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			Chapter 1

			“Rain of the 
Forgotten Souls”

			The ominous gray clouds cast soft shadows across the battlefield below. Thunder lightly rolled and lightning danced, transforming the color of the dark to hues of purple and blue electric light. The battle below was much like the torrid skies above, strong but drawing to an end.

			This was no battle on our world of earth, but a battle in a world that was worlds away.

			It was a battle of hope, of freedom. But in the shadows of the great clouds and rain, hopes were being crushed one after another, as one soldier fell every few seconds as they were slaughtered across a wet forest thick with mud.

			The humans were aided by the greatest ironworking dwarves in the land. They had constructed “him” to lead the army to victory over an ominous, tyrannical foe. The leader the dwarves had constructed from iron and steel was named Achilles Swift Axe, General of the Iron Soldiers. The technology of the greatest human and dwarven minds had built the army of Iron Soldiers using steam to power great hulking machines. They were powerful, quick, and ten times stronger than the strongest human their world had ever seen. This new technology scared many, and though many were fearful of the new ways of motorized and steam engines over horse and cart, the machines were slowly growing into their world helping humans and sending the past of magic, myth, and the old ways deeper into the past.

			It was this past that seemed hell-bent on refusing to relinquish control.

			The Witch of the North and her demonic trees wrought destruction across the land with the aid of dark magic. She swore magic and the ancient ways were only for the good of the land, and thus war had ravaged the world.

			There was one man who swore otherwise.

			Only General Achilles and his mercenary mechanical army could stand up against the dark witch and her evil hordes. He stood like a juggernaut, his iron body gleaming as the clouds shadowed the sun. Rain pelted his hulking form as steam gears turned and creaked like a steam locomotive churning at full speed on a flat, open track. In his hand, he wielded his weapon, the great axe Sun Seeker. 

			“Fight on, Iron Soldiers! Do not let the trees take you!” his metallic voice cried out over the din of destruction. 

			The trees were an evil, dominating force the witch used to run off humans and dwarves alike. Their great, thick wooden bodies and flaying branchlike arms were swift in battle. They ripped down anything in the path, dragging their roots across the blood- and mud-soaked land. The witch had a plan to take the Diamond City and enslave humans and the dwarves as well. She had taken the Ruby City, ruled the Emerald City, and forced the dwarves of the last generation back into the Mountains of Mayhem, near the Iron Mountain. 

			The Diamond City was the remaining free city, the last stronghold against the witch. If the Diamond City fell, the world would be enslaved, and the age of man, machine, and technology would be gone forever. The world of magic, myth, and ancient gods would endure under the witch’s twisted rule.

			It would be a world of naught but the witch’s will. So, the battle lines were drawn as dwarf, human, and iron soldiers fought on a hilly, wet, sloppy field outside the forest of light.

			One last stand against her power-hungry soul.

			The enemies of humankind, the haunting trees, resurrected warriors, and flying demonic creatures began to fall back. Then came a loud clap of thunder that could not but inspire awe. And suddenly the heavens opened. It rained unlike any downpour before. It was a flooding rain.

			An angry rain of dark magic.

			The humans and their allies could no longer see as the rain poured so heavily. It was at that moment when the trees regrouped and attacked once more. Wave after wave of trees and rain followed as men and dwarves stumbled in the mayhem of the downpour. Men and dwarves gasped and faltered and drowned. The storm howled as the resurrected dead warriors of the witch pushed forward in a staggering assault past the field, cutting down the humans and dwarves, who remained as the monstrous trees hurled bodies in the storm’s wake.

			The leader of the trees was Black Root, a commander under the evil witch. Standing nearly twenty feet tall and thick as the mightiest oak, Black Root advanced, ripping the limbs off the Iron Soldiers and humans alike. The Iron Soldiers would advance, fall back, and regroup, trying their best to protect the humans and dwarves who brought them to life.

			“Don’t retreat, my brothers!” Achilles yelled as he slammed his axe into the trunk of a tree, who howled in pain. “Bring them down!”

			The humans and dwarves fired flaming arrows, but the wind and rain sent them cold, wet, and useless into their enemies. Their torches all extinguished, causing even more darkness and mayhem.

			Iron Soldiers fell to the side in the mud, oil, and blood-covered soil on the battlefield. Achilles raised his axe and beheld what he had feared most. He and his troops were rusting. He watched as his army dwindled. The downpour had finally overpowered them, as weapons of fire were useless against the trees. Flaming arrows sputtered out after being launched and catapults of coal and fire proved of little worth on impact of soil or enemy.

			The witch held the upper hand after seven days of rain. Her enemy forces were finally breaking. Achilles, however, ran into the heat of the battle with a vitriolic war cry. The ground shook with his thunderous charge beneath his thick iron legs. He swung his axe over and over, splitting trees in the body and face, sap spraying from each deep blow. He would take as many with him as he could, even if it meant the power cell in his forged chest burned out forever.

			On a hill above the muddy battlefield, the evil witch smiled as she watched the battle from her campsite. Nearly three centuries old, the Witch of the North had watched the world change from a land of magic to a land of machines where humans, dwarves, and other creatures no longer needed magic—they were slowly gaining freedom from the old ways. A renaissance of science and free thinking had taken hold and was destroying the way their world had been for eons. The witch’s power, and the power of all those reliant on magic, was now threatened.

			The Witch of the North was as cunning as she was beautiful, and some say it was both that led to the death of the other witches and the remaining guardians of magic to disappear. As she took more power, men began to look toward new ways and no longer depend on the ways of old. In all truthfulness, it was her quest for power that made this war inevitable, but even with magic and great power, some refuse to acknowledge their folly. She had killed all her enemies quietly and swiftly. No band of humans, dwarves, others of magic, and their new machines would stop her last hold to rule the land and make it hers forever. Her dark purple eyes squinted, watching the fray in the rain and wind.

			“You see how they grow weary?” she said calmly. 

			Standing to her left was a tall, thin creature wearing a black pointed cap and a brown cloth sack over his head. His eyes were deep blue through the eyeholes, and a slit in the sack revealed his teeth were gritted and grim. Straw jutted from underneath his sacklike mask. He was holding back fear and anger as one hand twitched.

			“I told you we will win this war and take the Diamond City from the humans once and for all!” she boasted.

			“You have deceived me,” the brown cloth sack-draped figure replied. “I want no part of this butchery. You said only the Iron Soldiers would be destroyed and we would work with the humans and dwarves.”

			“Oh, you are so soft-hearted scareman,” the witch laughed. “You know this is what we both desired. We would keep the last of magic for us alone. You did not seem to feel this was so dark and deceptive in my bedchamber these last few months… Now enjoy the battle, for tomorrow we take the Diamond City. If you continue to question me, however, I may not use the magic of your book to return you once more to a human body. You may be made of straw forever!” she threatened.

			The witch turned and grabbed the scareman by the mask with her pale fingers. “If we were not so close, and I didn’t find you so deeply amusing, you might find yourself waking to find a lit torch in your bed of straw.” She then pushed him back and returned to view the battle.

			The scareman looked down at his hands. He wore black gloves, and straw poked from his wrists. He clenched his right hand in anger but then released. He lifted his head and watched in horror as humans and dwarves continued to be slaughtered in the storm of the rain. 

			“Wizard,” she said to the scareman. “Do not take my threats lightly. I enjoyed our time together, but now is not the time to test my loyalty. Do not lose your mettle on me when we are so close to what we both desire.”

			The scareman watched on as he realized he had been a fool, a great fool indeed.

			Down on the battlefield, the humans scattered, the dwarves fought on, and only five Iron Soldiers remained. The five Iron Soldiers formed a circle, back-to-back holding axes, iron staffs, and swords as the trees continued their advance. Rust had formed on all as they fought a hopeless battle. Their joints creaked and whined as their iron bodies continued to fight on, as bravery was one of their mightiest attributes.

			“Achilles!” one shouted. “We must fall back! We can retreat to the city walls and return once more to fight in the sun! It cannot rain forever!”

			“No! Brave Hammer, we must fight on! This is the witch’s rain! The sun is gone! So, fight to see it once more!” Achilles ordered.

			“We need more troops, the rust is taking over, we can barely move, we are…” Brave Hammer began as a branchlike arm grabbed him by the neck, ripping his forged head loose and tossing his mechanical body to fall on the muddy ground. 

			“No!” Achilles yelled as he leaped into the air, steam shooting from his rusting joints, and sent Sun Seeker into the oak monster, splitting him in half. 

			“I was not created to die in a losing battle!” Achilles screamed. “I was created to lead to victory!”

			An older Dwarf leaped through the air and sank his axe into a nearby resurrected warrior, separating its head from its body.

			“Achilles, we have to fall back!” he shouted. “The lions will surely come to our aid!”

			“No! The Isle of the Lions damned us since they betrayed their treaty with you! They left us to die here this day!”

			The dwarf swore under his breath and ran back into the fight, swinging his axe.

			The trees surrounded the four remaining Iron Soldiers as the clouds darkened, thunder boomed, and rain poured ever more heavily on the remaining Iron Soldiers. 

			“I refuse to fall to you demons!” Achilles cried, swinging his axe in a furor.

			The rain continued, as did the onslaught of men and dwarves.

			The witch looked at the scareman. His eyes still glistened as the slaughter continued. He swallowed hard.

			It would be the end of machines, and magic would no longer be used for good.

			It was his fault, and the fault of that damned book. His obsession with power had taken his face and skin, burned him so badly he was forced to hide under masks and gloves. His gain of magic and power had made him a slave to hiding himself and an outcast amongst men. Now she had the book, and he was just a pawn as he realized his fate was that of those on the battlefield.

			“Do you see the one called Achilles?” the witch asked. “The last machine fighting… a great machine built to save their world. They say he is different from the others… almost as if magic fueled him. It is rumored his powers are forged from magic below the fires of the Black Mountain. No matter… He fights well in the fray, but it is too late. He has accepted his fate. I told Dark Root to take him alive… I wish to make an example out of him. Now come,” the witch snarled, “let us finish this mockery of a rebellion.”

			The witch, the scareman, and her resurrected warrior bodyguards trudged slowly down the muddy hillside to the bloodied field below as the fighting slowed. Men and dwarves cried out but were quickly silenced as blows fell and fell upon them, and the rain continued to fall.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Hold the 
Onions”

			Our Universe: Earth, Kansas—10 years later

			Down a small stretch of lonesome highway in a dusty dirt parking lot, a quaint little diner sat on the edge of town—Happy Burger Cafe. A large billboard with its name and a woman in a tight pink dress holding a plate with a hamburger and French fries had faded over time at the edge of the property. The diner had been there since the end of World War II, the billboard since 1975. By now it felt as if it had always been there for anyone turning off the slow interstate road needing a meal, pie for a church picnic, or fried chicken dinner for friends who were coming over and you had nothing to feed them. 

			It was a staple in a time of years past, but seventy-plus years later, time can pass such things by. Nevertheless, this little diner in a time of cell phones and video games still clung to life near one of the closest small farming towns in Kansas. It sat quietly as cars and trucks pulled into its dirt parking lot. The diner was chrome, with white and black checkered trim and a screen door to greet you, the smell of its home cooking drifting toward eager diners. A police car barreled down the road and quickly turned into the dirt parking lot. The officer got out and walked into the diner with his hat under his arm. The screen door made a creek as it closed behind him.

			“Well, if it isn’t Officer Rollins,” a woman’s voice noted. “Is it Thursday already, Officer?” 

			Officer Rollins, a young officer with short black hair and a chiseled jaw, smiled at the older woman with gray and brown hair wrapped tight in a bun behind the counter. 

			“Yes, Mrs. Mable, it is. Can I have the usual?” 

			“Anything you want. You want extra fries with the steak? I tried something new…” 

			“Oh, that would be more than fine,” Officer Rollins replied. 

			“Better watch out for her new ideas, Henry.” A tall lanky man spoke as he stood up from the counter and put out his hand. 

			“How ya been? Haven’t seen ya around lately.” 

			Officer Rollins shook his strong hand. Bill’s left arm was missing from the elbow down, and his flannel shirt was pinned right below where his arm should be.

			“Good, Bill, and you? How is the farming coming along? I mean, is it farming or cultivating? I never can remember.”

			“I’ve been losing a lot of business. Folks are movin’ out. They don’t wanna deal with the weather every few years. This dry spell has been hard on everybody. Kansas can be a very unforgiving state some years. Drought, tornadoes, it ain’t an easy place to try to squeak out a living. Thank God I became a pot farmer.”

			“Just think, four years ago, I may have arrested you. Now I can just sit back and let you work your magic.”

			“Times change, and life is funny sometimes… not that you could arrest me. I got a good lawyer.”

			“I never doubted it,” the officer said and smiled. “Anyway, I think it’s gonna pass—all the odd weather. It has to change. Maybe it’s all that global warming those city folks always yammer on about. We have a bet down at the station on it. A whole pool based on when it’s going to rain again.”

			“I hope it’s soon, and you win big,” Bill stated. He sat back and looked at his plate. “Hey, Mable, are these onion rings or what? Well, what are they? Damn woman tryin’ new things to keep up with city folks!” He took his fork and flipped something away from his French fries. Henry smiled as he found a booth and sat down. 

			Just then, a young woman wearing a pair of tight blue jeans and a white t-shirt with a flannel wrapped around her waist bolted through the screen door. Her long auburn hair hung over her green eyes, made unmanageable by the heat. She walked quickly by the counter. 

			“Sorry I’m late, Auntie. My car broke down, and I was late for my classes,” she hurriedly explained as she grabbed an apron and ran into the kitchen. Seconds later, she emerged with a baseball cap on, keeping her hair in control, and tried to adjust her apron.

			“I had to borrow Bob’s truck. It’s been crazy, but I’m here.”

			“That’s fine, dear,” Mable said. “It’s slow today, so no bother.” 

			The young woman walked over to Henry’s table and poured him a glass of water. 

			“Morning, Dorothy.” Henry smiled. “How are things?”

			“Good, I guess. Just working and taking some classes at the community college.”

			“Hey, I heard Bob Taylor and you got engaged? I never thought he would settle down. I remember him always makin’ trouble, even before I left for the academy.” He laughed. 

			“No, he works hard. He has a small construction business. It’s been kinda slow recently, though. He had a big job today, but one of his buddies was gonna pick him up.”

			“Well, I’m glad for you,” Henry said and took a long drink of iced water. The glass was ice cold and had sweat sliding down its sides.

			The sound of the screen door opened, and a man with his sleeves rolled up, wearing a green and black flannel shirt, walked in with a strut. He had short, blond, spiked hair and a pair of hard-worn jeans. He looked around and gave a quick nod to Bill at the counter. 

			Dorothy didn’t acknowledge him much and leaned down and looked at Henry. 

			“Look, it’s the town hero, Allen Abrams, all-star linebacker. Gonna put the town on the map everyone said… Then he blew out his knee just before the NFL draft,” Dorothy said shrewdly. “That guy thought he was gonna be something. Now he’s cuttin’ wood for a living for his old man at their sawmill.”

			“Ah, come on, Dorothy. I went to school with him. He wasn’t such a jerk, just an egomaniac. He’s been through a lot. I heard he was having some new surgery to try for a comeback.”

			“Oh, please! Give me a break,” Dorothy whispered. 

			Allen walked over and looked at Henry. 

			“Hey, Henry. How’s it goin’? You still playing Dirty Harry?”

			“Sure am. People love to make my day… How about you?”

			“Good, training and workin’. How’s your job? Hey, did you hear Missy Glenn moved outta town?”

			“Yeah, she was so pretty. I remember the prom when Travis and I got so hammered one night, and…”

			“Well, boys,” Dorothy interrupted, “I’ll let you relive your glory days. Some of us have work to do…” Dorothy smirked and walked away. 

			“Man, she can be rude!” Allen said

			“Naw, she’s a nice girl, not like the ones we used to park with,” Henry said, smiling. “Besides, she has a lot going on. Her dad passed away last winter, and her aunt, who owns this place, is getting heat from the bank. The lack of rain the last couple years just about broke the whole damn town.”

			“Yeah, I know. My dad said it was the worst he’s seen in twenty years. The lumber business is taking a real beating with the fires, too.” Allen paused. “Can I join ya for a quick bite?”

			“Sure,” Henry said. 

			Allen joined Henry at the red vinyl booth. It was a bit uncomfortable, but after a couple adjustments, Allen found a spot that didn’t hurt his back or sink under his large frame. The diner had seen better days, that was for sure. They soon got their meals as they laughed and reminisced about their “Glory Days.” Dorothy brought them their checks and walked back to the register. She gazed out the big open bay window past the red etched lettering and looked out to the dirt roads, highway, and dying cornfields. The sun had pushed its light hard on this small community the last few months.

			Her mind thought of the last time it had rained, and to her despair, she found could not recall it. As she was looking, a black BMW pulled into the dirt parking lot, braking hard and spilling clouds of dust into the dry summer air.

			“Oh man,” Dorothy mumbled. “Aunt Mable, we’ve got trouble. It’s Miss Harris from the bank again.”

			Mable emerged from the kitchen and walked out front. She adjusted her apron, more because of nerves than anything else. 

			“Oh, Lord. This is not what I need,” she said. 

			A tall, thin woman in a black business suit strolled in with a stride more affectation than anything else—replete with a briefcase in her hand. She had dark eyes and thin lips. Her hair was black and hung just below her ears. The screen door creaked closed, almost as if the creak were an announcement or warning.

			“Well, Mable, we have been fair, but three months is it. The Westbrook Bridge Bank simply cannot hold out on your loans.” 

			The woman then set her briefcase on the counter and popped it open. 

			“Listen, you need to sell or claim bankruptcy. I hear Burger Town might be interested in this location,” the woman said with a smirk. 

			“I told you last month I’m not selling! We’ve had this place for nearly gosh-darn fifty years! Give me an extension. One more month, please. I can try to give you the three months back payments then, I swear…” Mable pleaded. 

			“Sorry, my hands are tied. It’s not my fault you had to take out a loan to save it ten years ago. You have two weeks; then we auction. Here are all the papers if you have any questions.” The woman set them on the counter and looked at Mable. “You’re lucky to get that. I could still sue you for that chicken I ate a few months ago on my last visit. I was sick for two days.” She looked into the kitchen. “I bet I could close you down with health violations alone…”

			Dorothy felt heat creep up her neck and into her face, and finally she could hold back no more. “That chicken was fine. Maybe you just have real bad PMS.” 

			Allen and Henry both laughed, and Bill from his booth grinned as he sipped his lukewarm coffee. 

			“Listen, child, go in the back, do your dishes, and come see me in five years when you have any kind of an education. Something more than a GED,” Miss Harris said with a smirk.

			“I graduated three years ago, thank you. I am taking law at Greenfield Community College,” Dorothy replied. 

			The banker stood up and looked down at Dorothy. Her lips curled. “Good for you for applying yourself, not that it’ll matter in this town. But right now, remember… you’re just a girl working at a run-down diner.”

			Dorothy’s heart sank, and she adjusted her apron.

			Miss Harris fixed her hair with a shrewd smile and looked down at Bill, who sipped his coffee.

			“William,” she said with a short smile through thin lips.

			“Good afternoon, Clair,” he said almost friendly.

			“Saw you the other day in town … by the bank.”

			“Yeah, picking up some supplies… No need to go to the bank. I ain’t behind on anything since I sold off a lot of the farm, just me now and a few acres. Gotta good crop of Mary Jane coming in now though. No more corn and beans for this one-armed fella. All my plants are in greenhouses, so Mother Nature can’t touch me, unlike my neighbors. Got all my papers and plenty of buyers up in Kansas City.”

			She was about to speak, but then came a small pause as she realized she was not needed. He was done with her, and she felt useless, but managed to feign confidence.

			“Well, if you ever want to come in and talk about restructuring or need a car loan or anything… just pop in and ask.”

			“I will. Truck is fine, land is holding out.” He looked up, smiled at her and sipped his coffee again. She looked around the empty diner. The air was still. She had lost her air of authority, so she returned to the attack.

			“Well, it’s no wonder you can’t make your payments, Mable, one cop from town, a run-down football star, an old pot grower, and such bad pie… it’s no wonder you can’t keep this diner in the black.” She then giggled lightly.

			No one said a word.

			“Well, I know when I’ve worn out my welcome. Ta ta, all.” The woman turned and opened the screen door just as a black dog shot in. He shook as he entered, sending dirt and sand on the unwelcome guest. 

			“Damn it! I may just call the Board of Health! There’s a dog in the restaurant? Oh, yeah… I’ll be back.” She stormed out. 

			Dorothy kneeled and began to pet the dog, a muscular Rottweiler. His brown eyes were sad. 

			“Sorry, Conan,” she said. “I know it’s hot out there. I’ll get ya some water.”

			“What a witch that woman is.” Allen sighed. 

			“No kidding! She gets a little power and money and turns into a leech. She knows how hard things are. She grew up in this town. She just wants more. How much they spend on the new bank?”

			“Hey, Bill, how long did you date her?” Henry said with a smirk.

			Bill’s face fell flat. “It was years ago, and I was coming off being a widow, and we both had a fondness for whiskey. We all make mistakes… In my defense, she looked pretty darn good wearing only my work boots, a cowboy hat, and a flannel shirt! Anyway, like I said, that was years ago… she fooled me good. I was foolish enough to think she was different than most folks claimed. I was a fool.”

			Dorothy looked at her aunt. “What are we going to do about the bank?”

			“I don’t know, honey. I can’t see a way of saving this place.”

			“Wait! I have an idea. I’ll go see Bob. He was left some money when his uncle passed. We were setting some apart for the wedding and honeymoon… Maybe I can convince Bob that we can afford to lend it to you! Hell,” she said as she took off her apron, “we’re engaged, we’re family, and family looks after its own.”

			“No, Dorothy! I can’t borrow anymore… Not that it’s not a kind offer, sweetheart,” Her aunt stated.

			“No, don’t worry. I’ll get it,” Dorothy said as she bolted from the door. 

			“Come on, boy, let’s go.” The dog joined his master and jumped into the old green pickup, and the two sped off the lot, sending dust and dirt into the dry air.

			“Damn girl! She won’t listen. She’s just like her father, stubborn as a mule,” Mable said. Bill looked over at Mable. 

			“Well, a little fire is good in a woman. She sure is tough. Suppose she needed to be growin’ up with no mom and two brothers… She’s a tomboy, that’s for sure.”

			“Just drink your coffee,” Mable said and walked back into the kitchen, rubbing her temples. “What a day!”

			Henry got up, and Allen followed him to the register. “I wish there was a way to keep that horrible woman from taking over this town,” Henry said as he pulled bills out of his wallet. “I figure I’ll buy a few pieces of pie for the guys back at the station. Ya know, maybe that’s an idea—have a pie fundraiser. Like a bake sale. Everyone loves her pie. She’s won the last four years at the county fair.”

			Allen looked around but could not see Mable anywhere. “Where did she go?” 

			The two young men waited by the register, but no one came. They looked around the doorway into the kitchen and saw Mable at a desk, her head down.

			She was sobbing. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“Twister 
of Fate”

			The winds blew wildly as the green truck raced down the county road. Dorothy watched ahead as tumbleweeds and shrubs blew by the windshield. She turned on the radio as “All My Exs Live in Texas” came on. She looked over to Conan. “Rough weather, aye, boy?” 

			The dog licked his lips as he also stared out the window. Dorothy picked up her cell phone, hit a button, and listened. No answer. Suddenly the phone vibrated as the screen brightened. She glanced at it, hoping it was Bob, but it wasn’t. An ad popped on the screen. 

			“Kill the witch and save the world!” it read. Beneath the text, a castle stood silent, and there was a pile of coins near the front gate.

			“Stupid game. You download it, play it a few times, and they hit you up for more money to keep playing.” She then slid the phone into her front pocket, trying to concentrate on the road.

			“Hell, I’ll just run over to Bob’s place. See if he’s there,” she said and turned up the radio.

			Several minutes later, she turned off the main road and slowly turned into a gravel driveway that led to a large white trailer house with dark green shutters. As she approached, she noticed a red late-model Mustang. “I didn’t think any of Bob’s buddies had a sports car,” she murmured to herself. 

			She quickly dismissed her curiosity and parked the truck. She ran to the door and tried to open it. It was locked. She knocked loudly and waited. The wind was picking up as leaves and dust blew past the porch. Conan just looked out the truck window. The door opened, and she squeezed inside quickly. 

			“My God, Bob! What took so long?” Dorothy asked. “It’s getting nasty out there.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry,” Bob replied, looking a little red in the face as he looked around nervously. 

			Dorothy walked over to the couch, plopped down, and let out a sigh. “Wow! It’s really coming down,” she said. 

			“Um… yeah,” he answered. 

			“Hey, I thought you had some big job today?” Dorothy said as she looked out at the red Mustang. 

			“Oh, we decided to wait until tomorrow. This weather just caught us by surprise—things are supposed to clear up tomorrow, though.”

			“Whose car is that out there?”

			“Oh, that? I’m borrowing it from Dale…”

			“Dale?”

			“Yeah, he gets me tools at a discount. Haven’t I mentioned him to you?” As he finished his statement, a woman with long, wet blonde hair in a dark green towel walked from the hallway. 

			“Hey, lover, do have any—” She looked at Dorothy, “Ooh… Sorry, didn’t know you had company.” 

			Dorothy looked at the woman in shock and then looked at Bob. 

			“Oh my God! I mean… I have to go…” Dorothy jumped up and ran from the living room. 

			“Dorothy, wait!” Bob called out, but Dorothy was already outside as Bob ran after her. She flung open the door to the truck and jumped in. Bob stood on the small wooden porch, calling after her. Dorothy quickly rolled down the truck window. 

			“How could you? You bastard!” she yelled. She ripped the engagement ring from her finger and threw it at Bob. “Give it to your little shower buddy, you son of a bitch!” 

			She started the truck, threw it into reverse, and floored the gas pedal. The truck fishtailed as it left the dirt and gravel driveway, spinning and sending rock, dust, and dirt everywhere. Dorothy slammed the truck into drive and put the pedal almost through the floor, disappearing down County Road 105. 

			The woman in the towel came to the door. 

			“I thought she was gonna be at work,” she asked.

			“Well, you were in the shower. I had no way of stopping her from coming in, not in this storm.”

			“Well, that’s fine… It’s over! Now we can be together!”

			Bob’s face turned white. “She has my truck and all my tools!”

			“Sweetie, it’s okay; it’s just us now.”

			Bob walked off the porch and looked down the highway.

			“My truck… my truck,” he stuttered.

			“That son of a bitch!” Dorothy screamed as tears streaked her face. “Two years! I gave him two years…” She wiped the tears from her eyes as Conan tried to lick her face to comfort her. 

			“No, down, boy! Damn it!” 

			She slammed her fist on the steering wheel and turned up the radio as she looked at the rainy road ahead. The song on the radio cut short as an emergency warning blared. “Severe high winds are building; this is a tornado warning… People are advised to stay home!” 

			“Yeah, whatever.” Rage had slowed her thoughts to a trickle.

			“Ya know what, Conan… I should total his truck! Wait a second… I could sell all the tools and stuff to a pawnshop. Ha! I like that idea! That’s how we save the diner; we pawn all the tools and then sell his truck!” She laughed as she drove. The winds seemed to blow harder, and she slowed down. 

			“I gotta get off the road and get home quick smart. After the weather gets better, we can drive out to Lincoln City, pawn all the tools we can, and bring Mable the money. That’s the plan… that son of a bitch!” she yelled once more.

			“You know what they say, there’s no place like home… Well, if you have a good one, that is.” She turned off the station on the radio and concentrated on the road ahead.

			Conan barked. 

			“What is it, boy? I know it’s bad, just sit tight. We’ll get home. I swear.”

			Dust, weeds, and rocks were now blowing once again across the windshield, giving her a limited view. Then, to her horror, she saw it… a twister, a dark swirling mass just a mile ahead. 

			“Oh my God!” she said as she slowly put on the brakes. The truck slowed and finally stopped with a small screech. She turned the truck around and pushed the pedal to the floor.

			“Hold on, Conan!” 

			She looked in the rearview mirror as the tornado grew ever closer. 

			“Not today… not today of all days. No, no…” Dorothy yelled and kept the pedal to the floor.

			The wild mass of winds and dirt gained, however, and the truck began to shake. 

			“I know I can outrun this thing,” Dorothy said to comfort herself.

			Then there was a loud pop. The truck fell to one side as the front tire blew out, spinning the truck out of control. Dorothy screamed as the truck slid wildly. She tried slamming on the brakes, but the truck still slid off the road and into a small gully.

			The impact slammed her head into the driver’s side door. Dorothy gripped the wheel tightly, looking around in a panic. She was fine, for now, it seemed. The truck was still and quiet.

			And then, “Oh my God!” she shouted.

			Conan whimpered on the floorboard. Dorothy put her head on the wheel and tried to regain her composure. Thunder echoed behind her. She glanced up and saw the twister sweeping toward her in the rearview mirror.

			She looked out the window in time to see it approach like a dark phantom. She tried to start the truck, but it just sputtered and whined.
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