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	To my cubby hubby,

	The one man who has stood by my side through it all: Thank you. I love you and I appreciate you.

	* * * *
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Chapter 1

	Dylan Johnson dipped his left hand into the large packet of potato chips before shoving an obscene amount into his mouth. He was talking to his best friend, Scott Henderson, on Skype, but the asshole had to take a toilet break. Hence, he was stuck waiting for the other man to return, so that they could continue their nightly conversation. The two of them had been best friends since kindergarten. Unfortunately, they had been accepted into different universities more than three years before. Thankfully, he was in his last semester. He couldn't wait to return to his hometown, get a job somewhere, and share an apartment with his best friend. Talking about junk food, he realized that its incessant consumption was one of his unhealthier habits, but he couldn't stop himself. Junk food was always the top priority on his shopping list whenever he had to go to the local grocers.

	"Hey, buddy. I'm back."

	"I can see that, asshole."

	"Fuck you, bitch."

	"Anytime, brother," he retaliated automatically before he could digest the implication of his words. "Oh, eww! Yuck! Forget that. You're like my brother."

	"Yeah, forgotten. Shit! I need to bleach out my brain. I love you, Dyl, but...Fuck! That's nasty."

	"What? Fuck you, asshole. Anyone would be so lucky to get a piece of my ass."

	"No, thanks, bro. Besides, you don't smell as good as Chris or Alicia."

	He rolled his eyes upon hearing that sappy declaration. Scott had been involved in a threesome with Christian Brady and Alicia White for almost three years now. The three of them were living together. He had met both Chris and Alicia last Christmas, who apparently agreed to move to Scott's and his hometown after college graduation. Thinking about that was rather depressing. He was still uncertain if Scott, Chris, and Alicia would want to share an apartment with him. The threesome might want to live together without him cramping their style.

	"Whatever! Anyway, where are Chris and Alicia?"

	"Somewhere. I don't know. They usually cuddle on the couch while we have our Skype session, buddy."

	"Cool. By the way, any plans for Halloween?"

	"Not yet, but Chris and Alicia want us to dress up for the frat party. We still don't know what characters we want, though. Maybe we will come up with something later or tomorrow. I don't know, man. I don't really care for this costume stuff."

	He gasped and clutched at his chest dramatically.

	"Sacrilege! I'm going to send the costume police to arrest you. Don't you fucking roll your eyes at me, young man. Everyone should dress up for Halloween. Everyone!" he exclaimed in the most theatrical manner he could muster.

	"Yo, Dyl, I think you have missed your calling. You are in the wrong major. You should have done Theater, or something like that."

	"Whatever. I will be the most amazing kindergarten teacher ever. Just you wait and see. Oh! Damn! Nice costume!"

	"What?"

	"Is that Chris or Alicia?" He inquired curiously while stuffing another handful of potato chips inside his mouth.

	"Dyl, I really, really love you as my brother, but I just don't understand you. What are you talking about?"

	"The person in that crazy costume behind you? Big, messy wig? Torn up clothes? Nice touch with the knife, by the way."

	"Are you drunk?"

	"No, Scott! Turn around." He waited for Scott's face to return to the screen before pointing with one dirty finger. "See?"

	"See what?"

	"That person behind you?" he asked, albeit with slightly less conviction now.

	"There is nobody in the bedroom other than me, bitch."

	"Scott, I'm serious. There is someone behind you."

	"And I'm telling you that I'm alone in the bedroom."

	He was about to retort when the person behind Scott looked up at him with reddish eyes. He let out the manliest scream ever before pulling his wits about him.

	"Bro, I need you to stand up and walk out of the room now!"

	"What? Dyl, our conversation..."

	"...is over. Get out of the room now."

	"Okay...Are you sure that you're alright?"

	"Yes, Scott. Get out now!"

	This time around, his best friend didn't hesitate at all. He watched as Scott dashed out through the bedroom door before turning his eyes to stare into the creepy eyes of the...Well, whatever that person was. Abruptly, the other person disappeared for a few seconds only to re-appear next to him. He shrieked one more time before losing consciousness.

	* * * *

	"Hey, old hag. Come on out wherever you are," Dylan called out the moment he had made it home.

	He had regained consciousness and packed up some stuff before rushing out of his single dorm room and driving his car like a man possessed. Fortunately, the spirit, or whatever it was, was gone by the time that he regained conscious. He reached his hometown in less than three hours and accelerated the car to his grandmother's house.

	His parents had passed away when he was only ten years old. Fortunately, Grandma Rose, his maternal grandmother, had been willing to take him in. Otherwise he would have ended up in the foster care system.

	"How rude!"

	"Grams!" he yelled out happily before pulling the petite old lady into his arms and twirling her around like a sack of flour.

	Their combined laughter filled up the silence in the house for the next few moments. Grandma Rose and he were very close. There were no other relatives. They could only depend on each other. He was terrified of losing the only family member he had left and he was certain that she knew it, too, judging by the intense conversations she initiated once in a while.

	"Why are you home, Dylan? Did anything happen?"

	He embraced his grandmother tightly and breathed in the familiar scent of rosemary and sandalwood. He remained in that position for a while longer before responding to her question.

	"Yes, Grandma. Can we sit down and talk?"

	The old woman eyed him seriously for several seconds before nodding her head.

	"Let me make us some chamomile tea. Can you grab the biscuits, please? They are in the pantry."

	"Vanilla and orange biscuits?"

	"Yes. They are your favorites, aren't they?"

	He chuckled along with his grandmother before rummaging through the pantry for the biscuits. He made a mental note to learn how to bake those biscuits. After all, Grandma Rose was getting on in years and she might not live for much longer. The thought made his heart clench painfully and he inhaled deeply a few times to calm down. Once they were seated in the dining area, he looked at his sole relative solemnly.

	"Grams, something weird happened earlier. I...I don't know how to explain it to you."

	"Go on, Dylan. I'm listening."

	"I was talking to Scott via Skype as usual when a figure appeared behind him. I thought that it was either Chris or Alicia, but Scott was insistent that there was nobody else in the room."

	He half-expected the old lady to chide him for letting his imagination run wild. Instead, she had nodded at him before gripping both of his hands tightly.

	"Dylan, listen to me."

	He noted at the grimness on her face and his heart thumped harder and faster. That sounded ominous.

	"What is it? You're scaring me."

	"Your parents...didn't die in a car accident."

	"Huh? What...what are you trying to say? How did they die, then?"

	He waited impatiently for her to breathe in deeply and gather her thoughts.

	"Do you believe in the supernatural?"

	"What? Grams..." He stopped and touched her forehead to make sure that she was not feverish, but she swatted his hand away and stared at him with a serious expression on her face.

	"Your mother was a fire witch. Your parents died in a magical battle during one of their assignments. As witches, we are supposed to keep the balance in the supernatural world."

	His eyes widened in disbelief before he cracked and laughed hysterically.

	"Grams, I think living alone is a bad idea. Maybe I should consider one of those old folks' homes for you to stay in while I'm away at college. You have gone senile or insane. Maybe both. Maybe I should--"

	"Dylan!"

	His grandmother's stern tone halted his rambling.

	"Yes?" he answered hesitantly.

	"I know that it's hard to believe, but let me explain everything to you. Eat a biscuit. Or two."

	He obliged by cramming two biscuits in his mouth and chewing noisily. He missed his grandmother's food, especially these biscuits. He washed them down with several gulps of chamomile tea.

	"Okay, I'm ready."

	"There have always been supernatural beings living in every country all over the world. They--"

	"You mean like vampires, werewolves, fairies...?"

	"Yes, Dylan. Now let me finish," she admonished him with a mixture of exasperation and fondness.

	He winced apologetically and gestured for her to continue with her explanation.

	"Sorry, Grams."

	"Anyway, they...the supernaturals, I mean, generally keep to themselves. The Thorntons, that's my maiden last name, come from a very ancient and magical bloodline."

	"So, you're what? A witch?"

	"Yes."

	"A fire witch like Mom?"

	The old woman shook her head.

	"Every Thornton manifests their magic differently."

	He digested the information and gazed into her eyes for a few heartbeats before questioning her further.

	"Alright. So, what exactly are you?"

	"My power lies in herbs and potions. I can make plants grow even in the winter."

	"Oh! Now I understand why our garden has never died even in the coldest weather."

	"Yes, exactly."

	He nodded and stuffed another biscuit in his mouth. He almost choked on it when he thought of something.

	"Wait a minute. What am I?"

	"Complicated."

	He rolled his eyes at the old woman.

	"Grams, seriously. We're not talking about my relationship status on my social media accounts."

	"Neither am I. I'm being serious."

	"Okay, I'll bite. I'm complicated. What does that even mean?"

	"Do you remember Snuffles?"

	"My cat? It died so long ago."

	"It died when you were two years old. Do you remember what happened after that?"

	"Of course. I..."

	The words died in his throat. He'd loved that cat, but he honestly, and surprisingly, couldn't remember what had occurred after its death.

	"Your mother and I had to work together to put a blocking spell on you, Dylan."

	"What? Why? What's a blocking spell?"

	"You magicked the cat back to life and your mother had to reverse the spell. With some difficulty, I might add. We couldn't explain to you why something like that should never be done without the right reason."

	"Magicked back to life? Reversed the spell? What are you talking about?" He had a bad feeling now.

	"We had to cast a powerful spell on you to make sure that your magic would remain dormant until your twenty-first birthday."

	"That was last summer. We celebrated it together, remember?"

	"Yes, it was. Yes, I remember. I'm not that old yet, Dylan."

	"That's a matter of opinion," he muttered softly while drinking the tea.

	"What?" Grandma asked and narrowed her eyes at him.

	"Nothing, Grams."

	He then gave the old woman his most guileless grin, but she narrowed her eyes at him before shaking her head and moving on.

	"Anyway, your magic is awakening gradually. Every strand of magic will be at your disposal by Christmas or possibly even earlier."

	"Okay, but that still doesn't answer my question. What kind of a witch am I?"

	"The most powerful that our bloodline has ever seen. You are a necromancer."

	"What? Like resurrecting dead people or animals?"

	"Uh-huh. Even plants."

	"Cool," he responded before he thought of something else. "Wait a minute! Can I revive Mom and Dad?"

	"No!"

	The vehemence in his grandmother's tone shocked him into total silence.

	"Grams--"

	"No, Dylan! Every magic comes with a price to pay. Dead people are supposed to stay dead."

	"Grams," he pleaded with tears brimming in his eyes.

	"No, Dylan. That is the fastest and surest way for necromancers to turn evil. Necromancers who break the law of nature have to pay the price. Always! Promise me, Dylan, that you will never do that."

	He glared angrily at the biscuits in his hand. He was no longer craving them. He attempted to calm himself before nodding in agreement.

	"I promise, Grams," he consented, albeit with plenty of hesitation.

	"Good. Now, I have some spell books I want you to take back to your dorm room. Study them and practice well, but always remember to follow the instructions. Are you returning tonight?"

	"No. It's Friday anyway. I'll make the trip back on Sunday afternoon."

	"That's wonderful. How about you accompany your old grandma to the living room? There is that zombie drama on the television that I love so much. Come on."

	He snickered at his grandma's enthusiasm and trailed after her. He was excited about the spell books, which Grandma Rose had promised him, but he figured he could collect them later. Besides, he enjoyed spending time with his grams. Everything else could be put on hold for the time being.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2

	The next few months went by in a blur of Dylan trying to pass his classes and studying the spell books. There were so many spells! Some were icky, to say the least. Not everything was about how to bring dead people, animals, or plants back to life. However, he learned that, as a natural necromancer, any spells related to life and death would come easier to him and deplete less of his magical core. There was an extremely gray area between using the spells to permanently revive somebody who had died versus bringing them back to life temporarily for specific purposes. Even those intentions were listed out in black and white, so to speak. If they were evil, he would, sooner rather than later, turn to the darkness and become a dark witch.

	He still hadn't learned all the spells or rules by the time he graduated, but his grandma made sure that he knew of the three most important prohibitions in magic. He was not allowed to change anything that happened in the past or to alter the future. He was not allowed to bring the dead back to life permanently. Most importantly, he was not allowed to use magic for any evil purposes, including something as seemingly mundane as a love spell. Controlling someone's feelings via magic was considered a huge transgression.

	After graduation, he had to pack up and return home to live with his grandmother. As he had anticipated, Scott, Chris, and Alicia eventually moved in together without him. He didn't mind at all because he was feeling guilty about having to hide his burgeoning magical powers from his best friend.

	Scott and he had always told each other everything. There were no secrets between them, until now. This magical stuff was the first thing he couldn't be truthful about to his best friend, because his grandmother had expressly forbidden him from revealing it. The less Scott knew, the safer his best friend would be in the long run. It had been difficult enough trying to explain to Scott about his weird outburst when his power manifested the first time. In the end, he claimed he was probably hallucinating from the exhaustion of studying late for several nights in a row.

	Grams had promised to supervise his belated education in everything magical. He was now able to block out his otherworldly visions perfectly. He didn't need to see spirits while he was showering or jerking off in his bedroom. That would be more than mortifying to say the least.

	There was another valid and logical reason for him to move back into the house with her: the house was the Thornton family home and generations of Thorntons had lived there. Magic had seeped into the nooks and crannies of the house and its surrounding garden. He would be safest there. He could have resented his mom and grandma for blocking his magic back when he was a toddler, but he understood their concerns. After reading some of the books provided by his grandma, he learned that wild, undisciplined magic in someone as young as he was then could be catastrophic. That delay didn't make it any easier for him to study so many new and magical things now, while working as a kindergarten teacher in the local school. Nonetheless, everything in his life went smoothly. Until it all came hurtling down.

	It was an ordinary afternoon. He would usually come home, eat dinner with Grams, and then chat with Scott on Skype. They tried to hang out at least twice or thrice a week, but their jobs kept them busy. He had just returned home that day when he realized that Grams was not alone. There was an incredibly gorgeous woman sitting next to her on the couch. He was even more astonished when a man abruptly appeared out of nowhere, leaning against the wall next to the kitchen. This man was huge everywhere: broad shoulders and chest barely hidden by the tight shirt, and obviously muscular arms and legs. The man's eyes and cheekbones were incredible, too. The stranger was also tall, really tall. He estimated that his own six feet was probably five or six inches shorter than the man's.
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