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A FARM BOY IN OZ - CHAPTER ONE
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THE LITTLE WHITE TERRIER leapt on his chest, forcing Dylan Gale from his dream. When he opened one eye, Simon's pink tongue was less than an inch from his face. Dylan's loyalest companion always woke him at precisely five o'clock in the morning, just before the rooster made its daily cry. 

Simon's face was so close to his, Dylan could feel his breath as he panted. When he tried to close his eye and indulge himself in a few extra minutes of sleep, the terrier barked.

“Alright, alright! I'm awake!” As Dylan rose, Simon scampered away and hopped from the bed. “Geez, Simon, you're such a tyrant! I can't even rest for one minute?” 

Simon retreated to the door, where he continued to pant and stare. His glassy black eyes made him look innocent, and Dylan swore he was smiling.

“You delight in my pain, don't you?” Dylan groaned as he dragged himself from bed. “You're a wicked little dog. You like to see me suffer.”

Dylan, who was wearing boxers, stuck his legs into a pair of jeans and sluggishly donned them. When he started to reach for a shirt, he paused and asked, “Hmm... is it chilly this morning? I wonder.” As long as Simon was with him, he didn't feel like too much of a fool when he babbled to himself. “It hasn't been too cold lately, so I'll just go with this.” He shoved his arms into a plaid shirt, yawning as he fussed with the buttons.

He didn't bother to fix his hair, which was short, black and slightly wild. For the last eleven years, only Dylan and his mother tended the Gales’ farm. His father died when he was thirteen, but he had learned enough to take over every chore. They rarely had visitors—except for Aunt Emily—so taming his hair wasn't necessary. He popped a wool cap on his head, hiding the disarray beneath it. 

When Dylan left his room, Simon followed. He used to have to whistle for him, but after six years, Dylan strongly suspected his dog knew more about farming than he did. They had a routine, and they stuck to it every day. They had collected eggs so many times, Simon reached the coop before he did.

As he studied his dog's wagging tail, Dylan asked, “How are you still so excited about this, buddy? You're not lacking energy, that's for sure.” 

He opened the coop's door, and Simon raced inside. The resident rooster, Bobbo, dashed away from the overzealous dog. Dylan was surprised by Bobbo's reaction. Simon and the rooster were usually friends, and they even wrestled on occasion.

Pausing beside the cowardly cock, Dylan asked, “You being shy, Bobbo?” The rooster just tilted his head and swaggered away from him.

“Good morning, Henny,” Dylan greeted the first chicken as he collected her egg. He had named each chicken, and he probably chatted with them a bit too much. Dylan sometimes lamented his lack of human friends, but he was glad there was no one around to witness his madness. As he reached under Henny, he said, “Your eyes are closed. You must be tired. Ah, well. I won't disturb you too long.”

When he reached for the next hen, she pecked at his fingers. “Ahh! You're in a foul mood today, Mother Clucker!” As he took her egg, he added, “I can't say I blame you, though. If I were you, I'd peck me too.”

Dylan circled the coop, politely addressing each hen as he collected their eggs. Simon stayed close to his feet, watching Dylan's every move with unflagging adoration. Simon knew, without question, no one would ever love his favorite farmer more than him.

When every egg was collected, Dylan left the coop and headed for the barn, where two dozen dairy cows were waiting to be milked. Tall grass swished around his boots as he made his way forward. He was almost tripped by a pair of small goats, who recklessly raced at his legs. One even headbutted his ankle.

“I'll be back to feed you later, kids,” he told the goats. When they simultaneously tugged on his jeans, he realized they weren't interested in food—they just wanted to play.  

Simon hovered at Dylan's heels as they entered the barn, side by side. They approached their first sleepy cow, whose eyes were half-shut as Dylan pulled up a stool and sat near her udders. Simon was so well-trained, he collected the necessary bucket and carried it to his friend. Similarly, Dylan was so accustomed to Simon's participation, he didn't flinch or give praise.

As he milked the cow, Dylan whistled, and Simon laid near his feet. Every time he switched cows, he whistled a different tune, and Simon followed him. They made their way around the crowded barn, filling multiple buckets. By the time the task was finished, the rising sun was low on an orange Kansas sky.

Dylan returned to the farmhouse and hurried into the kitchen, where he washed his hands and gathered pans. Every day, when his morning chores were finished, he made breakfast for his mother. It was a big breakfast too, with pancakes, sausage, home fries, and fluffy scrambled eggs. His mother deserved nothing less. When the sausage was cooked, he let it cool, then he slipped a piece to Simon. His dog was so thrilled by the meat, his tongue popped out in appreciation. 

Dylan loaded the breakfast on a tarnished silver tray. There were two plates, multiple utensils, and a tall glass of orange juice. When he was ready, he balanced the tray on one arm and tapped on his mother's door.

“Come in,” Olivia Gale answered, her voice weak. 

Dylan's mother was a thin, frail woman with sunken cheeks and protruding collarbones. Her eyes were yellowed by jaundice and deep-set, while her bald head was wrapped in a silky red scarf. Despite being rundown by cancer, she always greeted her son with a smile on her lips—and he smiled at her too. It was as if they made an unspoken vow to keep smiling until the day she died.

“Oh, that's looks delicious!” Olivia exclaimed as she eyed Dylan's tray. “You even made pancakes this time? Wow.”

“Only the best for you, Mom.” Dylan delivered the tray and lightly kissed her head. “I even got the syrup you like.”

“The blueberry syrup?” Olivia gasped. “When did you get that?”

“I took the truck into town two days ago. I did a little grocery shopping. I bet you didn't even know I was gone, did you?”

“No!” When the first bite of pancake was in her mouth, she admonishingly wagged her fork at him. “You never tell me when you leave!”

“You were asleep. I didn't want to bother you.” As he sat on the end of her bed, he asked, “How are the pancakes? Are they any good?”

“They're perfect.” She stopped eating to glare at him. “You made some for yourself... didn't you?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, go get it! You don't want your eggs and pancakes to get cold.” As Dylan left the room, she quietly added, “They're probably cold already. You leave your eggs for one minute, and I swear, they turn to ice...” 

When Dylan returned and Simon was smacking his jaws, she suspected he had sausage in his mouth. “You know...” Olivia began, “if you keep giving him sausage and beef, that dog won't eat his own food anymore.”

Dylan responded with a dismissive, “I know, I know,” and sat near his mother's feet. As the humans ate, Simon stayed on the floor, watching their plates with longing in his eyes.

“Aunt Em's coming at noon,” Dylan warned her. Visits from his obnoxious relation were often his least favorite part of the day, even though he appreciated her help. Every day, Emily drove to the Gales' farm to bathe her sister. The cancer had taken such a toll on Olivia's body, she could no longer get in and out of the tub on her own. She could barely get to the bathroom on her own. If walking was necessary, she clung to Dylan's arm.

“Why so early?” Olivia asked.

“I don't know. I think she had some kind of appointment in the afternoon... with the dentist or something. I don't remember.” With a mouthful of pancake, he continued, “Oh, and speaking of appointments, the doctor's coming tomorrow.”

“Oh great,” Olivia groaned. “She can reiterate what we already know.”

Olivia was dying. It was an unavoidable truth, but neither son nor mother spoke of it. Dylan ignored his mother's disease to the best of his ability, and he tried to make her last days as happy as he could.

In fact, he didn't want to talk about the doctor too long, so he changed the subject. “You dropped a little syrup on your collar.” 

“I did? Oh, damn.” Olivia chuckled as she licked the stain away. “Your mom's so sloppy, she needs a bib.”

“Nah. You're alright.” Olivia wasn't paying attention, so he offered another piece of meat to Simon. The dog's delighted squeal nearly revealed their sausage subterfuge. 

When breakfast was consumed, Dylan cleared the plates and returned to his mother's room. There was an old armchair in a well-lit corner of the room, and it was Dylan's favorite place to read. They had no internet or television. Instead, they spent their free time reading books. They kept one cell phone, only to stay in contact with Dylan's Aunt Em.

Dylan and Olivia were reading the same book: a tasteful romance between a cowboy and an invalid. Every now and then, they stopped reading to discuss the plot. 

“Cash is kind of an asshole, but I think Molly's changing him for the better,” Olivia remarked.

“He needs to ditch that other girl, though,” the son said. “He's got two girls interested in him! This dude needs to be more honest about his intentions.”

It had to be the world's smallest book club, but it gave them joy. Olivia enjoyed having her son's attention, and he let her choose every book they read. I have the best son in the world. She told him that almost every day, but he never believed her. 

Before noon, Dylan stopped reading and turned his attention to farm work. The goats needed to be fed before Aunt Emily's arrival. As always, Simon followed him, and when one of the goats tried to flee the pen, the terrier herded her back to the gate. 

Aunt Emily was never late, nor was she early. She arrived at exactly noon, and not a minute later. She was driving her husband's convertible, the top was down, and her long hair fluttered behind her like a black, silk scarf. In her sunglasses, high heels and vintage polka dot dress, she looked like a movie star from decades ago. She was certainly out of place on the Gales' rustic farm. 

“Dylan! Sweetie!” Emily's high heels wobbled on the cobblestones as she made her way toward him. “How's your mom doing? Is she okay?”

Dylan's hands disappeared in his pockets as he quietly replied, “Yeah... no. You know she's not okay.” 

“I just mean... is she any worse than usual?” His glamorous aunt removed her sunglasses and stuffed them into a purse so tiny, he wondered what else she could squeeze inside it.

“No. Not really.”

“That's good.” Em paused at the front door and waited for Dylan to open it for her. When he gave her a puzzled look, she explained, “My fingernails might be wet, so I'm afraid to touch the door.”

“Seriously?” Dylan's eyebrows shot up. He was trying to suppress a grin, but his lips ultimately lost the battle. “When did you paint them?”

“I got my nails done just before I came here,” Emily explained. 

Dylan removed his cap and scratched his scruffy hair. “But like... doesn't it take you at least twenty minutes to get here? Shouldn't they be dry by now?” He also wondered why it would be impossible to open a door with wet nails, but he didn't question it.

“Oh, probably.” Emily dismissed the topic with a wave of her hand. “Anyway, Dylan, you don't have a girlfriend, right?”

Emily was in front of him, so she didn't see his sneer. “No.” 

“Do you want one?” 

“Uhh... eventually... yeah. I guess.” While his mother was ill, romance was the furthest thing from his mind.

“Have you ever had a girlfriend? I don't think you have, have you?” 

Dylan chose to remain silent on the matter, but his aunt was correct. He had never been so blessed.

“Well, if you ever want a girlfriend, there's a super cute, super friendly girl who works at my nail salon. I think she's half-Chinese or something, and she's around your age. If you want me to introduce you...?”

Dylan hid his irritation behind a smile. “Nah, I'm good.” 

“Okaaay. But if you ever change your mind, let me know.”

As she flitted into Olivia's bedroom, Dylan shook his head and grumbled inaudibly. 

He hoped she didn't annoy his mother too much.
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CHAPTER TWO
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THE GALES' FARM STRETCHED across multiple acres of land, and it took hours to cut one of their five fields of hay. Dylan's eyes were heavy as he steered the tractor, back and forth, back and forth. It was tedious work, but he did it well. He was a forth-generation farmer. Haymaking was in his blood. 

Dylan wanted to finish his farm work before the doctor arrived, so he pushed his tractor to its limit. He not only completed his work, he returned to the house with time to spare, so he made a quick lunch for his mother. It was just a can of soup and a sandwich, but she thanked him for it, despite her lack of appetite. 

The doctor arrived a few minutes after noon, and Dylan received her with a smile, even though he knew she was a bearer of bad news. Doctor Winters was a short, slender young woman with strawberry blonde hair and a neverendingly stern expression. Her voice was so high-pitched and sharp, Simon always hid when she visited.

The doctor lacked bedside manners, and her efforts to avoid small talk were obvious. After a short, impersonal greeting, she bypassed Dylan and went straight to his mother's room, where she performed her usual check up.

When she returned just ten minutes later, she delivered the news he had been dreading for months.

“Well, your mother is definitely in the dying process.” Her tiny, sharp voice lacked any trace of sympathy. “I just looked at her blood work from a few days ago. It won't be long now.”

“How long will it be?” Dylan's voice shuddered as he asked the question. 

“Oh, I don't know. It's hard to say, really. If I had to guess... maybe one or two weeks?” The doctor's lips tightened into an inappropriate smile. “The cancer's taken over everything, pretty much. I'm surprised she still has the strength to stand.”

“My mother's tough.” Dylan's eyes were blurred by tears, but he drew a breath and stopped himself from crying. He knew his mother was dying—he would have been a fool to think otherwise. Even so, it was difficult to hear the doctor spell it out to him. 

“Well, I guess I'm signing off now!” The doctor's voice was oddly singsong. She reminded him of a cartoon mouse, chipmunk, or something similarly small and furry. “Goodbye then.”

Dylan's eyes followed her until she was through the door. As soon as she was gone, Simon emerged from his hiding place and sat near his feet. He was usually a happy terrier, but Dylan swore he looked just as despondent as he did. Simon's eyes were so sad, the word hangdog might as well have been invented just for him.

“Do you know what's going on, Simon?” Dylan asked. “Do you know she's dying too?” When the terrier whimpered, Dylan scooped him from the floor and cradled him in one arm. “You're going to miss her too... won't you, buddy?” 

Dylan carried Simon into his mother's room. For her son's sake, Olivia was trying to keep a smile on her face, but her eyes betrayed her sorrow. 

“Well... I'm dying,” Olivia sighed. “As if we didn't know that already, right? I wonder how much the doctor will be paid for pointing out the obvious.”

“You know, that's something I've never understood.” Dylan released Simon and hovered near Olivia's bed. “Doctors are in the business of saving lives, right? They're the only people who get paid whether they do the job or not. If they only got paid when their patients survived, I'm sure they would try a lot harder.” 

“I could have opted for a more aggressive treatment a few months ago,” Olivia confessed. “But the outlook wasn't good, even back then. I'm just tired, Dylan. After everything I've been through, can you blame me for being tired?”

“No.” Dylan's reply was short because his focus was elsewhere. Holding back tears required a great deal of concentration. Like his father, Dylan never cried. He wondered how his mother would react if he finally succumbed to them. Would she feel worse? Would she feel loved? He could only guess.

Olivia suddenly said, “I love you, you know that?” 

His mother was testing his ability to stay strong. He could feel his lips trembling, so he tightened them. “I love you too, Ma.”

“Do you remember that one summer when we painted the entire house together?” Olivia reminisced. “You were painting the back of the house, and I was painting the front of the house, and we had both sides done before we realized we were using two different colors!” Olivia chuckled at the amusing memory. “At the time, it wasn't very funny, was it?”

“Nah.” 

“It's funny how memories come rushing back to you at a time like this,” she continued. “It almost feels like time is... compressed. All of my memories, even from when I was a little girl, feel like they were just yesterday. I guess that's what people mean when they say their lives flash before their eyes, huh?”

Dylan scratched his head and shrugged. Why didn't he have any words of comfort for the woman he loved so much? Why was his mind so empty?

“Simon keeps staring at you,” Olivia pointed out.

“Is he?” Dylan's shoulders shrugged again. “He always stares.”

“No, this is different. He looks concerned... if a dog can look concerned. Do you remember Tito, or are you too young for that?”

“Tito? The chihuahua?” A smile tugged at Dylan's lips as he remembered his first dog. “Yeah, I remember him.”

“He was kind of hateful, wasn't he? I swear, you were the only one he liked!” Olivia exclaimed. “He wasn't as loyal as Simon, though. Simon loves you.” 

“Yeah...” As he halfheartedly agreed, Dylan gave his mother's foot a gentle, reassuring squeeze. “Hey, Mom?”

“Yes, honey?”

“I'm going to miss you. You know that, right?” Dylan barely withheld his tears as he mumbled through the difficult sentence.

“Of course.” His mother's smile nearly broke his heart. “I'll miss you too, Dylan.”

Dylan gave her an approving nod, then he dismissed himself and cried in solitude.
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CHAPTER THREE
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THE WIND PUNCHED WITH such force, Dylan's baseball cap flew from his head and tumbled across the overgrown grass. The hat had no value, sentimental or otherwise, so he let it blow away. Simon, however, had other ideas. He outran the wind, caught Dylan's hat, and returned the lost possession with pride in his posture.

“Good boy,” Dylan said, then he turned his eyes skyward, where foreboding dark clouds were gathering above them. He barely finished his work for the day before the weather turned foul. It had been so long since any significant storm, he felt a prickle of fear on his neck. “What do you think, Simon? Should we be worried?”

Like Dylan, Simon was watching the clouds. The goats were bleating and scattering, and distant horses nickered. The Gales' wind chimes crashed and tolled, filling the sky with an ominous cacophony. 

“Yeah, we should definitely be worried,” Dylan decided aloud, then he headed to the barn to check the cows and horses. In the event of a tornado—which was entirely possible—the rickety barn was one of the worst places to be. Dylan set them loose on the pasture and returned to the farmhouse with Simon. 

They had no television or internet, so he turned on the radio and listened to the latest weather report. According to the lady on the radio, the current status was Tornado Watch. No funnel had formed, but conditions were ripe for one.

Dylan turned off the radio and went to Olivia's room. As he knocked on the door, their roof was tested by a crush of rain. 

“Oh my god!” Olivia gasped when he entered. “That's some crazy weather we're having, huh?”

“Yeah. It's pretty insane,” Dylan agreed. In Kansas, tornadoes were hardly uncommon, but it had been several years since they were personally affected by one. 

“Did you let the cows out of the barn?”

“Yep,” Dylan replied. “The horses too. Don't forget about them.”

“Did you put new batteries in the radio?”

“Yep,” he replied again.

“Do you have the key to the storm cellar?” 

Dylan patted his front pocket, where he kept the key, and gave her a slow nod.

“Do you have a flashlight, in case we lose electricity?”

“I don't have one with me, but I know where to find one. Don't worry so much!” Dylan exclaimed. His mother's days were numbered, but she was as worried as ever. He was tired of discussing the weather, so he changed the subject. “What do you want for dinner? I'll make anything you want. Mom's choice.”

“Oh... I don't know.”

“Anything you want,” Dylan repeated. “I don't care if I have to jump in the truck and drive into town in the middle of the storm to get it.” 

“Just... make anything you want,” Olivia insisted. For the last few days, she barely had an appetite, but Dylan was still so eager to please her.

“How about spaghetti? Do you want some spaghetti?” Dylan asked. As he hovered in the doorway, the lights flickered, and Simon barked. The bad weather was torturous to Dylan's wide-eyed little dog.

“Spaghetti sounds fine.” As her son retreated to the door, Olivia added, “And don't forget to find that flashlight! It looks like we'll be needing it sooner than later.”

Dylan headed to the kitchen and gathered the necessary ingredients. The lights flickered again, Simon barked again, but Dylan didn't react. His lips pursed, whistling a lighthearted tune. For as long as he could, he was going to ignore the impending storm.

He was in the middle of chopping onions for his special marinara when the lights finally lost their battle against the storm. He abandoned his sauce, went back to the radio, and listened to the updated report. Apparently, a tornado was spotted in a neighboring county, just ten miles from the Gales' farm.

“Ooookay, maybe it's time to head to the storm cellar,” Dylan said aloud, then he grabbed the nearest flashlight and returned to his mother's room. 

“Do you hear the tornado sirens?” Olivia asked when he entered. 

Dylan could barely hear the sirens over the chaos of whistling winds and rattling hail. “Now that you mention it... yeah.” He handed a flashlight to his mom and scooped her out of bed. Over the last two years, her disease had reduced her weight by half, so she was alarmingly easy to lift.

“Are we heading to the storm cellar, then?” 

“Yep. That's the plan.” 

Dylan paused in the doorway and whistled for Simon, but his canine companion refused to follow. For the first time ever, his loyal dog was disregarding his request. “What's wrong, buddy?”

“I think he's afraid to go outside. Can you blame him?” Olivia pointed her flashlight at the unidentifiable debris that was already swirling around the house. “It looks awful out there.”

“Oh well. Simon can stay behind if he wants.” Dylan exited the farmhouse and closed the door with a kick. “Once I've dropped you off in the storm cellar, I'll go back and get him.”

“Maybe we should both stay in the storm cellar?” Olivia suggested as she eyed the massive, low-hanging clouds. 

“Nah. I've got to go back for Simon. I don't think I could ever leave him behind.” 

Dylan and his mother were battered by hail and heavy rain as he dashed to the storm cellar's rusted doors.

“Shit!” 

Dylan's whispered curse brought a crease to Olivia's brow. “What? What is it?”

“I forgot to unlock the door before we came out here. Sorry, Ma.” He carefully set her on her feet and fumbled with his key ring. 

“It's okay. You were in a hurry.” As she watched the twisting mass of clouds above their heads, Olivia's soft features were transformed by a grimace. “I wish I could say nothing will happen... but those clouds look really creepy, Dylan.”

“Yeah,” her son agreed. “They do.” When the door was unlocked, he picked her up and carried her into the unlit bunker. Olivia shined her light on the pickles and canned goods that lined the cellar's cobwebbed shelves. “I don't think we've been down here in a long time.”

“We haven't. It's been over a year.” Dylan lowered his mother into a rickety old chair. “Is there anything else you need before I go?”

“It smells like mold down here,” Olivia complained.

“I know. But there's nothing I can do about that.” Dylan started up the stairs. “Will you be alright down here?”

“Yeah. But I'm more worried about you, Dylan!” Olivia exclaimed. “Please don't stay gone too long.”

“It's okay. I'll be right back.” 

Dylan's arms were needled by goosebumps when he left the cellar and heard the wind's haunting howl. It was so loud, it drowned out the distant sirens. Biting back a curse, he closed and locked the bunker's double doors. 

Dylan kept an eye on the funneling clouds as he raced back to the farmhouse. When he reached the front door, he paused, transfixed by a horrific sight. A colossal twister dropped from the sky, and for a moment, time stood still.

“Oh shit!” Dylan threw open the farmhouse door and hissed, “Simon, where the hell are you?” 

Simon was still in the corner, whimpering and shivering. When Dylan tried to grab him, Simon leapt, slipping through his fingers.

“Simon, what the fuck?” Dylan growled. He chased his dog around the living room for nearly a minute before he finally caught a hind leg. As he lifted Simon from the ground, he lectured, “What the hell, man? Are you trying to get us killed?” 

Dylan cradled Simon and raced to the door. One of the nearby windows shattered before he reached it. He turned and ducked, shielding Simon as shards of glass sprinkled around them.

Another window shattered, the house rattled on its foundation, and Dylan swore he felt the ground shaking. It was too late to run, so he crouched in the corner with Simon, whose pitiful whimpers could barely be heard over the cyclone's hellish roar. 

“If you weren't scared shitless, we wouldn't be in this mess!” Dylan hollered at his dog. “Because of you, Simon, we—”

He never finished his sentence.

A large, blunt object struck the side of Dylan's head, and the whole world faded to black.
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WHEN DYLAN WOKE, SIMON'S cold nose was bumping against his. The little white dog danced in circles across the room when Dylan opened his eyes. 

“Hey, buddy.” Dylan sat up and touched his head. He felt a patch of drying blood on his skin, which was easily identified by its stickiness. “How long was I out?”

Simon answered with a howl of joy, then he leapt onto Dylan's lap, pawed his chest, and vigorously licked his chin.

“Judging from the way you're reacting, I'm guessing I was out a long time.” Dylan was surprised the farmhouse hadn't been ripped to shreds. His living room looked the same as ever, apart from the bits of broken glass and scattered furniture. The tornado had caused far less damage than he expected.

When Dylan tried to stand, a pinch in his back forced him to sit back down. Dizziness swam in his aching head, but he needed to check on his mother, so with a pained grunt, he dragged himself to his feet. At first, he was unsteady, and he almost stepped on one of Simon's paws as he staggered.

Dylan's face was marred by a grimace as he made his way across the room. He stumbled to the front door, knocked it open, and stuck his head outside. The farm was gone. As the realization sank in, he was assailed by floral fragrances and windblown petals. 

“What the...?” Dylan's mouth gaped as he studied the daisies and daffodils that surrounded him. Instead of grass beneath his feet, there was a cobbled yellow road, and it must have been miles long because he couldn't see the end of it. Knotty trees and sculpted hedges lined the bright path. There was an unusually vibrant rainbow in the butterfly-laden sky. Dylan swore he saw a few extra colors in the radiant bow of light. 

Dylan wondered if he had preceded his mother in death. As he watched the flowers sway and listened to birdsong, he wondered if he was in heaven. The scene was certainly as lush and vivid as any storybook depiction of the afterlife. 

“Simon...” Dylan whispered to the terrier, who hovered silently beside his feet. “Do you, uh... do you think we're... dead?”

Dylan punched his arm a few times. He was relieved by the ache he inflicted on himself. If he was dead, he doubted he would be able to feel the blows.

Or would he? It wasn't as if he knew anything definitive about life after death, and there was no one around to ask. With a sigh, Dylan strolled along the cobbled yellow path. His dark eyes darted back and forth, soaking in his surroundings as he made his way forward. Dylan and his dog were tickled by a willow's swaying branches. A rabbit stopped in front of them, stared for a moment, and disappeared into the ground.

“Yeah, I definitely think we're dead,” Dylan decided. “I can't think of any other explanation for... this.”

Simon didn't look nearly as concerned as he did. His little dog's nose sniffed along the path as they strolled.

When they reached a bend in the road, Dylan's feet were halted by commotion. He heard two female voices, screaming back and forth to each other.

“I'll kill you, Glennis!” a sharp voice screeched. “I'll kill you for what you've done to this family! You deserve a painful death!” 

“Oh, really?” a deeper voice replied. “You're certainly welcome to try... however, my version of this duel has a very different ending!” 

Dylan hid behind and oversized oak and peered around it. As he spied on the speakers, Simon wouldn't sit still, so Dylan scooped him up and tucked him under his arm.

“You know you'll die today. I don't know why you still struggle,” a lady's voice taunted. “Poor Malvinia. You're so determined to live, I almost feel sorry for you.”   

Dylan watched the unusual duel that took place in the woodland clearing. Two women with tattooed faces were battling with magic. One woman, a short brunette, was hurtling fireballs at the other. The fireballs bounced off of the redhead, ricocheting into the sky.

“You're too confident,” the brunette said. “As long as I breathe, there's still a chance I'll win this!”

The redhead laughed at her opponent's claim. “Really? You already know my magic is better than yours. You'll never break through my shield. You've lost control of the gauntlet. Everything has already been set in motion, and you will lose.” As fireballs whistled around her, the redhead yawned. As long as her shield was intact, nothing could touch her. “By all means, keep throwing fireballs at me. You'll tire eventually, and my counterattack will come.”

Malvinia wished she could dispute her sister's claim, but Glennis was right. Exhaustion was settling in her bones, her fireballs were getting smaller instead of stronger, and her sister's shield showed no signs of weakening. Despite her bravado, she knew how the day would end.

Glennis was going to kill her.

“What's wrong, Malvinia? I daresay you look a bit worried,” Glennis observed. “Has the truth finally dawned on you?”

Malvinia channeled all of her power into one last fireball, which sizzled loudly as it was launched from her hands. It swirled toward Glennis and crackled around her shield before dissipating into dust.

Malvinia's final fireball made her stagger. As she stumbled, Glennis waved away her shield and snapped her fingers. A spear, shaped like a lightning bolt, appeared in her hand. When she hurled it at Malvinia, the dark-haired sister didn't try to dodge. It landed directly in the center of her chest, and her life was lost in an instant.

“You can come out now!” exclaimed Glennis, turning toward Dylan's tree. “I know you were watching our duel. Were you entertained?”

Dylan's throat was knotted by her question. As he trembled behind the tree, Simon licked his chin. His terrier was blissfully unaware of the possible danger they faced.

“I mean you no harm!” Glennis said. “In fact, I've been expecting you. You have nothing to fear from me, boy from Kansas.”

Dylan peered around the tree, meeting the redhead's gaze. His pulse pumped so wildly, he could feel the beat in his throat.

“Aha! There you are!” she exclaimed, motioning for him to come forward. “I'm Glennis, the witch who governs the northern lands.”

“Uh...” Dylan squeezed Simon as he emerged from his hiding place. “You're a... a witch?” 

“I know what you're thinking. You've been taught that all witches are evil, but I am a good witch!” Glennis claimed. “My sisters are the wicked ones. Or should I say... they were the wicked ones. Only one yet remains.” 

Dylan neither disputed nor accepted the “good” witch's claim. If her sisters were standing in front of him, he assumed they would share a different side of the story. 

“This one...” Glennis pointed at her sister's corpse. “This one was Malvinia, the wicked witch of the east.”

As he studied the dead witch's face, Dylan thought she looked serene. His eyes lingered on the tattoos on her face. They resembled runic symbols, and her sister had them too.

“Well, I've introduced myself. Now it is time for you to introduce yourself, boy from Kansas.”

“My name's Dylan. Dylan Gale.” He released Simon and crossed his arms. “And, uh... I'm kind of lost.”

“I know. You're from another land, far, far away from here.” Glennis smiled sweetly. For a woman who slayed her sister, she was
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