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            FOREWORD

          

          SHERRILYN KENYON

        

      

    

    
      Come in peace. Or leave in pieces.

      The Sanctuary motto that greets all visitors. Fans have often asked me where it comes from.

      It was something my older brother used to quote to me when I was a kid in the 1970s. Since we grew up at Ft. Benning, I have a feeling it was probably something one of the soldiers imparted to him, or even our drill sergeant father.

      I don’t know for sure. I only know that it’s something that left an impact on me as a young girl.

      Just like the need for sanctuary. Being Catholic and with my love of all things medieval, I was always captivated by the concept of “holy” ground where no one was allowed to fight or spill blood.

      A special haven for anyone.

      Any fan of Dark-Hunters knows the legend of Sanctuary, as well as the Were-Hunters who frequent and populate it.

      It’s the cornerstone in the series that stands as a sentinel against outside ills.

      A true sanctuary for anyone who needs it.

      But why is it a bar and grill? The idea for that spun out of the clubs and places I frequented as a teen and young woman.

      The Dungeon, 688, Little Five Points Pub, Rock Fish Palace . . . Those were my refuge from the evil in my real life. So when I was building the Hunterverse, it was only natural that the very thing I relied on for relief in my real life would be brought into my fictional world.

      I had no idea just how popular Sanctuary or the Dark-Hunters would become.

      The idea behind Sanctuary was to be a meeting ground for people of all walks of life and from widely different backgrounds.

      All accepted.

      All equally loved.

      Therefore, I could think of no better title for these series of anthologies as it represents the breadth and depth of Dark-Hunters fandom. A safe meeting place where the fans can let their own ideas flourish without fear.

      I’m thrilled that so many fans turned out for the project and honored that so many have embraced my series for so long. We are now working on our third decade of readership.

      It’s so surreal.

      And I have a special thank you to Carol who took time from her own writing schedule to spearhead this project, and read and edit all the entries.

      Thank you all!

      I hope you enjoy this foray into my universe as explored by the fans who have made it what it is.

      And I will leave everyone with one small reminder: These are fan stories, written by fans. While I gave them the ability to write in my world, what they have done isn’t necessarily Dark-Hunter canon and I haven’t read any of the stories from any of the anthologies.

      This book and the stories within exist outside of the timeline of the Dark-Hunters.

      I hope all of you enjoy this little side adventure.

      Hugs!
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      “I’ll give him the message, but I’m not giving you his number,” Dev Peltier growled. “I’m hanging up now.” He ended the call, slid off the barstool, and ran a hand over his face.

      “Trouble, Brother?” Dev jerked around to find his sister, Aimee, the owner of Sanctuary Bar and Grille, looking at him with arms akimbo and raised eyebrows.

      Dev reached out and tugged on one of her blonde pigtails. “Don’t worry, little boss lady.

      I’ve got it.”

      “Exactly what is the it that you’ve got?” she persisted, not changing her stance.

      Dev took a deep breath. “Noah Ridgely is looking for Shem. He says it’s a family emergency.”

      “Well, he’s up to something. He hasn’t been around since you tossed him.” She thought for a moment. “God, that was 12 years ago.”

      “The sad part of that story is how long I’ve been a bouncer. I really need to branch out.”

      “You’re trying to distract me.” She poked at his shoulder with her long, bright pink nail.

      “Ow!” He pushed her hand off. “I think Shem’s at Magique. I’ll tell him in person in case he needs some help.”

      “Still want to take care of him, huh?” She rubbed the spot where she had been poking him with her thumb.

      “Nope. Just being a friend.”

      “He’s come a long way from that waif of a kid Nick dropped on our doorstep.” Aimee walked Dev out. “Take your time, I’ll get Kyle to cover the door.”

      Dev walked the half block and rounded the corner to Magique, the shop Shem managed for his witchy psychotherapist girlfriend, Mar Greico. Dev didn’t see anyone when he walked in, but Shem saw him.

      “Hey, Dev,” He called. “Are you in the market for some magic?”

      “Not my thing.” Dev looked around until he spotted Shem, strategically positioned to see the whole shop from the conference room. Dev strolled back and lowered his big body into a rolling chair. Shem was in a button-down shirt with his long hair tied at the nape of his neck. Not a kid anymore.

      Shem sensed a problem coming his way. “You look worried, Dev. What’s up?”

      “Uh, yeah…” Dev took a breath. “Your brother called Sanctuary. He’s looking for you.”

      “Well, he can keep on looking. I’ve got nothing for him,” Shem snapped.

      Dev put his hands up. “Don’t kill the messenger.” He hesitated. “He said there’s a family emergency.”

      Shem scoffed. “As if I had a family.” He looked down.

      “Ouch.”

      “You know what I meant. You’re the best brother I never had.”

      Dev scowled at him. “You had all of us, and you still do.”

      Shem met Dev’s eyes. “Sorry, Dev. I didn’t mean to —”

      “We’re good,” Dev assured him to thwart an awkward apology. He extracted himself from the cramped chair and started for the door.

      Shem walked him out and clapped him on the back. “Thanks for coming in to tell me. I couldn’t ask for a better brother.”

      Dev smirked. “Me either, and I have a lot of choices.”

      Too shaken to work, Shem locked up the shop as soon as Dev left. His thoughts raced as he took the building’s steps two at a time to Mar’s second floor therapy office. He stopped at the open door and watched her clear her desk. The sight of her calmed him.

      Mar felt Shem’s turmoil in the pit of her stomach before she looked into his stormy eyes. “Are you alright, Sweetheart? You look lost.”

      “Noah is looking for me.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      She got up and went to him. He took her into his arms and kissed her lips once, twice, three times and whispered, “I love you.”

      “I can never hear it enough. I love you, too.”

      He took her hand and pulled her to the couch. When he sat down, she perched on his lap with her hands on his shoulders. “Are you going to let Noah find you?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. He told Dev it was a family emergency.”

      She massaged his shoulders. “When was the last time you saw Noah?”

      “When I graduated. I spotted his Howdy Doody hair in the crowd and went out the back door… Brave, huh?” He looked into her honey-colored eyes. “What do you think I should do, Babe?”

      “I don’t know. When I have two equally awful choices, I try to choose the one that can most easily be undone.”

      He stared off as he considered her words. “That helps. If I see him and it sucks, I can always leave. I have to think about it. He’s a bully and a con.” Shem shook the thought of his brother out of his head then pulled Mar closer. “Let’s go home. I’m cooking for you tonight.”

      

      The next day, Dev stopped Shem and Mar at Sanctuary’s door. “Your brother is inside.”

      Shem huffed out a breath. “He doesn’t get to decide whether I see him.”

      “Do you want me to send him on his way?” Dev offered.

      Shem answered decisively. “Could you tell him to settle up his tab and come out here? We’ll be right across the street in front of the vacant shop.”

      “Done." Dev went into Sanctuary and emerged a few minutes later with Noah, whose face was as red as his hair. Dev pointed Noah to Shem and nudged him off. As Noah crossed the street, he kept his gaze on Shem. When he noticed Mar, he stopped. “Your lady?”

      Shem glared at him. “What do you want, Noah?”

      Noah cringed at Shem’s aggressive tone. “Mom is in hospice. She’s asking for you.”

      Shem’s heart sank, but he held his ground. “OK. Got the message. Don’t come back.” When Noah opened his mouth to protest, Shem snapped at him. “I got it!”

      Noah winced, then he looked back at Mar. “Can we do this privately?”

      “I haven’t said we can do this at all, so don’t try to negotiate rules of engagement.” Shem felt Mar’s comforting hand on his back.

      Noah put his hands up. “OK, not negotiating. Can I have a few minutes of your time?”

      “Five minutes.” He crossed his arms over his chest and glared.

      “I need to make things right with you. I’m not who I used to be, Brother. I haven’t been for a long time. I hate myself for how I treated you, for what I did.”

      Shem scowled at Noah. “Did you do something to Nick?”

      “What? No! Is that what you think?” He looked into Shem’s angry eyes. “I know I made his life miserable, but I would never have hurt him. Why would you even think that?”

      “Because you hated him? For what? What did he ever do to you?”

      Noah raked a hand through his wiry hair. “Nothing. He didn’t do anything. He had everything. Everything I didn’t have. Looks, brains, a mother who adored him. When he took you, I—”

      “Took me?” Shem shouted. “You say that as if anyone wanted me.” He paced back and forth and stopped in front of Noah. His fists were balled. “Nick didn’t take me. He saved me. From you, Noah. He was afraid you’d kill me.”

      Noah looked at the sidewalk. “I’m so sorry, Shem.” His voice was shaky. “When Mom left, she told me to take care of you. I didn’t know how.” He rubbed his face. “Dad went out of control when you started talking. You creeped him out.”

      “When I was three,” Shem scoffed. “This just gets better and better."

      “You knew things. You would tell Dad that Mom was in trouble before the ER or the cops called. When Dad heard you talking to people we couldn’t see, he started slapping you around. He said you belonged with Mom’s ‘Freak Show Devereaux’ family. I—”

      “Stop!” Shem shouted. He paced back and forth. “Stop. Please. I’ve reached my capacity for this shit.”

      Noah sighed. “I understand.” Defeated, he turned to leave but looked back. “What should I tell Mom?” He was searching Shem’s eyes, and Shem was searching for an answer. When Shem finally shrugged and shook his head, Noah broke the silence.

      “Listen, if you want to see her, call me so I can clear Dad out for you. Dev has my number.” Noah walked away with his head down and his hands in his pockets.

      Shem took a few deep breaths. Mar was suddenly beside him. He put his arm around her, kissed her temple, and walked her back to Sanctuary.

      Dev palmed Shem’s shoulder. “You good, Buddy?”

      Shem considered that question. It was a lot to process. His mother was terminally ill. His brother was sorry. He creeped his father out. Dev and Mar were right there for him. He grinned at Dev. “Oddly, I am.”

      Shem and Mar sat across from each other in their usual booth. He took her hand off the table and kissed her knuckles. “You haven’t said a word.”

      “You were amazing. You had charge of that whole exchange.” She smiled at him. “Very sexy.”

      “It didn’t feel sexy.” He played with her fingers. “My head was buzzing when I told him to stop.” He sighed. “Mar, what was he saying? Was I psychic when I was little or was I a little psycho?”

      “Psychic isn’t much of a stretch. Your mother is a Devereaux.” She took his hand in both of hers and looked in his eyes. “Those gifts are for a lifetime.”

      “They would come in handy right about now. Do I need an access code or something?”

      She chuckled. “You might be blocking them. Probably because you associate them with being slapped around. I’ll show you how to tease them out when you’re ready.”

      “Yeah, that would not be now.” He looked around. “Babe, I think I’m crashing from the adrenalin. Let’s get these burgers to go.”

      At home, Shem headed straight for the bedroom. “I need a nap. Come with?”

      “Right behind you.”

      

      Early the next morning Shem woke to Mar’s honey-colored gaze. “Watching me sleep?”

      “It’s a beautiful sight,” she teased. “I didn’t want to wake you up early on a Friday.”

      “Friday? Shit. You have a reading tonight. Do you want me to reschedule it?”

      She rolled on her back and stretched her arms over her head. “No, I feel great. We should go to bed at four in the afternoon more often.”

      “You should stretch like that more often.” He crawled over her and nuzzled her neck. “The shop doesn’t open until noon.”

      

      Mar’s reading ran overtime. Shem watched Mar walk the forty something well-dressed woman out and lock the door behind her. “You look exhausted, Babe. Rough one?”

      She shrugged. “Not bad, just long.”

      He pulled her to him and kissed the top of her head. “I don’t know how you do it for a whole session. As soon as I get a glimpse of someone else’s thoughts, my own thoughts scatter.”

      Mar squeezed him. “Reading requires a deep connection. It takes a lot of effort – kind of like keeping an inflated balloon under water.”

      “Do you ever read my thoughts?”

      “What? No.” She looked up at him. “Why would I when I can simply ask you? Like now, for instance. What on earth made you ask me that?”

      “You haven’t seen my future?” He looked serious.

      “No, never.” She rubbed his arm. “If I did, I would have told you right away.

      “Right.” His tone was sarcastic.

      “You’re in a mood.”

      “I guess I am,” he confirmed. “What should I do about Mom?”

      She pulled him close. “Honey, that’s up to you.”

      “Not helpful.” He stiffened in her arms, so she pulled back.

      “I don’t know how to help. I do know if your mom is in hospice, you might not have a lot of time. Maybe you should ask Noah about—”

      “Why the hell would I ask him anything?” He flung his hands open. “You think I should trust him because he had a moment?”

      Mar struggled to keep her voice calm. “You don’t have to trust him to find out how—”

      “Back off, Mar. You don’t understand anything about this.”

      Mar’s shoulders dropped and her eyes welled with tears. Her voice was shaky. “You asked me what I thought. You can’t invite me to the party then call me a crasher. I’m tired and I’m leaving. Go find somebody else to rail at.”

      Shem was as still as a statue as Mar unlocked the door and walked out. His heart sank when he saw their car pass Magique. He went through the motions of closing for the night and then walked to Sanctuary.

      Dev cocked his head when he spotted Shem. “Didn’t I just see you drive by?”

      Shem shook his head. “That was Mar. She left without me.” His voice broke. “God, Dev, I really fucked up. What the hell is wrong with me?”

      “I’m not a doctor, but I think it’s your species.” Dev sat down against the wall and put his elbows on his knees in anticipation of a long talk.

      Shem glared down at him. “What?”

      Dev pointed at him. “You, my friend, are human. Mistakes come with the territory. Hence the term ‘human error.’”

      Shem paced a small circle, then sat next to Dev. “I don’t know how to fix this, Dev. I don’t know if she’ll let me.”

      Dev turned his head to look at Shem. “What the hell did you do?”

      Shem raked his hair. “I went off on her.” She asked me about Noah, and I told her—no, I shouted at her—to back off. God, I’m such an idiot.”

      “You aren’t an idiot. He was a prick to you.” Dev chose his next words carefully. “Listen, Noah tried to talk to me.” Shem looked up at him. “I pretended to ignore him, but for what it’s worth, I thought he was on the level.” He looked directly at Shem. “You know, you aren’t who you were 12 years ago. Maybe he isn’t who he was either.”

      Shem nodded after some private thought. Then he looked to Dev. “You have his number?”

      When Dev stood up to retrieve his phone from his back pocket and scrolled through the numbers, Shem huffed out a breath. “Shit. I left my phone at the shop.” He stood up and took a few steps.

      “Hey,” Dev clapped a huge hand on Shem’s shoulder. “Use mine.”

      Shem took the phone, hit ‘send’ and fought off the impulse to hang up when he heard Noah’s voice.

      “Dev?”

      “No, it’s me. Can I see her Sunday?”

      Noah said “yes” emphatically, then reeled in his enthusiasm. “Sure, Sunday’s good.”

      

      “Around eleven? Which hospice?”

      

      “The one on Dublin. Eleven is good. I’ll try to have Dad out of there.”

      “You don’t have to.” He paused. “Thanks for offering, though.”

      Noah cleared his throat, twice. “I’m glad you called.” He hung up.

      Shem looked at the phone. Is my brother crying? He pushed the phone at Dev as though getting rid of it would perish that thought. At Dev’s suggestion, he went inside to get food for Mar. The shot of bourbon was his own idea. He lifted the glass. Here’s to being an idiot.

      Acheron’s voice seemed to come from 20 feet above him. “I didn’t think you drank.” Shem jumped and the bourbon splashed onto the bar.

      “Doesn’t look like I’ll be starting tonight.” He reached across the bar for a cloth and wiped the puddle of bourbon. “Rough night,” he nervously explained to Acheron, who surprised him by sitting on the next stool. “I hurt Mar’s feelings…over my asshole brother.” He continued to polish the bar, though the bourbon was long gone. “She thinks I should… Shit. I don’t even know what she thinks…thought she was pushing Noah on me… can’t go there.” He didn’t know if Ash was even listening. God, I’m babbling to Acheron.

      “If you really want to do some damage to the guy, forgive him.”

      Shem stopped polishing the bar to look at Acheron. “Huh? I don’t get it.”

      “Being forgiven when you haven’t forgiven yourself is gut wrenching. It’s like having a dislocated shoulder yanked back into place. The pain is intense, the relief is short lived, and the lingering dull ache is…well…unforgiving.”

      Shem nodded. “Nick told me you have the answers to questions that haven’t been asked yet.”

      “I don’t have all the answers. I have a brother, though.” He stood and picked up his guitar case. As Shem was paying for his order, Acheron said, “Go home, Shem. Let her gut you with her forgiveness.” Shem turned to answer, but Ash was gone.

      

      “Hey, Bud, need a ride?” Shem was surprised to see Dev catching up with him on the sidewalk.

      “Nah…I need to clear my head.”

      “A conversation with Ash will do that to you. My bike is right here. Let me get you out of the Quarter. You can clear your head closer to home.” Shem climbed behind Dev on the iron monster. The roar of the engine and Dev’s broad back in front of him blocked most sights and sounds. By the time Dev stopped for gas a few blocks short of his neighborhood, Shem’s confusion was lifting.

      Dev clapped him on the back. “Go take care of your girl.” Shem climbed off the bike. At a loss for words, he gave Dev a quick shoulder-to-shoulder man hug and walked off. On the way home, he replayed his conversation with Noah. The call was his peace offering to Mar, but he did feel like visiting his mother was the right thing to do.

      “She’s home.” Shem breathed a sigh of relief to see their car in the driveway. He clumsily unlocked the door, stuffed the smashed take-out bag into the fridge, and went to the bedroom. Mar was still in her clothes, curled up on the edge of the bed with her back to him. His throat tightened and he rubbed at a pain in his chest. He knelt at the side of the bed and put his arm over her. His hand found hers. He kissed her cheek and whispered, “Baby, I’m so sorry.”

      “I’m awake. You don’t have to whisper.” Her voice sounded cold.

      He straightened. “Can I lay with you?”

      She scooted over without looking at him. “Come on.”

      He curled around her and put his head on her pillow. The feel of her against him brought tears to his eyes. Don’t lose it. He took deep, quiet breaths to settle himself. In minutes they were both asleep.

      Mar was trapped under Shem’s arm when she woke up. I need to get this guy a teddy bear. He stirred when she slid out of his hold. “Baby?”

      “I’m going to make coffee and take a shower. Then we can talk.”

      It was still early when he joined her on the glider. The porch was Mar’s masterpiece, with artfully arranged hanging flowerpots, crystals, windchimes, and the aroma of potted herbs. Mar was a vision in her favorite denim dress. When she turned to face him, his stomach fluttered. She’s breaking up with me. His heart pounded. He frantically searched her eyes.

      She tilted her head. “Why do you look terrified?”

      “I’m afraid of what you’re going to say.” He looked down. His hair curtained his glistening eyes.

      “It isn’t goodbye, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      He swiped a rogue tear and sighed. “I worry about it all the time,” he confessed.

      It saddened Mar. “You’ve been left more than once by people you loved.” He nodded.

      She placed her hand over his. “Sweetheart, I’m not them.”

      Finally, he looked at her. “I’m so sorry, Mar. You’re everything to me. I never want to see you cry. I never thought I would be the one who would make you cry.”

      “Ironically, you are probably the only one who can. You’re everything to me, too.”

      Those words brought a small sob and more tears. This time he let the emotions run their course. Acheron had this right—gutted with forgiveness.

      “Don’t beat yourself up. You’re on overload. Your mother is dying. Noah is around. Anyone would be edgy.” She pushed his hair back and kissed his cheek. “I’m sorry, too. I should have stayed and argued it out with you. I won’t leave you like that again. I promise.” Shem lifted his shoulder to wipe the last tear with his sleeve. He pulled Mar into his lap and let the slow rocking of the glider lend its comfort to their kisses and caresses.

      

      Shem fixed lunch from what was in the smashed take-out bag. Mar helped him make a salad. As they cleaned up together, Shem told Mar about the visit with his mother. “Can you come with?”

      “Of course.” She pulled him into a hug.

      Shem kissed her temple. “Sorry I’m so needy.”

      “Are you kidding? You never ask for anything.”

      “Because you give me everything before I ask.” He nuzzled her hair. “I wish I knew how to make this up to you.”

      “Make it up to me in bed.”

      She felt him smile before he scooped her up and carried her to their bed. He crawled over her to kiss her eyes, her lips, her neck. She pushed him back. “Let me take care of you. Roll us over.”

      Obediently, he rolled with her in his arms. Mar lay on top of him kissing his chest and neck. She unzipped his jeans and yanked them from his hips, then pulled her dress off. When she tugged his t-shirt with her teeth, he whipped it off. They devoured each other in a kiss. He was hard and panting. She licked and nipped her way to his shaft, then ran her tongue up and down the length, teasing and licking, stopping, and starting.

      “Baby, please…” She sat up and lowered herself onto him, laced her fingers with his, then took his length over and over. The sight of his shaft going in and out of her undid him. The feel of it undid her. She collapsed beside him with her arm across his chest and her leg over his. When their heavy breathing eased, he pulled her closer. “That was amazing.”

      “Oh, I’m not done with you.” She moved off him and sat back on her heels. “Roll over.” He complied without question. Mar straddled him and slowly massaged his neck and shoulders. She kissed her way down his spine and rubbed her face on his butt. When she spread his cheeks and blew her warm breath into the crack, he shivered.

      “Baby…” he moaned. “What are you doing to me?”

      “Having my way.” She slowly kissed and nibbled down one leg and up the other. She squeezed his butt cheek, stroked and licked the underside. Then she bit him. Hard.

      “Ow...That hurts!” He bucked and reached back to protect himself.

      She pushed his hand away, licked the deep bite mark, and kissed it tenderly. When he relaxed, she gave his other cheek the same treatment. He twisted around. “Ow. Ow, Ow! Are you punishing me?”

      She gave his cheek a squeeze. Then she slid up his body, put her arm over his shoulders, and put her face next to his ear. “Probably. Does that make you hard?”

      He moaned. “Painfully hard.”

      She rolled onto her back and pulled his head to her breast. “Show me.”

      Shem’s sensual apology was slow, sweet, and thorough.

      

      Noah met them on the steps of hospice. “Dad is with her. I’ll get him out.”

      Shem thought for a moment. “Let’s go in together and see how it goes.”

      Noah showed them to the cozy room. Their father was sitting on the bed holding his wife’s hand. When he saw them, he scowled. “Well, if it isn’t Stupid Shit and Freak Show.”

      “Abe, don’t.” Shel yanked her hand away. She was frail, but beautiful. Her voice was strong. Abe kissed her forehead, then glared at his sons and left.

      Shel looked at her visitors and sighed. “Noah, honey, help me into the chair.” Noah lifted his mother easily, carefully lowered her to the chair, and put a pillow behind her. She kissed his cheek. “Make sure Daddy isn’t getting into trouble.” Noah looked at Shem, who nodded.

      Shel smiled at Shem. “Come closer so I can look at you. I haven’t seen you since you graduated. You aren’t that boy anymore.”

      He didn’t move. “You were at my graduation?”

      “I was.” Shel patted the bed. “Sit with me, Shem. Who is this pretty girl?”

      “My girlfriend.” His terse answer hung in the air.

      Mar stepped forward, crouched in front of Shel, and took her hand. “Hi, Shel. I’m Mar Greico. I see where Shem got his beautiful brown eyes.”

      Shel smiled. “Yes, he certainly is more Devereaux than Ridgley.” She held onto Mar’s hand. “I feel magic.” Mar smiled and Shel chatted on. “Shem has it, too. He was born en caul. It was beautiful. Abe thought the drugs caused it. I never told him otherwise.”

      Shel looked at Shem. “Are you stuck, honey?”

      He looked down at himself. “I guess I am. I’m not sure what to say.”

      “Come closer. Let me touch you while I still can.” When Shem sat on the edge of the bed and took Shel’s hand, she laughed. “You are full of magic!”

      Shem smiled. “So I’m told. What does en caul mean?”

      “You were born in a pretty bubble. It’s a sign of having magical gifts.” She paused. “Baby, I’m so sorry for not being there to teach you.”

      Noah returned with coffee for everyone. Shel smiled. “You’re right on time, honey. I’m fading.”

      “Let’s get you back in bed.” Shem and Mar sipped coffee and watched while Noah skillfully straightened the bed and made Shel comfortable.

      Mar went to the bedside and took Shel’s hand again. “We’ll let you rest.”

      “Thank you for loving my son. Be everything I wasn’t for him.” Mar moved away. Shel’s eyelids were fluttering.

      Shem stepped to the bed and kissed Shel’s cheek. “I’ll come back tomorrow.”

      She smiled as her eyes closed. “I’ll be waiting.”

      Noah walked them out. Shem turned to him before they left. “How long have you been taking care of her?”

      “A little over a year.” Noah’s face was flushed.

      Shem patted Noah’s shoulder. “Sorry I didn’t check with you. Can we come tomorrow?”

      “Come any time.” He teared up. “The doctor says she has a month at most.”

      

      Three weeks later, Abe, Noah, Shem, and Mar were the only ones remaining at Shel’s grave. Abe was struggling. “I talked more to her in the last month than in the last 20 years. She opened my eyes before she left this earth.” He took a deep breath and blurted, “I know I wasn’t a good father. I can’t take it back.” He looked down. “There isn’t a damn thing wrong with either of you. You’re good men in spite of me.”

      Mar whispered in Shem’s ear. He nodded. She took Abe’s arm. “Sanctuary is serving lunch for everyone who was at the service. Abe, Noah, will you join us?”

      

      At Sanctuary, the Devereaux women caught up with Mar, fussed over Shem, and told stories about Shel. Noah sat by a subdued Abe, occasionally patting him on the back.

      Shem was quiet. When people started leaving, he leaned into Mar. “I’m on overload.”

      “Why don’t you go hang with Dev? I’ll be right behind you. I have to settle up with Aimee.” He kissed her cheek and headed for the door.

      When Mar walked out, Dev and Shem were watching the last of the guests leave. Noah walked toward Shem with a shopping bag in his hand. “I almost forgot. Mom wanted me to give you this.” He handed the bag over.

      Shem thanked him. “You’ve been taking care of Mom and Dad all this time. What will you do now?”

      He shrugged. “Go back to work and try to get normal.”

      Shem nodded. “I never even asked you what you do for a living.”

      Noah surprised Shem with a smile. “I’m an EMT.”

      Shem shook his head. “I really don’t know you at all, do I?”

      Noah pulled Shem into a tight hug. “Just know I’m your brother.”

      

      Shem looked through the bag that evening. On top was a scrapbook of his childhood with his kindergarten drawings, school photos and a lock of his hair. Shel wrote letters to him for every birthday. Next, he found a wooden box holding a candle snuffer, a tarnished silver cup, and velvet pouches that held jewelry and charms. Her grimoires were at the bottom of the bag with a note. “Share with your pretty girl.” Shem knew where to find his pretty girl.

      Mar sat in the grass with her arms around her knees and looked at the stars, she thought that whoever said “to forgive is divine” had it wrong. Forgiveness is a selfish act. It dispels helpless rage and resets relationships, but it is only one step in a long journey that can’t be started until the wrongs have been fully felt, even if they can never be fully righted.

      As he walked outside to join her, Shem grabbed Mar’s sweater from the back of the kitchen chair. He draped the sweater over her shoulders, kissed her cheek and sat beside her. “Making a wish, Baby?”

      “Casting intentions.” She put her head on his shoulder. “Peace for Abe, purpose for Noah, healing—”

      “Anything for me?” He teased.

      “As a matter of fact, yes.” She nudged him playfully and smiled. “I intend to share some magic with you in the bedroom.”

      Shem grinned as he pulled her into his arms. “Best intention ever.”
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      Her thick, dark, long hair clung to her face as she danced in the rain, her headdress and hairstyle long gone. The robe of a rich and deep dark blue colour hugged her body, and he knew it must cost a fortune. If it had been a different colour, it would have been transparent long ago.

      But that was not what caught his attention, it was her smiling face devoid of any makeup, although it would never be considered beautiful, made his heart ache. Her face was not as round or pale as the beauties of the city. Her skin was a shade of deep almond. Her dark eyes were too large, her nose was too wide, she was too tall and not curvy enough.

      She was neither blonde nor red-haired, and everyone, including him, considered her most attractive feature to be her lips, full and fleshy. For him, she was perfection incarnate. After all, she was the woman to whom his heart belonged. And the sound of her laugher, for Baal's sake, squeezed his heart in the best way.

      At that moment, he opened his eyes and cursed under his breath.

      He looked around him not recognizing where he was. After a couple of seconds, he remembered. He was in America. New Orleans, to be exact. He looked at the clock on his bedside table. He still had some time before he had to go, but he knew he wasn’t going to sleep no matter how hard he tried. He got up, turned on the lights, took out his pencils, and began to draw the lady of his dreams.

      For as long as he could remember the woman had populated his dreams. He had never seen her and yet she haunted him more than anything else in the world. For a time, he had thought that an Oneiroi had caused them. But he had been told that this was unlikely. The ghostly appearance of the sleep gods did not match her. Perhaps a Skotos, but he didn’t think that was it either, since he'd be dead or insane if that had been so, he supposed.

      So, he decided to believe that she was true. That this lady had existed at some point and that for some reason he could dream of her. With the help of hunters, he managed to locate in a very vague way that she could be from Tunisia or the vicinity. That she’d have lived two or three thousand years ago. Apparently, there were not many hunters who had lived in that place during that millennium so they couldn’t be of much help. Besides that, the memories of them overlapped with each other, which helped him even less.

      That was why he had wanted to be a squire. To be able to delve deeper into the vast world of hunters and all the records that existed. To his surprise, he had not been deemed worthy of being appointed a squire. Acheron himself had prevented his appointment.

      That had happened a year ago and it still hurt. He didn’t understand why, except for his overwhelming yet secret obsession with her. He had been an exemplary squire. He had learned everything that was expected of him. He had obtained the best grades. In fact, he had been considered the best candidate of his generation in all of Greece. But it hadn't been enough. He planned to know why. That’s why he’d travelled to the USA, specifically New Orleans, to ask Acheron in person.

      And looking at his watch, he saw that there were only a couple of hours before their meeting, so he went to exercise and get ready.
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      Across town, she opened her eyes and saw a woman staring at her. She had no idea what was going on, who the woman was or even who she was herself. She blinked and a whirlwind of words cut through her thoughts. Cold. Stewardess. Boy. Air control. Afraid. Storm. Blue. Family. Disgust. Food. She clenched her jaw at how overwhelming and confusing it all was. She looked down at her arm, at the tattoo that adorned it. Four phrases written in elegant calligraphy took her back in time and helped her connect her ideas a bit.

      I'm Eliša.

      She was Eliša, that was her name and she had never changed it.

      I'm a dark hunter.

      She remembered the smell of death and smoke, the taste of blood in her mouth, the corpse of her Nizar, whom she had cradled in her arms while she felt life seeping from her through the fire. Her shriek of pain and fury. Her heart crying out for vengeance for what had been taken from her.

      I am the beloved daughter of Himilce and Aderbal.

      The burning sun of her beloved Qart-ḥadašt, the graceful dance of her mother in the gardens, the strong arms of her father that carried her with pride in the parades.

      Music and storm.

      The unique shade of Nizar's eyes when he smiled, a colour that, after two thousand years, she had discovered was called Prussian blue. His scent of sandalwood and tangerine that she hadn't found in anyone else, the almond tone of his skin that turned peach when he blushed, his hair so thick that was impossible to tame even though she tried to comb it for hours. The warmth of his voice, accentuated as he hummed songs by sharpening weapons, causing her broken mind to focus on the present. The sensation of her body next to his when they escaped to dance in the rain, the smell of the rain, their feet buried in mud, the sound of thunder, their laughter and their hearts racing like a song. A kiss that she had wanted and had never happened.

      In that moment, she remembered. The woman was a flight attendant and she had asked if Eliša could buckle up as they were landing. She nodded
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