air halfway to us.  Then whipped her hand 

back, causing Ella to be flung through the air like a projectile.  My girl twisted in the air and thrust her feet out in a pile driving kick that sent the demon tumbling end over end to slam into the cavern wall, releasing another flood of sticky golden light. 

While he was dazed, Ella glanced at Dot, inclining her head and shouting, “Dot!” As she leapt into the air in a spinning kick move, and Dorothy flung her again.  Ella's foot slammed into the demon like a piledriver.  I could hear bones crushing, and the beast wheezed, pushing her off of him, sending her pinwheeling through the air to land in a sliding, sparking three-point stance twenty feet away. 

She swiped her thumb across her nose and asked, “Is that all you got, you tosser?” 

Ella strode forward, a smirk on her face, the look of a hunter in her eyes as her steps clinked as she strode toward him. 

I glanced at Marie, who only had eyes for Ella just then.  She was watching the fire in the woman who had stolen her heart so many centuries ago, and it had her enthralled and wanting.  I admit I was similarly impressed. 

The demon started screeching as it took to the air.  The honey coating his wings giving him problem as he was barely six or seven feet off the ground.  “You insolent mortals.  You will bow to Gothesis, your pitiful magics cannot harm me.  Your physical attacks mean nothing.  You cannot kill me.” 

I saw his wings healing and the concave portion of his chest expanding.  He was healing!  He was immune to magic and could heal the most devastating blows from Ella? 

He continued as Ella and Dorothy both moved back to place themselves between him and the tunnel to his freedom, “I am a greater demon, and all of Oz will bow down before me when I relea...” 

Ella interrupted him, “Yeah yeah, we know, release hell on earth and all that jazz.  You demons and your fuckin' monologues.  Let me tell you something, you sodding wanker...”  She knelt to pick something up.  “I've fought a greater demon, you git, and you ain't no greater demon.” 

She caught Dorothy's eye and nodded once as she continued, “And I know how to kill a demon, not just banish it.” 

She leapt up off her feet and Dorothy backhanded the air, flinging Ella in a flying arc toward Gothesis like a crystal projectile.  She slammed into the demon, and they tumbled to the ground, ending with Ella kneeling on his chest, the stinger of the bee hybrid through his chest. 

His eyes were wide in shock as his body started to rot away, “How...?” 

Ella twisted the shank of the stinger, causing the demon to screech in agony in a chorus of a thousand tortured souls as she hissed in his ear, watching the life drain from his eyes, “I don't give two shits how powerful you think you are.  All demons can be given a true death by their own blood or their

own magic... so eat both, you piece of shite.” 

She stood as his decomposing body erupted into hellfire that consumed him and overwhelmed the smell of rotting flesh with brimstone.  Then there was nothing. 

We all moved to her side, Dot joining us as we looked at the scorch mark on the ground.  It – was over.  Oz was free. 

I squeaked in shock when a man leaned in over my shoulder and said, “Nicely done.” 

Faster than I could follow, Dorothy lashed out, punching the man squarely in the nose, then he fell back, hitting his butt on the ground, holding his nose, blood streaming down from it. He uttered an indignant, “Ow.” 

Dorothy and Toto strode off, their noses in the air as Dot muttered, “Pain in the ass Baum.”  Then added, “Come on ladies.”  She paused to lift Fenriss into her arms, and we took a single step and were at the Fountain of Tears, Dorothy sitting on the edge of the fountain, a single tear rolled down her cheek and into the pool. 

Vermillion whispered to us, “Even in the Dark Years, besides Toto, only Fenriss stood by Dorothy's side.” 

The people all around us were silent. 

Chapter 13 – No Place Like Home

Frank Baum, the Wizard of Oz, stepped out of nowhere to join us.  Then we were standing in the castle.  I really hated it when they did that. 

After Dorothy informed the monkeys that their Captain had died valiantly, she shared that their new commander was to be one just as valiant, the new Captain of the home guard, Vermillion 

Chrysanthemum.  Ver was given leave from being our guide by Dot.  Then the redhead left with the monkeys to honor the fallen Captain, giving each of us a curtsy and kiss on the cheek, pledging her friendship, loyalty, and love to us. 

I was profoundly sad to part company with the Munchkin.  She had truly made her way into our hearts, and I saw her as a dear friend after only two days in her company.  She brought a tear to my eye when she whispered, “You were his glass maiden.”  I felt a lump in my throat as she left. 

Baum was impressed that Dorothy was able to do what he had prophesied. “You have fulfilled the first half of what I have foreseen.  The final task will be joining the others to stop the Elders in the mortal realm and...” 

Dorothy punched him in the face. 

The man grabbed his decidedly broken nose as more blood poured from it. “Ow!  Would you stop hitting me every time I show up?” 

Dot shrugged as Toto stepped up, tying her kimono at her waist.  The witch said in a matter of fact tone, “Why?  It makes me feel good.  And you're a son of a bitch.” 

He whined, not denying either count, “Does that mean you have to keep hitting me?” 

Dot and Antoinette nodded and in tandem said plainly, “Yes.” 

Baum paused and then said, “Oh.”  The man was odd. 

He looked at Toni, stricken.  “You too?” 

She hissed at him, “I'm a fucking dog because of you!  What do you think?” 

He winced, narrowing an eye in apology.  “Well, there is that I suppose.” 

He held his hands up and backed off when Dorothy curled her hand into a fist again.  “Ok, ok, I get the hint.”  Hint?  The man was daft.  Then he muttered to himself, and I heard crunching cartilage as he pinched and twisted his nose to set it, “Ow.” 

Then he offered a hand that was oddly clean and free of blood toward us. “L. Frank Baum, at your service.” When none of us offered our sticky honey, ichor and dirt covered hands to him, he dropped his hand.  He beamed as he looked at the three of us, saying, “And you must be Cinderella.  I saw all this coming you know.  But I didn't expect you to be... well, to be three.  Fairytale princesses are 

always full of surprises I would think.” 

We called out together, “We're not a fuckin' princess.”  Ella beamed at Marie and me. 

Dot snorted, and the man inclined his head. “Fair enough.  Now, time is short.  It is passing by in a whirlwind in the mortal realm, the Elders are almost upon them.  You all must join the others if all of the realms are to remain free.  Hook has already set sail and will be arriving to stand with the others from your realm at any time now.” 

Dorothy shook her head, though I saw the prospect of going home after so long was tempting, and said, “No.  Stop dictating to me, to us, we aren't slaves to your prophecies.  We have to let my people – 

the people you abandoned – know that they are free of the demon scourge that has besieged Oz for so long.  We have to mourn the ones who died for your stupid games, and celebrate their lives.” 

He lifted a finger to speak, but she went on, “You've blocked me...” she indicated Toto, “Blocked us, from our friends, family, our home for so long.  You can wait another day or two.” 

He shook his head and looked almost sad as he said, “But dear Dorothy, you've always had the means to go home.  It is right at your fingertips.  I've never stopped you.  Just follow the signal.” 

Then he bowed to us. “Ladies, I should take my leave then.  I can keep the mortal realm sealed from the Elders, and inform the others until you wrap things up here.  And the crossing dilates time in random ways.” 

His head rocked back when Dorothy punched his nose again, and he said, “Ow.” 

He tipped the top hat he hadn't been wearing a moment before and straightened the lapels on the showman's coat he was suddenly wearing, the blood and broken nose gone.  Then he dropped the cane I don't remember him holding.  When we looked up from the cane clattering on the emerald floor, he was gone. 

Dot muttered, “Asshole,” at the same time Antoinette muttered, “Cryptic pain in the ass.” 

Dorothy looked at the empty spot he had stood for five long heartbeats then suddenly turned to us and said, “We need to tell the people of Oz what transpired today.” 

I exchanged glances with my girls who were holding my hands, and I had to double-take.  They were in fine dresses made of silks so light they looked to be spun from the air itself, and they were impeccably clean and made up.  The dirt grime and honey mess were gone.  I glanced down to see myself dressed similarly. 

And we all had open scabbards at our sides with gleaming blades adorned with the crest of Oz, from their flag, on the pommels.  I covered my mouth to hide my smile when I saw the oversized clown shoes on Ella. 

Our girl rolled her eyes, kicked them off, and shoved an amused looking Dorothy's shoulder.  The 

two were like a couple of bickering kids, but I had to admit, they fought well together.  It was impressive how in tune they were when fighting Gothesis. 

We started to follow the girls when a wave of dizziness came over me, and I went to lean on the chair beside me, just to almost fall when my hand passed through the air.  I got my footing and paused. 

I was taller than normal and was standing face to face with a shocked... well, with a shocked me. 

I looked down at myself, I was somehow in Ella's body, so who was that in my body, and where was Marie?  A British voice inside offered, “That's probably her there since I appear to be in here with you.” 

I thought, “Ella?” 

She answered in the affirmative, “The one and only, Parker.  I smell Dorothy's hand in this.” 

I was inclined to agree as I asked the dazed-looking me, “Marie?” 

She just nodded, and we all turned to Antoinette as she blurted, “Oh for fuck's sake Dotty, what did you do to them.” 

I closed my eyes in understanding then said in a voice that sounded all wrong, “It was my request wasn't it?” 

Dorothy looked overly amused, a cute smirk on her face and an inordinate amount of mischief gleaming in her emerald eyes.  “Well, you did phrase it, 'help us,' not 'help them,' Parker.” 

It was odd hearing my voice coming from my body across from me in a French accent as it echoed Toto, “So just what did you do to us, mon amie?” 

Then the mischief seemed to just drain from Dorothy to be replaced with a sort of sympathy as she said in a low voice that intoned empathy, “Just made it so that the three of you could be out together for a time each day.”  Then the wicked glint was back. “Who knows what combinations the curse will come up with when you have to go back to being two each day.” 

I blinked as, umm... Marie reached out to take my hand.  I held on desperately, and then my eyes widened.  “Wait.  You mean we're stuck playing body roulette at random each time?” 

Dot nodded almost innocently like she didn't understand why we were making a big deal over it. 

“Well, yeah.  That way nobody suffers being the repressed personality all the time.  Three people sharing two bodies and one soul... this was the most equitable.” 

Oh... 

Elle chimed out in my head, her Cockney accent back, “I'm fine kicking back in here.  It was because of me that Marie was stuck like this for all these centuries.” 

The Parker-like Marie chastised, “Ella, mon amour.  You know I far preferred it to your death.” 

While Toto just looked between us, in the dark as to the drama playing out in our minds, Dorothy 

looked almost stricken, like she wanted to do more.  She could hear our thoughts when we spoke to each other, we already knew that much, but only when we were consciously trying to speak with each other. 

Things were getting too serious suddenly, between Fenriss' death and our own inner drama.  So I lightened the mood by blurting, “Oh, gack!  Now I'm cute!  Get it off!”  I brushed my arms and Ella growled in my head, “I'm not bloody cute, Parker!”  I whispered, “Says you,” and Marie giggled. 

Toni shook her head with a bemused smile, then looked at her amused girl and said, “You're all nuts.” 

Yup, pretty much. 

Dot said, “It's best to not to waste your eight hours a day with each other when you can avoid it. 

The rest of the time is torture, not being able to touch your love.”  She looked at Toto longingly, and it almost broke my heart as they laced fingers. 

Then she nudged her chin. “We should go to the executive chambers and call a meeting of all the staff and civilian representatives to inform them of Oz's freedom and to celebrate the lives of those lost these long years.” 

I heard Fenriss' name in that sweeping group of the lost, whether she said it or not, and I felt a pang in my gut.  Why had he sacrificed himself for Ver, I tried to interposed myself, the dark magics wouldn't have been able to take hold of me.  But he had no way of knowing that, and I wouldn't cheapen his sacrifice. 

So we followed, Both Marie and I kept looking at the foreign hands that were ours for now.  Damn Ella was in good shape, I don't think I've ever felt so fit.  A chuckling whisper in my head said, “Thank you very much.”  I smirked. 

It felt like I was holding my own hand as Marie dragged us along, she seemed to be getting a thrill out of being free from her flesh prison after so long, no matter which body she was in, and that sort of made part of me swell with a feeling I've never known before.  A feeling you can only get when someone you love is profoundly happy. 

Runners and winged monkeys must have already been spreading the word because the hall we entered was already almost packed with people streaming in the many sets of doors into the space.  Dot motioned a hand lazily, and more people dressed as farmers, or miners came in through doors that were magically just there where I swear there were tapestries earlier.  I could see a forest through one doorway when a clockwork man stepped in followed by a myriad of clockwork woodland animals. 

It wasn't long before people and creatures were making announcements before crowds and through mirrors that were said to speak to all the mirrors of Oz, reminding me of a newscast on the television in

the mortal realm. 

Then the celebrations began, as the gong for sunset sounded and the sun slid to the horizon.  Then all of Oz was just one big celebratory party.  Whispers in the halls were already calling it Freedom Day and hailing the Witch of the Four Cardinal Points of Oz, and the strangers from the realm of Kansas as heroes. 

It was when the next gong sounded, and the moons and stars slid up in the sky when the sun vanished below the horizon, that an exhausted-looking Dorothy, who was lying sideways on her throne yawned.  Her legs hanging over one side of the huge chair, and her arm lazily draped over the other, her fingers buried deep in Toto's fur. 

She looked at us, and she looked like she would rather be anywhere else than where the world was so full of happy energy.  Marie and I moved over to them and sat on the low arching steps at the base of the throne to take a load off our feet. 

Dot sighed and flicked her hand, I was relieved to find us all alone in what had to be her raised bedchamber.  She was sitting on the edge of her bed, Toto laying by her side, stretching and yawning, showing her sharp fangs and long tongue. 

We were on a little settee beside a writing desk beside the bed. 

Dorothy said to us, “My heart really isn't in a celebration.” 

We nodded, our agreement. 

I mean, it was awe-inspiring to see a whole magical land in celebration, but the deaths I had witnessed since arriving in Oz sort of put a damper on it all.  I can't imagine how many orders of magnitude more they felt it.  We had witnessed so many deaths in two days, they had likely witnessed thousands or even hundreds of thousands in two hundred years. 

Dorothy whispered to us, breaking the silence, “I love Oz with all my heart now, but there are times I feel like my heart is breaking and I miss home so very much.” 

I was so relaxed I felt Ella move forward and I didn't fight it when she said through our mouth, 

“You should call home.  I'm sure they miss you too.  Toni said you could.” 

She smiled sadly, shaking her head and pulling out an older iPhone from, well, from nowhere and explained, “There's nobody left to call.” 

I perked up and shook my head, almost blurting out in a voice I wasn't used to, “But Dot... it's only been two years from home's perspective.” 

Her eyes widened.  I don't think she had thought of that since the first time we shared that it hadn't been centuries since they were lost.  Toto was shrugging into a soft pink robe beside her, covering her lithe form as she draped herself over Dorothy's shoulder, a hopeful look in her eyes.  For how alpha she

seemed in their relationship at times, she was following Dot's lead now. 

The fire in the witch's eyes extinguished. She looked like a frightened eighteen-year-old she had been all those years ago as she stared at the phone, she looked at us and shook her head. “What would I even say, “Oh hi Aunt Em, Uncle Henry, it's Dorothy, you know, the niece you thought died in a tornado.  Oh, and you know Oz... it's real, I'm kind of queen bitch there – I mean witch.” 

I smiled and shrugged. “Why not?  It's the truth, and they're your family.  I'm sure they'd be thrilled to know you're alive.” 

She shrugged back. “Not like I can do anything about it, we still can't get home no matter what Wizard ass says.” 

We all looked at her and the iPhone in the Tardis case in her hand.  I absently wondered if she had used magic to make her phone work if she could do the same for the phones of the Avatars of my unorthodox family.  Technology doesn't work around most of them, even Ella had problems with it most of the time, but if magic could help... 

Damn, I already missed all the women I felt sort of like a proud den mother of.  How could you miss someone so much in just a couple days?  I sighed, the answer was easy, because I felt so incredibly close to Dot, Toto, and Ver already. 

Dorothy looked at Toto, eyes pleading for her to give her a reason not to try.  Instead, the blonde ex-cheerleader just gave her an encouraging smile, though we could see the apprehension in her own eyes. 

Dorothy turned the cell phone on and pulled up her contact list.  From my angle, I could see it contained only three contacts as Marie, and I moved to sit with them on the edge of the bed. 

Antoinette, Home, Molly.  Hadn't Dorothy known anyone else?  I thought of how they had described her as an outcast before she had come to Oz, and my heart went out to the girl. 

She tapped Home, and she gasped when the first ring sounded, and she quickly hung up, staring at the phone with wide eyes, the emerald flames flickering in them.  Toto asked in concern, “What is it Dotty?” 

Dorothy stared at the phone, incredulity painting her face as she whispered hoarsely, “He was right. 

Oh god Toto, I'm so sorry!  Baum was right!  I had the way home the whole time!”  The emerald-eyed woman looked to be horrified. 

Toni looked at the broken witch with concern on her face. “What is it, love?” 

Dorothy looked up at her, eyes watery as she whispered in that hoarse tone, “When the line connected, I could follow that connection, I could feel home again, the mortal realm.” 

Toto blinked at her and then at the phone in her girl's hand.  I don't think she understood the horror 

on Dot's face for a moment until it sunk in.  She felt guilty that she had their way home.  They could have gone back any time they wanted the past couple hundred years, minus these Dark Years they speak of.  It had been at her fingertips the whole time. 

Antoinette's eyes widened in realization, then her face softened as she smiled with all the love in the world for Dorothy.  “You had no way of knowing.  And...” She looked around.  “I see Oz as home in my heart more than Kansas now.  I'm a fucking dog for God's sake.  I miss Kansas and my family there, but this is where the world can accept what I am now.” 

Dorothy looked so relieved at that. “I feel the same.  But I'd still like to see Aunt Em and Uncle Henry again, let them know I'm ok.  And as much of a pain in the ass the fucking wizard can be, it sounds like they can use us about now.” 

They looked at each other, and I could see some unspoken agreement in their eyes as Toto leaned in to give her love a gentle kiss.  Dot asked, “Road trip?” 

Toni nodded.  “Road trip.” 

We all jumped, and Dorothy instantly had a crackling orb of emerald energy ready in her empty hand to defend with, when we realized her cell was ringing.  A nervous chuckle came from us all.  We were on edge after a battle. 

Then the color drained from Dorothy's face when she looked at the screen.  Four letters were flashing on it, and she looked to be almost hyperventilating.  Home. 

She looked around, Toto nodded, then she put it on speaker, but looked frozen in indecision as she didn't say a word.  After an awkward silence, a woman's voice came over the speaker, causing Dot to gasp and cover her mouth as tears started dripping down her cheeks at the sound of the voice prompting, “Hello?  Hello, who is this, and why do you have our niece's phone?” 

Our witchy friend swallowed then said tentatively, “Aunt Em?  It's me, Dorothy.” 

The cold response was full of promise to do great bodily harm, and I could tell where Dot got her fire from. “Dorothy died in a tornado two years ago, this is a sick joke and...” 

Dorothy blurted, “Aunt Em, it's really me... umm... hang on, we’re coming home now.  I'll explain everything.” 

She kept the line open and whispered, “There's no place like home,” before any of us could open our mouths. 

Dot made a sweeping motion with her free hand, encompassing the three of us. I found myself again in the middle of a cyclone, feeling oddly a part of it as we hurtled through Oz at breakneck speeds.  We kept going faster and faster until the world was a blur around us. 

Chapter 14 – Reunited

The world seemed to dim as I felt a wave of vertigo.  The bright colors flashing by became somehow less vivid.  Then we were standing in front of a farmhouse, a man holding a storm cellar door with full moon bars open as a woman wheeled someone in a wheelchair into it.  They were human, we were back in the mortal realm! 

The man hesitated before following them, and then looked around the sky frantically before seeing us.  He took a step toward us, looking around as he spun in place once, searching for something.  He called out to us, pointing absently back at the open door of the storm cellar and then the sky as he approached.  “There was a cyclone... it?  Who are you people, are you ok?” 

Ok, wow.  Even I could appreciate the hunk of rugged man in his early thirties, dressed in flannel and tight jeans, as he approached.  Then I remembered Dorothy's stories.  This was her Uncle Henry? 

Va va voom.  He definitely wasn't the old grey farmer from the Oz books. 

I saw an equally attractive woman pop her head out the door to look as the man approached us.  His eyes widened in disbelief when they landed on the woman who was now wearing one of her signature Kimonos.  “Antoinette?  Toni?  We thought you were...” 

He trailed off when his eyes fell upon the Witch of the Four Cardinal Points, who looked so very timid and small at the moment, her emerald eyes welling with tears.  The woman who had joined the man, at his side, whispered as she covered her mouth, “Dot?” 

She looked equal parts hopeful and confused.  How could they not know their own niece?  Then I remembered that the magic had turned Dorothy into an idealized version of herself she though Toto would want.  I had to wonder just what she looked like before. 

Dorothy was just standing there like a statue except for her rapidly nodding head.  Her voice cracked as she replied, “It's me Auntie Em.”  She held her phone up.  “I told you we'd be right over.” 

Emily still looked skeptical as she studied the witch, I could see her restraining herself from pulling her into a hug until she was sure. “That was a month ago.”  She was studying Dot's insecure posture and mannerism, which was such a contrast to her confident presence in Oz.  She looked like a lost little girl now. 

A month?  But it had been moments ago.  Then I remembered the wizard's warning that the crossing over messed with time.  I guess that would explain him missing his target date by a century when he first came for Dorothy. 

As soon as Em locked eyes with her, her face went slack, and her own eyes started watering with recognition.  She whispered, “Ladybug?”  In an instant, she was hugging Dorothy desperately as Henry

placed a hand on Dot's shoulder. 

And we watched one of the most powerful women I have ever met, sob like a baby into her aunt's shoulder, her entire body convulsing.  She was mumbling things like, “I'm so sorry,”  or, “I couldn't find the way home.” 

We all watched, covering our mouths as our own tears fell, watching the reunion.  Then finally they pulled apart, and Dot gave Henry a quick hug as he asked, “Where have you been all this time?  Why didn't you call?” 

She stepped back, clasping Toto's hand as she said, “It's real.  It's all real.  Oz, the wizard, all of it.” 

Her family looked skeptical right up until the moment Toto's time for the day ran out.  Henry pulled Em behind him as Toto shook the kimono off, and Dorothy dug her fingers into her girl's fur.  Dot repeated, “It's all real.  I couldn't find our way home until now.” 

They looked between Toto, the kimono on the ground, and Dorothy.  I don't think Marie, and I had even registered with them yet.  Then another voice chimed out, “What's going on Em, where did the tornado... Dorothy!?!” 

All eyes swung to the young woman who had wheeled up to the group.  She was a cute sort as she sat on her chair, her jaw hanging open as she leaned forward, squinting past the glamorous look of our witch, seeing someone she knew inside. 

Dorothy took a swaying step back, her eyes wide as she whispered, “Molly?  You're alive?” 

Molly nodded with a silly grin on her face. “I could ask the same of you Dot.”  She patted the stumps on her wheelchair where her legs should have been, and explained, “Souvenirs to remind me of my survival.” 

Then before Dorothy could respond the girl scrunched her lips to one side. “And it apparently turned you into a runway model?  I feel a little slighted here.” 

She was mauled by Dot and Toto.  While Dorothy hugged the heck out of the giggling girl, Toto was licking her face.  Molly giggled as she said, “Where the hell have you been, did... did Antionette survive too?” 

They pulled apart, and Toni sat with a harrumph.  Dot answered almost in embarrassed question, 

“Oz?  This IS Toto.  It's a long story.” 

Then she got that wicked gleam in her eye, oh crap.  She said, “But before anything, Molls...”  She started weaving her hands in the air, dark roiling clouds started forming in the sky as emerald lightning came streaking down to Dorothy's hands.  Henry covered Emily's head. 

The entire world seemed to shudder, and I was close to blacking out as the feel of so much raw, reality changing magic was compressed into Dorothy's hands.  Then she thrust both hands, palms out at

her old friend, Molly. 

I would have expected a scream of pain or something, but instead, the energy turned into a soft emerald glow that engulfed the chair-bound woman.  We all stared gape-jawed and in shock as clockwork legs seemed to build themselves from the stumps on down to beautifully delicate toes made of what looked to be silver and gold.  Even the gears ticking back and forth in the leafy vine stylization of the framework seemed to be intricately etched with flowering vines. 

Then it was over, and Dorothy was gasping from the effort.  So this is what doing a physical change to someone did to a witch of Oz? 

Nobody spoke, we were all in shock as Molly touched the legs.  It was hard to distinguish where her flesh ended, and the metalwork began.  She whispered in shock, “I... I can feel them.”  Then she pushed herself up tentatively, testing the legs and then she stood, eyes tearing up.  “I can stand...”  She took a step toward Dorothy experimentally as Toto barked encouragement, tail wagging. 

Then with wonder in her tone, she whispered, “I can walk... I can feel my legs...”  And she stepped up to Dot, gears whirring and ticking, and engulfed her in a tight hug, whispering, “Thank you, thank you...”  Then added, “Holy shit, you're magic?” 

Dorothy looked embarrassed and shrugged at the woman released her, saying, “Sometimes wicked is really good.” 

Then Dorothy of Oz was back.  That confidence and commanding nature oozed from her as she held a hand up to stop the impending questions from her guardians and friend saying, “Let's go inside and talk. This is Parker, Ella, and Marie.”  She indicated the two of us, which seemed to confuse them as they tried to do the incongruent math.  She prompted us, “Parker, Marie, Emily and Henry Gale, and my good friend Molly Stevens.” 

Then she held up a finger after we all shook and exchanged niceties, “But first...” 

She spun around, her fist shot out quickly and hit Baum right in the face.  He fell on his ass, holding his nose, “Ow!” 

I almost chuckled at that but froze when he said as he regained his footing when I saw the people behind him, “I've brought the others.  Now I must be off to Oz to rule until your return.  The last of the group will catch up with you as soon as the ship comes into port.” 

He tipped his top hat, and when he looked up, his new bloody nose was healed.  Then with a smack and an, “Ow!  Would you stop doing that?”  It was bloody again. 

Dorothy answered plainly, “No.”  The man grinned at her then widened his eyes and pointed at the sky.  We all looked up then when we saw nothing, we looked back at the empty spot he had been standing.  He really was a pain in the ass, wasn't he?  Just as bad as the Grimm Brothers had been. 

But I didn't have time for that, and I looked at all the woman I called my own family standing there smiling.  Bella was squeeing and running forward, “Parker!  We thought you were lost!” 

I smiled and opened my arms then deflated in disappointment when she engulfed Marie in a silly side to side hug.” 

Marie, in my body, stood stock still a moment, before she caught up, then smiled at our friend, “I'm sorry, Belle, eet eez Marie.  That is my Parker there, in Ella's original body.” 

I waved sheepishly until the girl caught up and then flung herself on me hugging me.  She muttered, 

“Ella was cute.  Where is she?” 

I looked even more awkward and sheepish as I pointed at my head. “In here too, and she says to tell you she's not bloody cute.” 

As the others gave us welcoming hugs, I offered, “It's a long story, let's all go inside, quite a few reunions are happening.”  Then I looked around and asked, “Where are Amanda and Robyn?” 

Mari answered as she hugged me and I felt the huge amount of power in her, “Baum said they'd be along presently.” 

I nodded, cryptic as ever.  I understood why Dot tended to punch the man whenever she saw him. 

We all turned to the farmhouse, Henry and Emily in the lead as I looked around and sighed. 

There really is no place like home. 

The End
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