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CHAPTER ONE
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DYLAN'S MOTHER SLEPT a lot more than usual. He didn't wake her, but he sometimes hovered in the doorway to check her breathing. Every time he saw the slight rise and fall of her chest, a tingling relief rippled through his body. One day—and the day was coming soon—the relief wouldn't come. With every grateful sigh, he tried to remind himself the dreadful day was on its way.

His heart was stuck in a constant prayer to extend his mother's life. One more day. Just give me one more day. In the back of his mind, he felt guilty for wanting more time, because he knew his mother was suffering. Her body was weak, she was in pain, and every breath was a labor. If she passed, it would probably be merciful, but he wasn't ready to lose her.

Dylan didn't think he would ever be ready to lose her.

He made breakfast every morning, as he always did, sniffling as he stirred the scrambled eggs. He knew his mother wouldn't eat it. She would either be asleep, too tired, or lacking an appetite. Even so, her slow death didn't stop him from completing his morning routine. Even if she took a single bite of her breakfast, it would be worth it to him. When she passed, he wanted the satisfaction of knowing he had taken good care of her until the very end.

Simon was hardly his usual sprightly self. That morning, for the first time ever, he didn't join Dylan on his chores. The terrier stayed in bed, sighing, whimpering. He must have known the inevitable was coming, but Dylan did wonder if Simon missed his companions in Oz. The farm boy wasn't convinced of Oz's existence. He believed it was a dream, but his dog's uncommon malaise was certainly curious.

Olivia wasn't awake for breakfast, which was hardly surprising. Dylan stood in the doorway, munching on bacon, waiting for a breath to confirm she was still alive. Olivia not only breathed, she moved, which was even better. With a smile, he returned to his bedroom and enjoyed his breakfast in solitude.

His mother didn't wake until one o'clock in the afternoon, at which time he made soup and a hamburger. Olivia preferred her burgers plain, with only a few pickles to break up the monotony of bread and meat. He sat on the end of the bed, smiling as he watched her eat, remembering it was one of the last times they would ever share a meal. Even though his heart ached, he never stopped smiling.

“So, are we reading today?” Olivia asked, motioning toward the copy of The Count of Monte Cristo on her nightstand.

Dylan, who wasn't a huge fan of classics, said, “I can't believe you want to waste your last days reading The Count of Monte Cristo.” Even a romance would have been better than a book he might have been forced to read in high school, but it was his mother's choice, and he never objected when his mother made a choice.

“What? You're not enjoying it?”

“I guess it's not so bad,” Dylan said. “I'm ready for the dude to get out of prison and get his revenge, though.” 

“What if...” Olivia paused. As the depressing words fought their way out of her, she donned her glasses and reached for the book. “What if I don't get to finish it? I think about that a lot. What if I never get to find out what happens to Dantès?”

“You could always look it up on the internet and spoil the ending for yourself,” Dylan suggested.

Olivia groaned at his answer. “No, I don't want to do that! I want to have time to finish it myself. I want to have time to read more books. That's the really devastating thing about dying. When you're young and healthy, you never think your days are going to end. You never think there's a limit to the number of movies you'll watch... or a limit to the number of times you'll get to have dinner with your best friend. You just don't think about it.”

“I do,” Dylan corrected her. “I'm in the process of losing my best friend, so... I think about it a lot.” 

Olivia opened her book to Chapter Sixteen and changed the subject. Dantès' imprisonment was a depressing topic, but her looming death was far worse. 

“If you want...” Dylan said, “I can stay up all night and read with you.”

“You don't have to do that. Besides, I'm tired all the time now. I doubt I'll get through more than a few chapters before my eyes get too heavy and my body demands a rest.”

Olivia's prediction was correct. Three chapters into their Monte Cristo marathon, Olivia shut her eyes and drifted. As Dylan watched her sleep, his thoughts went to a dark place. 

This is one of the last times I'll look at her face when she's still alive, he told himself. He wished he could rewind his life and relive some of the years leading up to the loss of her. Back then, he didn't know how good he had it.

The rest of Dylan's day was the same as any other. He finished his farm work, fed Simon, and prepared dinner for two, even though his mother was still asleep and probably wouldn't wake to eat a single bite. He ate alone, staring at a clock, ruminating on the tragedy of time. 

After dinner, his mother woke up again, albeit briefly. Any time she was awake, he always sat with her. He didn't want to miss a moment. 

When she fell asleep again after two more chapters, he returned to his room, dressed for bed, and slid beneath the covers. His thoughts drifted to Crow, as they often did. For some reason, the foul-mouthed scarecrow had certainly made an impression on him.

“I think I'm going crazy,” he whispered to himself. “I'm making up imaginary friends to make myself feel a little less lonely. How sad is that?”

A silky voice answered him, “You're not making up anything, Dylan.”

Dylan screamed so loudly, he was afraid he would wake his mother. He certainly stirred up Simon, who was awake and growling as soon as he heard Dylan's cry. To Dylan's utter amazement, Silvraine, the Wicked Witch of the West, was standing at the foot of his bed.

“Hello there,” she greeted him with a devious smile. “Judging from your reaction, I'm going to assume you were not expecting to see me.” 

“Uh... no.” Dylan, whose hands were pressed against his face, studied her through parted fingers. “Most definitely not.”

“Well... surprise!” Her smile didn't fade. It was almost as if her curving lips were taunting him.

“So, Oz was real?” Dylan asked.

“Very real.”

“Crow was real? Leo, Ten... they were all real?” 

“I'm going to assume those were the names of the companions who came to destroy me,” Silvraine replied. “In that case... yes, yes, and yes.”

Confusion and relief flooded him in equal measure. He was glad to know his friends weren't a figment of his imagination, but he had no idea why a dead witch had suddenly manifested in his bedroom. 

If nothing else, Silvraine was stunning. Her dark hair was braided, and her form-fitting black dress revealed her sinful curves. There was a small tattoo—some sort of runic symbol—under her eye. Her nails were painted, her skin was powdery, and her lips were cherry red. She didn't look anything like the Silvraine who was chained to the floor at Vestur Castle. 

Dylan needed answers, perplexed as he was. “So... why are you here, exactly? I thought you died.”

“I did, in a sense,” Silvraine revealed. “For the last few years, I knew Glennis was coming for me. When my first sister was killed, I took measures to preserve my life. I created the garnet gauntlet. In it, I stored a piece of my soul, as well as a portion of my magical power. As long as my soul was in two pieces, I would always resurrect.”

He was still confused. “But you resurrected... in Kansas?” 

Silvraine paced around the room as they talked. “Did you never wonder why my sister needed you to destroy the gauntlet? As long as the gauntlet or I remained, I would resurrect. I used a bit of ancient magic to accomplish this task... Glennis couldn't figure out how I'd done it, but she was terrified of it. Anyway, the spell I used made it impossible for her to kill me with her own hands, because the remaining part of my soul would enter the person who tried to end my life.” Her smile grew as she finished, “In other words, you.” 

“Your soul went inside of... me?” Dylan deduced.

“Indeed. My soul has been quietly slumbering inside of your body since the moment you destroyed the gauntlet. I can manifest any time I want to... or I can choose to stay dormant. You were whining about your imaginary friends, so I decided to reveal myself and let you know you weren't completely crazy.”

“So, am I just... stuck with you?” Dylan asked.

“Unfortunately, yes. As of this moment, we cannot be separated, and I cannot venture too far from you, because you are my new host body.” Silvraine chuckled at his predicament. Dylan was her murderer, and it gave her satisfaction to know she was making his life a bit more miserable. “That is why Glennis summoned you from another world! When I was killed, she didn't want me anywhere near her! It was the best way to get me out of Oz... and it was genius, really... although, I hate to praise that godawful bitch.”

“Glennis called herself a good witch,” Dylan said. “I'm guessing she's... not?”

“No! Goodness, no! You haven't figured that out by now?” When Silvraine sat on the end of Dylan's bed, Simon tried to jump in her lap. The icy witch quickly dumped him on the floor beside her. “Glennis is an evil, manipulating, horrible, powerful, awful woman. She murdered all of my sisters because she wants to conquer the world! Together with the Wizard of Oz, she's trying to take over everything.”

“Wow...” Dylan laid down and slipped his arm under his head. “I had no idea. So... all along, I was on the bad side?”

Silvraine snorted at his observation. “There's no good or bad side in any quarrel. Only a child would believe there is. There are only different opinions and opposing objectives. However, since my sister's objective is clearly twisted, you're welcome to revile her.” 

“So, uh... what now?” Having a witch inside his body didn't sound too appealing. He hoped she knew a way to remedy their curse. 

“For now, until I can figure out a way to get back to Oz, I'm afraid you're stuck with me.” With a roll of her eyes, she added, “And believe me, I don't like this any more than you do!”
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“SO... SHOULD I STAY in or out?” Silvraine asked. She was standing on the opposite side of the kitchen, watching Dylan cook eggs. Simon was hovering at her feet, staring up at her, wagging his tail. She flashed an occasional sneer in his direction, but the distasteful expression was no deterrent to the little dog, whose fascination with the witch endured throughout the day.

Dylan banged his spoon on the side of the skillet, scattering scrambled egg that clung to the utensil. “What do you mean?” 

“I mean... should I stay inside your body or out?” she asked. 

“Out. Definitely out.” The idea of having another soul inside of him was too unsettling to fathom.

“Are you sure? If I'm out, it won't just be your little dog who sees me. Your mother will see me. Any visitors will see me. I cannot hide in another room because I will always have to stay within a few feet of you.”

“Damn. Really?” He was stuck with her either way. “W-Well, I don't get too many visitors, apart from Aunt Em, and she would probably be thrilled to see me with a lady.”

“Is that so?”

“Yeah. She's always concerned by the fact that I don't have a girlfriend. If she finally saw me with a girl, maybe she'd get off my ass a little bit.”

“Hmm...” The witch's red lips were pulled into a grin. “Well, if you'd like, you may introduce me as your girlfriend.”

“Really?” Dylan had to chuckle at the thought. Silvraine didn't look like the type of woman who would date a farm boy. She was the sort of woman who purred when she talked. Her face was flawless. Every inch of her hourglass figure was hugged by a black velvet dress. She was a gorgeous woman, and he had always considered himself to be remarkably average.

“Sure. Why not?” Silvraine answered with a toss of her hair. “Perhaps it will even amuse me.”

“I probably shouldn't lie to my mother, though.” As the conversation continued, Dylan scraped his food onto two separate plates. “I don't want to get her hopes up right before she dies.”

“Your mother is dying?”

“Unfortunately... yeah.”

“I'm sorry to hear that.”

“You don't think you could, uh... heal her or anything? Maybe?” Dylan asked. According to Silvraine, after the gauntlet was destroyed, she had retained half of her magic ability. He didn't expect a miracle, but he had to try.

“No. I've never been much of a healer. I can only mend small wounds. I'm sorry.”

“Damn.” It was such a disappointment, he almost kicked the stove. Instead, he changed the subject. “So, will we ever be able to separate, or are we always going to be... fused together?”

“There is a way to separate, but our solution is in Oz.”

“Will we ever get back to Oz?” As he carried two plates to his mother's room, another question popped into his head, but he waited for her to answer the one in progress.

“I haven't ruled it out.” 

He raised the plates and asked his question. “Should I have made some breakfast for you? I guess I should have thought about that sooner, huh? I'm such an asshole.”

“As long as I am tethered to you, I require no sustenance. I can eat, but it's entirely unnecessary,” Silvraine told him. “So, you are actually not an asshole. Your intuition was telling you what you already knew.”

Before they entered his mother's room, his gaze flicked to Silvraine's sexy dress. It wasn't even close to appropriate. He thought about giving her one of his shirts and a pair of pants, but if Silvraine was wearing his clothes, it would make his mother even more suspicious. For the moment, he had to tolerate the witch's unusual attire. 

“Hey, Mom, are you awake?” Dylan asked as he entered Olivia's room.

He expected her to be asleep, but to his surprise, he got an answer. “I am. I just woke up.”

“Uhhh...” He glanced back at Silvraine, who had yet to follow him inside. “Mom, I, uh... I brought a friend. I hope that's alright?”

“Oh!” Olivia's dark eyes brightened at the news. “You haven't brought anyone here in a long, long time. Do I look hideous?”

“No. You look great.” Silvraine hadn't entered yet, but he was already cringing. “Her name's, uhh... Silvraine.”

“Her name?” Olivia repeated. Dylan inviting a friend to the farmhouse was rare. Inviting a female friend was even rarer. In fact, it never happened.

When Silvraine entered his mother's room, she looked like a different woman. Her black hair was in pigtails, and she was wearing a pink cardigan and jeans. Dylan almost dropped his plates when he saw her altered clothes.

“Hello, Olivia,” Silvraine greeted her with a smile. “It's so lovely to meet you. I've heard a lot about you.”

Olivia replied, “And yet, this is the first time I've heard about you! Dylan's been holding out on me!” When Dylan passed her one of the plates, his mother flashed a playful scowl. 

“Do not be too cross with him. Our acquaintance is somewhat new,” Silvraine said.

“Oh... well... I guess that's alright, then.” Olivia paused to sample her eggs. “Silvraine is an unusual name. It's pretty, though. You are pretty.” 

“Thank you.” The witch accepted his mother's compliments with a bow. 

“Is that a tattoo on your face?” Olivia asked.

“Indeed.”

“That's amazing! Did that hurt?”

“Not at all.” Silvraine didn't get her tattoo in a traditional way. Magic had seared the mark into her flesh, but she barely felt a thing. 

“You must have a high tolerance for pain, then.” Olivia, who was in and out of agony all day, added, “I wish I did.”

Silvraine said, “I'm very sorry to hear about your health, Olivia, I wish there was something I could do.” 

“It's alright. Believe it or not, I've accepted it.” When she saw her son shoving bacon through his lips, Olivia gasped, “Dylan! Didn't you make any food for your friend?” 

Silvraine jumped to his defense. “I ate breakfast before I came here... but thank you, Olivia, for your concern for me.” 

“Oh.” Her answer seemed to satisfy Olivia, whose fork subtly trembled as she moved skewered hash browns to her lips. “Anyway... now that I know Dylan actually has a friend who isn't me, would you mind if I made a request?” When Silvraine gave her a nod, she continued, “Look out for him after I'm gone.”

“Mom!” Dylan moaned. “You don't have to—”

Olivia interrupted, “Dylan's strong and capable, just like his dad. And he's proud too. He would never admit it, but he's going to need someone. It would just... it would be nice to know there was someone watching over him.”
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