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  Index of Common Words



Aemina— Hally’s elven country
Aeminan— Citizens of Aemina
Aemirin— Language of the Aeminan people
Ai— Expression or exasperation, like “oh”
Amura Ore— Governing council in Aemina
C’yo— Cuss word, equivalent to shit
Enda— Elf
Endae— The elven realm
Endaen— Elven
Imolegin— An enda’s magical signature
Ja—Yes
Ma Colombe (French)— My dove
Meril— An endaen magical amulet
Muranilde— The soulmate like bond that Hally and Nolan share
Sae— No
Sajé— A comforting word/expression, similar to “shhh”
Savile— title of an exile (Hally)
Sitam— I know
Zayuri— Org. of samurai like warriors
Word Endings:
-ë— female
-o— male
-e— neutral or title
-i— plural
Note:
Remember! These are English translations for the convenience of English speakers. Please don’t assume the characters are speaking English just because you’re reading English. 
A full English-Aemirin translations list is on my website: https://kristineendsley.com/extras/







  
  1


Tattoos hurt. If you can’t deal with that, don’t fucking get one. 
My client would have had a tattoo-tip-shaped gouge in his shoulder blade eight flinches ago if I wasn’t used to men being such babies. I swallowed my laugh and wiped away the excess ink. The shop’s bell jingled. My Mickey Mouse clock on the back wall said we were open for fifteen more minutes. 
“Hello!” Lewis, my business partner and I called out at the same time. 
My machine drowned out the visitor’s response, but the tone of his voice held a hypnotic cadence, compelling me to relax, so similar to a spell I almost checked on them. I paused the machine and took a breath. They continued to speak, but the cadence was gone. Was I losing it? If I kept working, I’d forget the feeling. Sure, denial worked wonders.
“Hey, Hally?” Lewis’s deep, mellow voice drifted back into my space.
“Yeah?” I wiped more ink from the tat and pumped the pedal.
“Got a guy out here that wants to talk to you.”
“Who?”
“Won’t say. Just that he knew you a long time ago.”
A long time ago? Please. Humans didn’t know the meaning of a long time ago. No way my six years in the States was that “long ago,” as Lewis put it.
I lifted my machine and swiveled my chair around. “Mateo and Sam are picking me up at eleven fifteen. You know I don’t have time to talk.” I had to have time to clean after my client before then. Lewis knew all this. 
Lewis leaned his dark, tattooed arms on the half wall separating the lobby and my studio. His eyes crinkled, and his lips twitched as he suppressed a smile. “Talk quick.”
A lock of my black hair fell into my face from under my red cloche hat, ruining my glare. “Stop meddling.” 
“I’m not.” 
So convincing.
“Right. Have him make an appointment, would ya?”
“He says he really needs to talk to you.” 
“But he won’t tell you his name? Have you considered he’s lying?”
His lip ring twinkled as he shrugged his large shoulders.
“He French?”
“Got an accent, so maybe.” Not meddling, my ass. 
I lifted my eyebrows. 
He lifted his. 
He broke first, giving me that oh-so-innocent smile. Lewis was a six-foot-four, three-hundred-pound teddy bear that refused to mind his own damn business. He was also my very good friend.
“Girl, quit wastin’ time. I’m not entertainin’ this guy out here forever.” 
Sighing, I turned back to the tattoo, a black and white phoenix resting on my client’s spine. “Fine. I’m almost done.” I scratched my nose. “Shit,” I whispered. “This better be worth it,” I grumbled about the change of plans as I fixed my hair and replaced my gloves.
My customer chuckled.
“Don’t start,” I mumbled, tapping the peddle a few times before adding more ink to the needle.
He chuckled again. “I’m not saying nothing.”
I lifted my machine and sat up. “Remember, I’m the one drawing your tat, mister. You don’t want to piss me off.”
He shut up. 
I took a breath and imagined my jumbled thoughts leaving me as I worked. How long ago did the visitor mean? Everyone I’d known in Seattle since I’d last lived here was either dead or dying. Neither one of them had any business in a tattoo shop. I smiled at the thought of dead people crawling in here to get tattooed.
My Mickey clock announced the eleventh hour as my customer headed out to the front. After disposing the perishable equipment I followed him. When I pushed through the saloon doors, I found my client playing on his phone at the register. It hadn’t taken that long. Attention spans were so short now. Rolling my eyes, I turned my attention to the rest of the room.
Thoughts about phone and attention spans scattered at the scene before me. The saloon door swung forward, smacking my back and I stumbled. 
Lewis sat on one of our ugly brown couches, scowling at the chess board in front of him. He picked up the black rook, partially visible from my angle, set it down, then scowled again as his opponent proceeded to take a different piece. 
The woman’s back was to me, but by the look Lewis gave her—wait, a man had asked to talk to me, not a woman. When had she come in? 
Two braids held back some of her long hair. Her cinnamon-red hair and golden highlights gave me pause. Did I know her? But Lewis said—
“Hally?” 
Blinking, I looked away from the chess players.
“You want me to pay, right?” My client’s eyebrows rose, the shadow of that chuckle he’d given me earlier still there.
“Oh, right.” That sounded so stupid! I tried to ring him up without peeking over at the table. I failed—twice.
“Thanks. Love the tat. Looks like your night’s gonna ‘be worth it’ after all,” he teased, repeating my words from before.
He laughed at my flat look and made his way out the door. My attention went back to the couches. Checking her aura was out of the question. After my people had exiled me to this realm, I’d blocked my magic. 
Sometimes I almost regretted my decision, but I didn’t trust my magic. This was ridiculous. Nothing in the human realm warranted enough suspicion for me to consider checking her aura.
Lewis got up, shaking his tattooed head, frowning. He mumbled something as he rubbed the back of his neck and grabbed his black cowboy hat. His opponent stood next. 
Whoa, not a she. And I hoped his front looked as good as his back. He was about as tall as Lewis—not a specific gender trait. Neither was the long red hair. How stereotypical of me. Jeez.   
His Henley-style shirt…neither navy or royal blue—something…other. The hair and now the shirt? They nagged at my brain as I tried to recall where I’d met this person. I needed to pull it together and stop obsessing over this.
The visitor tugged his sleeves down, shrugged into his henna-brown leather jacket, and rolled his shoulders. Standing next to him, Lewis eyed me from under his tipped-down hat, smirking. Great. I couldn’t stop my reciprocal smile, so I rolled my eyes and reached under the counter for my purse.
“So, Hally?” Lewis’s voice reverberated around the small space, and my head hit the underside of the counter. He hissed in sympathy. “Ow. Sorry, Hally. Didn’t mean to startle you.”
With my stomach in knots and my hand on the back of my head, I stood up. My eyes peeked open, and my professional “hello” choked my throat. All thoughts of answering Lewis left me.
“No…Twy—Twynolan,” I stuttered. The shirt, the hair, of course they looked familiar, damn it.
“Hello, Hally,” he teased. 
He pronounced the name correctly, Hal-ee, not Hail-ee, as some people did. But it sounded wrong coming from him. My real name is Hallanevaë, although to him I was always Hallë, like in the latte, with a whisper soft e. 
My fists clenched until they shook. “What are you doing here, Twynolan?” I kept my voice steady and even managed to sound a little pissed off. Point for me.
Twynolan’s face fell, and his ice-blue eyes darkened, before he went back to playing the “sad ex-boyfriend” card. He looked at Lewis, then back at me. “I—I must speak with you.”
“Oh, is that all?” My stomach fluttered, but I shoved the nervousness down. Exile wasn’t some prison sentence with visitation rights. The council could banish him for talking to me.
Lewis’s lips puckered and he looked away. Did he see a resemblance? Something foreign, not human? No. Humans saw what they expected to see if not made aware of the oddity or without having something to compare it to, which was why Twynolan shouldn’t be here.
“All right then, you two. I’ll be seein’ you, Hally.” Lewis drew out his response and tipped his hat at Twynolan. He patted down his western-style vest and jeans pockets, then went back to the couch and grabbed his cell phone. “Nice meetin’ ya, Nolan. Hally.”
“Thank you for the company.” Twynolan’s dimple dented his cheek—adorable even after all the softness of childhood had left him. He hated that dimple. 
My childhood best friend, not much of a bestie anymore, had an inviting, trusting kind of face. Which explained Lewis’s immediate belief when Twynolan had said he knew me. That and it was the truth, broadly speaking. 
Lewis put his phone to his ear as he pushed on the saloon doors. We waited, listening as Lewis prattled on the phone, until the back door clicked shut. 
Once alone, Twynolan dropped his act. His light eyes contrasted with his golden complexion, but they grew neutral and assessing. I refused to squirm under his analyzing look. 
Did I look immature? No. I looked like a kick-ass tattoo artist. The heavy makeup made my dark green eyes look exotic and hid my almost-black freckles. Tonight I wore my red cloche hat, angled to show off my awesome dragon ear cuffs, custom made for my pointy ears. 
My long, black sweater with a blood-red cami underneath, black leggings, and black boots completed my badass, bitchy, artistic tattoo persona. The only thing not part of the costume was the leather bracelet holding a metal tag, etched with my foster sister’s name on it. That stayed close to me always.
Alas, I had no tattoos. They were too identifiable. I lied to people and said I was allergic to tattoo ink because who’s ever heard of a tattoo artist without tattoos? Not me. 
Clearing my throat, I broke the silence. “So…no ‘how are you?’” I shrugged. “Or a ‘whatcha been up to in the past century and a quarter?’ Usually, when people want to talk, they start with niceties. Humans and elves. “And I noticed your compliance spell you used on Lewis. I figured messing with people’s free will was beneath you.” The simple spell was used in defensive situations, not to make our lives easier.
He squared his shoulders and took a step forward. My hand shot out to stop him. 
He sighed. “It has been one hundred and nineteen years, two weeks, and three days, actually. And explaining I come from the realm of Endae would have been awkward, would you not agree? Seeing as there are no other endai here.”
Endai—what humans would consider elves. True, humans had no knowledge of different realms, elves, or magic. 
“The spell was unnecessary. You’re smart. You could have used your genius brain rather than magic. Again, why are you here? And so help me if you say ‘I need to talk to you’ one more time—”
“There has been—“ He puffed out his cheeks. “There is someone—I need—” 
I’d never seen him so flustered under pressure. He always considered his words. Which, no doubt, was why it irritated me and my patience was growing thin. Pinching the bridge of my nose wasn’t calming me down. Not from this. My hands flew up. “What the hell are you thinking? I’m in exile. Not that the last one hundred and whatever years without me clued you in. What did you tell me? Oh, right, I’m dead to you. Dead.”
“Hallë, please—”
“Don’t call me that,” I hissed. “You forbade me to use your name. Same goes for me, buddy.”
“Ai, Hallë—Hally.” Twynolan licked his lips and looked at the floor. “C’yo,” he cussed and shoved his hair back. “I am not leaving until we talk.”
“Or what?”
“I will follow you around tonight. Bump into these human friends of yours.” He clasped his hands behind his back and arched an eyebrow. “How long have we known each other, and did you ever once mention me?” 
This was the kid who followed his sister and her friends to the lake when she told him he couldn’t go. He hid their towels, replaced their dessert with silk dragon cocoons, and filled their bottles with lake water. That was not an isolated incident. Twynolan following me would be the least of my worries. 
“Fine, but I’m not helping.”
“We will see.” He kept his arms behind his back and smiled a smug, dimpled smile.
I crossed my arms, waiting.
Twynolan leaned forward and opened his mouth, but the shop phone interrupted him. We stared at each other, listening to the ring.
“Are you answering that?” he asked after the fourth ring.
“It’s not important.”
Twynolan furrowed his brows and shifted to look at the phone behind the counter. “How would you know without answering it?”
“Twynolan.” I clenched my jaw. “Focus.”
The answering machine beeped, and my friend, Mateo, rushed to talk. “Hally, ojitos, are you there? Sam and I are running behind. Pick up the phone.”
“Crap.” I marched over and pushed aside the saloon doors. Cleaning my area would have to wait for tomorrow. Damn it.
Twynolan’s long legs brought him up to me in seconds, matching my steps, something he always did to stay beside me. “Ah, yes, the friends…”
I glanced at the clock, Mickey’s little tail swinging back and forth. The more of my human friends he met, the more excuses and lies I’d have to use.
“I wouldn—net, would not mind meeting them.” Whelp, I found his English problem. Contractions. Betcha that annoyed the hell out of him. Good. “Oh, come on, Hallë—Hally, I can play nice.”
I snorted. “Sure.” I shoved the office door open and made a beeline to my cubby.
“Hallë?” he whined, and I rolled my eyes. “Why not?”
“They’ll notice we both have pointy ears and weird-colored eyes. They’re very smart people. Now shut up so I can talk to them.”
“I do not think your eyes are weird.”
I couldn’t stop myself from scoffing as I lifted my eyes from the phone. “Well, your opinion doesn’t mean shit.”
“Hurtful, Hally.” He held his hand to his chest, mock pouting. Jeez.
“Shh.”
As he opened his mouth, my cell phone rang. I raised a finger. After raising an eyebrow in challenge, he chose to turn around to face the artwork on the walls. I used to be just as obstinate as him. Wow, how annoying.
“Ojitos!” Mateo’s energy exploded through the line. “Did you get my message?”
I jumped, and the corner of the cubby bit into my shoulder. Twynolan turned, and his eyes brightened with amusement. I jeered at him.
“Heeeelllo? You still at Yula’s Quill?”
“Yeah, yeah, I’m here. Mateo—”
“Great. We’re running about five minutes late. You good there? I figure it’d give you or time to clean.” I liked to make sure my area was as clean as possible. 
Crap. 
“Mateo, listen. I can’t go—”
“Oh no, you don’t. You promised to come out tonight. How many times have you stood us up this month?”
“Three,” Sam said in the background.
“Did you hear that? Three, Hally. That’s every Friday this month. You can’t back out.”
“I didn’t stand you up. I called and canceled for legitimate reasons. If I had stood you up, I wouldn’t have called.” 
Twynolan arched an eyebrow, an unconscious tick when amused or challenged. Was there any chance he wouldn’t use this to his advantage? No. No, there was not. 
Mateo hummed to get my attention.
“Seriously, I’m sorry. Something came up, or rather someone. An ex-friend came in tonight. Some crap’s going on at—” At what? Not home, not anymore. “—with his family.”
Twynolan’s movement caught my attention as he examined my poster “All the Things I Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten.” I held my breath. Could he read English?
“Then he can come, too.”
“No way.” I glared daggers at Twynolan’s back.
“Come on. Besides Charlie, we’ve never met any of your old friends. And she’s your cousin. She doesn’t count.” 
He was such a drama queen. My head dropped back. The ceiling revealed no helpful solutions.
“I do not mind meeting them, Hallë,” Twynolan interjected, loud enough for Mateo to hear. The hypnotic cadence was back in his voice, like reciting a poem to lure you in. I held up my finger as a warning to shut up and not use that spell. He shrugged, oh so scared of me.
“Is that him? He sounds nice,” Mateo said in his matchmaker’s voice that he’d been using a lot this month. 
Twynolan laughed, getting Mateo’s meaning regardless of the language/culture barrier.
“No,” I answered Twynolan, but it could have easily answered Mateo.
Mateo’s hints to start dating again was the main reason why I hadn’t been going out with them. Well, with Mateo. Sam and I went to lunch yesterday. He kept his opinions to himself, most of the time.
“Oh, I like him already,” Mateo said. 
This wasn’t going well. I closed my eyes. “I hate you both.”
“See ya soon, ojitos. This’ll give you more time to reacquaint with your ex-friend.”
“No. Mateo? Crap, he hung up. Come on, No—Twynolan. We have to go. Now.” I grabbed my coat and hauled ass to the back door.
“Ojitos?”
“None of your business.” A nickname for pretty eyes that Mateo’s mom started. Mateo loved it because I hated it. He had a Seattle accent, so I hadn’t even known he spoke Spanish until his mom’s visit.
“Where will we go?” Twynolan perked up, full of genuine curiosity. 
I released my tight jaw and blew out though my pursed lips. “Somewhere we can talk away from them.” 
The cold February air hit me, stealing the breath from my lungs as I shoved the door open. My thin coat was the wrong choice for this weather, but the temperature wasn’t supposed to drop until tomorrow night. That’s what I got for trusting a weather app.
Twynolan stopped under the doorframe and looked down at me standing behind him, waiting for him to walk through. “Because you do not want your friends to meet me?” He held his hair down as the wind tugged at his intricate Aemiran braids. He inched forward enough for me to close the door, but that was all.
“Exactly.” 
“Because there are no endai here.”
“Yes.”
“Do you truly believe that would be a problem?”
Ushering him away from the building wasn’t working. I dropped my arm and my anger for a moment. “I’ve witnessed what humans can do to each other. I am terrified of what they’d do to me if the wrong people found out.” 
“Do you think your friends would harm you?”
“No. But the more people who know, the likelier it is that the wrong humans will discover me. You have to be careful and have an explanation for everything.”
After about ten seconds, he dipped his chin. “Very well, Hallë.” He stepped three steps into Post Avenue. 
“I’ve told you to stop calling me that.” I turned to face the door, key in hand. 
“Hally.”
Okay, maybe not. The name sounded wrong coming from him.
The stubborn bolt constantly refused to lock without a good amount of jiggling. At last, I won the fight and turned to the dark, urine-scented avenue. Twynolan stared into the shadows. The next street over was visible at the end but did nothing to brighten the old alley-turned-road between the two historic buildings. He held his hands behind his back, relaxed except for the slight furrow in his brow and the tightness around his eyes. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary to me. “Everything okay?”
A moment passed before he looked at me and tipped his head to the side. “Why would things not be?”
I opened my mouth to give him a smart-ass remark but decided not to. Yesler Avenue was a hundred feet to our left, and he fell into step beside me, but not too close.
“Do you think he would like me?”
I stopped and turned to him, my coat snagging on the bricks of the old building.
“What?”
“Your friend, Mateo. He said he liked me already. Do you think that would be true if I was to meet him?”
Scoffing, I started moving again. “Of course they would, No—Twynolan.” That was the third time I’d almost used his nickname. Not that he wasn’t likable. I was just pissed that he was here. And frustrated. And, hell, this wasn’t good. When I turned to go up the hill, he got in the way. I tried to step around him, but he blocked me. 
I crossed my arms.
He looked down.
I looked up.
He smiled a stupid, condescending smile, irritating the hell out of me. His damn adorable dimple showed, too.
“We’re going this way.” I pointed up to Seattle’s Pioneer Square and the pergola. “Are you going to move or what?”
“How far do you plan to go to avoid your friends? I must talk to you, but we cannot stay out here. It is too cold.”
“I…” I pressed my lips together and looked toward the Pioneer Building. “I’m taking you to the coffee shop. There.” I pointed up the hill again.
His eyes lit up, and I caught myself before I smiled. I was pissed, damn it.
“No magic. I know humans won’t recognize a simple compliance spell, but don’t do it. You are risking my safety.”
“I see.” Nodding, he stepped to the side. Letting my curiosity get the better of me, I hesitated, but no. I refused to make him elaborate. We stared at each other for a beat. Groaning, I gave in and started moving.
Twynolan reminded me of home, of our families, of what happened. They exiled me when I was one hundred and twenty-seven, an adolescent in our realm. We’d grown up together, looked after each other, stood up for each other…until I screwed up.
We waited for the walk signal at the corner of Yesler and First Street. Twynolan stood two or so steps behind me with his hands behind his back, watching the cars drive around us. 
With my hands shoved in my pockets, I tapped my foot. “When did you get here?” 
“At ten forty-four, remember?” He chuckled. “When Lewis was meddling.” 
I groaned.
“We played a lovely game of chess, by the way.”
The signal turned. 
“When did you get to Seattle?” In the middle of First Street, I spun around, pointing my finger. “No, wait. How long have you been in this realm?” Half backward, I hopped on the curb.
“Hallë, quessa. Emelasi coja muranildi juetera? Ne—” May we speak as muranildi now?
“Twynolan!”
He tore his eyes away from the globe lights in the pergola behind me. Lips parted, he stared down at me wide-eyed.
“It’s been a hundred and nineteen years since I’ve spoken Aemirin. I doubt I’m good enough to carry on a conversation. And I don’t want humans to hear you speaking it. Speak English.”
His smile dropped as he listened to me, his brows pinched. “What a shame. Our language is much more fluid.” Twynolan brought his hand out from behind his back and reached out to me but stopped. He dropped his hand and licked his lips. “Very well, but give me one thing.”
I cocked a hip and crossed my arms. “What?”
He leaned in. “Call me Nol,” he said, voice lowered. “We are muranildi, are we not?” 
Muranilde, our soulmate-like bond—which doesn’t always equate to lovers. No, our bond went further. If one died, the other would follow within a decade. We felt hints of our past lives: lovers, we thought a parent and child one time, siblings two or three times, but mostly…lovers. This time around, if I hadn’t left—
I swallowed hard as I realized where my thoughts had strayed. I turned away from him. I would not cry, refused to. This was my own doing, and I wouldn’t wallow in self-pity.
“Hallë—”
I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Why? I’m savilë.” My voice warbled and my eyes closed on their own.
“So? Calling each other by our Muranilde names has nothing to do with Aeminan laws.” 
A warm weight settled on my shoulder, but I didn’t jump. His fingers squeezed gently. With our bond, closeness felt natural, comforting, even after so long, but no, I didn’t deserve it. He tried to pull me back, as if the century apart didn’t make us strangers. In this life, we were strangers. As muranildi, we weren’t. Too much had changed.
The wind blew my hair into my face, and I tucked it back under my hat, itching where it had tickled my nose. I looked down at my feet and shook my head. “How can we be muranildi?” I pulled my arms tighter around myself. “You broke our bond.”
He let go and dropped onto a bench under the pergola, muttering in Aemirin about stupidity. The absence of Twynolan’s hand left me colder than before, and I shivered. “Ai, Hallë lacar upastira.” You are still so stubborn.
“Yeah? Well, it’s kept me alive. If it’s not broke, don’t fix it.” I sniffled. My nose was going numb.
He rested his hands on his stomach and dragged his feet under the seat. “Words cannot break the bond our Mother gave us and you know it. I was angry and hurt. Do you blame me?”
“Hell, no. I deserve what I got.” But he had still broken my heart.
“No, you were too young. The punishment was too harsh for a child.”
“I’ve made it this long.” A cop car went by us up the hill.
“But at what cost?” 
My throat tightened. 
“They miss you. It was unfair—”
Twynolan’s soft words brought me back around to face him. “Shut up! I killed them. I deserve this.” I squeezed the cuffs of my sleeves until my fingers ached. If it hadn’t been for the Muranilde bond, they would have sentenced me to death for killing with magic. “What in the realms is so bad that you’d risk asking for a savilë’s help?” My voice broke at the end. I pressed my sleeve to my mouth. Did he even care how much his words hurt me? He lifted his head, and his lost look sent chills up my spine. “Wait, we need to go inside. My nose is about to fall off, it’s so damn cold out here.”
“You have at least five more minutes before that happens.” 
Smart-ass.
He smiled wide enough that his dimple showed, and I couldn’t help but smile back. Between one blink and the next, he was standing beside me. I squared my shoulders and stepped away from him. How the hell had he gotten so fast?
“Amazing how quickly we are becoming familiar again, yes? See? Muranildi.”
“You’re so full of shit. I don’t know you at all anymore.” Or what he was hiding.
He shrugged. “That will change.” 
My eyes narrowed. “Why? How long are you staying?”
“As long as this takes, but you said you wanted to go inside?”
Oh, yeah.
As we walked out from under the Pioneer Square Pergola, he matched his steps with mine. His arm brushed my arm. When I moved over to give us more space, he moved over, too. The little shit. Telling him to knock it off would only encourage him.
Along with the frosty air that filled my lungs, the scent of home invaded my senses: our realm’s ancient trees, similar to Earth’s redwoods, but bigger, and the fragrant clove and orange scent of the blossoms near his parents’ house. To keep from breathing in the smell, I held my breath and sped up. The blossoms brought back happy childhood memories that were buried so deep I never dreamed about them. Damn. Just as I had started to calm down, too.
“Hallë…” Twynolan drew out my name. Before I got even six steps away, he grabbed my hand. I jerked back, but his warm fingers wrapped around my cold ones. “What is wrong?”
“Nothing.” I shook my head.
He tipped his chin down, and arched his eyebrow, challenging that single word. There was no fooling him. I let the hurt fill my eyes, and he stopped. 
“Come on. I need coffee, and you can tell me what the hell is going on.” 
Since he refused to release my hand, I pulled on him until we were moving again.
“The explanation will be difficult to discuss.”
“And that’s why I need coffee.”
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The high-pitched whir of the coffee grinder filled the stairwell in the Pioneer Building. The smoky aroma wrapped around me as we walked through the door of my favorite coffee shop: an old, eclectic, laid-back place where customers could chat or sit alone. Pictures of old Seattle throughout the years covered the walls, as did local musicians: The Wailers, Jimi Hendrix, and Nirvana, to name a few. They let pets in here for Pete’s sake! 
Twynolan tightened his grip on my hand and refused to walk farther than the entrance. With a final tug, my shoulder was against his chest. He glanced at me, looked up and around, licked his lips, and swallowed.
“You want to talk in here?” he whispered while gripping the doorframe.
I almost felt bad for him. Almost. He deserved this and more for coming to me.
“Yep. Let’s go.”
Grounding his teeth, he gave the room one more scan. “Very well.”
We weaved through the tables, passing the couch where two young people sat with their dog, enjoying their drinks and each other. A study group gathered around the largest table. Books, papers, and laptops were scattered all over the top. Perfect. The loud patrons and the espresso machine would drown out our conversation.
The far-left table in the back was wobbly and no one seemed to like the dark corner except me. I’d brought my ex here to break up with him so he wouldn’t make a scene. My coat slid across the table, and I turned to get in line. Two young women walked in the door, talking and paying no attention to anyone. 
“What are we doing?”
“I am getting coffee before I listen to your bullshit. You are crashing into my life with no regard to the repercussions I could face if you act like yourself and get noticed.”
Twynolan blanched and crossed his arms. “I do not get noticed.” 
I stared up at him. He couldn’t sneak his way out of a deaf and blind man’s house.
“You always do, either from your clumsiness or your annoyingly magnetic charisma.” I left him pouting at our table to get in line before the two new girls sidled up there. 
“Not unless I want to be noticed.” Twynolan bumped my shoulder as he lengthened his steps to beat me to the line.
“Fan-freaking-tastic,” I muttered.
One of the students at the study table let out a high-pitched laugh as I walked by. Another threw a paper wad at a third. Distracted by the kids’ outbursts, I walked right into Twynolan. My hand came out to catch myself and settled on his back. His leather jacket, worn and well used, was still cold from the freezing February night. 
We both teetered forward but didn’t fall in a heap. I stared up at him, dumbfounded. The students laughed, and he looked over my head at them. His dimpled half smile peeked out. Tipping his chin down, he met my eyes, proud of himself.
“See, I am not so clumsy now, am I?” he murmured in Aemirin. 
He used to stumble over nothing as a kid because his muscles were always playing catch-up. Stepping back, I pushed off him, a small part of me hoping he’d topple over. No such luck.
Righting ourselves, I looked ahead to Nettie, the usual night barista, taking the drink orders of the customers ahead of us. I jumped when Twynolan leaned in to be heard over the espresso machine. “What is a mocha?” He pronounced mocha with the “cha” sound. 
“It’s a mocha,” I said, emphasizing the hard “c.” 
His brow furrowed as he considered my correction. Leaning over again, his jacket brushed my cheek, and I breathed in the spicy smell of Aeminan leather conditioning oil. Without permission, my father’s smiling face surfaced from way down in my memory.
“But I learned the c-h produces a cha sound in the English language.”
His words wiped the image away. I uncrossed my arms and shoved them in my pockets. Damn him. The two ladies behind us giggled, and when I glanced back, I knew they had heard our discussion. Great. 
I turned to face Twynolan, still leaning over. He smirked. My breath hitched at his roguish expression. I was sure he did that to all the girls. It might have worked for a second, but I saw through it. I cleared my throat and lifted my chin, refusing to back down. Still close to me, his face fell, and then he gave me an unguarded smile, which was far more attractive than the trying-too-hard look.
“So?”
What had we been talking about? Mochas, right. I looked ahead of us instead of at his too close face. Why was he making this awkward? “There are many exceptions to the rules.”
He stood there silent, as if waiting for something. I glanced at him. Did he want me to give him an English lesson here?
He tilted his head. “But what is it?”
Oh right, that. I huffed. “Coffee with chocolate and milk. Would you like to try that?”
The espresso machine screamed. “Do you like it?” His face stayed near my ear to be heard over the noise.
“Sometimes.” I raised my voice instead of turning. 
The leather oil, combined with the smell of the coffee beans, had a vertiginous effect. I wondered if I could ever smell coffee again without thinking of Endae. Irritated with myself or him or the situation, I started tapping my foot. “Why not something simple, a black coffee, and if it’s too strong, you can add stuff to it.”
“What kind of milk is in a mocha?” Again with the mocha!
I closed my eyes and counted backward from ten. Couldn’t he just go away, leave me to my exile, and stop reminding me of how I’d lost everything? Was that too much to ask?
“Am I annoying you?”
“Very much so.”
“I am very sorry,” he teased.
“No, you’re not. You’re acting like a child because I brought you here and won’t let you meet my friends.”
He huffed. “Fine. Black coffee.” 
Surprised by his snippy answer, I opened my eyes to check on him. Had I pissed him off? Why did it matter? He rocked up onto his toes with his wrists clasped behind his back. His damn dimple showed with his “gotcha” grin.
“Your dimple is showing,” I said.
He shifted and almost covered his cheek before realizing what he was doing. He pouted for a second. Another point for me! I stepped up to the counter before he could say anything. 
“Hey, Nettie.”
“Hi,” Nettie said, as perky as can be. She really was perky most of the time. Her Cookie Monster-blue nails clicked on the counter. She jutted her thumb at Twynolan and wiggled her eyebrows. “He’s new.” While her flirting was always over the top, Nettie was a keeper. To her, all kids were munchkins and deserved free cookies. Plus, her grandkids were adorable.
“Yep, and you’ll never see him again.”
Nettie stuck her lip out at Twynolan while fluttering her mascara-caked eyelashes at us—mostly Twynolan. “What can I getcha?”
“A twelve ounce dirty chai latte, breve, and an eight-ounce decaf drip for him.” Who knew what he’d do on caffeine? Nettie gave Twynolan one last look, which might have held a hint of sympathy. I dropped my change into their tip jar.
“Why did you do that?” Twynolan whispered, his chin touching my shoulder.
“It’s a tip. When you feel they’ve done a good job, that’s how you show them.”
“Does she not get paid? That is what they do here. Yes? They use currency?”
He knew the answer. If Twynolan’s English was any indication, he’d spent some time around humans, and he was nothing if not observant. 
“No—” I paused before using his nickname—again. “Twynolan, stop. Do this shit on your own time, with someone who’ll believe your naivety.”
“Own time? They believe you can own time in this realm?” he whispered again, though not as close anymore.
I turned and gave him a flat look.
Twynolan smiled and tapped my nose as he had done when we were kids. I covered my face and laughed.
He came close again. “Esmë’a, ësmem tiar dunyairi’ar äsanë mico naura.” My dear, I love to watch your eyes shine when you laugh.
That made me stop laughing as I tried to work through the possibly intimate sentence. Esmë depended on the rest of the sentence to determine how close they’d meant the endearment. Twynolan waited, eyes bright and mischievous, as he saw me working it out.
“Not funny,” I grumbled as we went to the other end of the counter to wait. “And quit talking in Aemirin.”
“I find this quite entertaining, actually.” He pulled my hat up and gently pinched my ear. “Your ears are red. You should practice your Aemirin and you may figure it out.”
I swatted at his hand, then tucked my ear back under my hat. He’d never teased me like this before. Many things were different now.
The barista made a fern leaf in my foam. Usually, the cute coffee art cheered me up, but tonight the leaf reminded me of Endae. I snatched Twynolan’s drink without thinking, and the coffee burned my fingers through the paper. I gasped as my fingers let go of the lidless cup. In slow motion, a hand dove and plucked the cup out of the air before it hit the floor. Without spilling a drop.
“Whoa, dude. Nice reflexes,” one of the students called out.
The world came back to life. Murmurs of conversations. The espresso machine. 
Twynolan held his coffee out, all proud of himself, his head two sizes bigger thanks to the kid’s compliment. Jeez. That must have been a spell. No one was that fast. I bit my tongue. He’d saved the coffee from scalding my legs, so I let it slide. 
Lesson learned, I grabbed two paper sleeves and headed to the condiment table. Twynolan leaned over my shoulder to see what I was doing. My elbow connected with his stomach to make him move. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw his hand sprawling out to grab the wooden stir sticks. All of them.
“Twynolan!” I slapped his hand away before he touched them. 
He lifted his chin, daring me. Right. What could I do about it besides complain? 
A middle-aged lady beside me laughed. I checked to see what was so funny and realized she was laughing at us. “Good luck, honey.” She laughed again as she walked away. “Least he’s cute.”
Beside me, Twynolan chuckled. I elbowed him again, and he grunted. His eyes lingered on the students we passed. As we sat down at our table, he was listening in on their conversation.
“You know it’s rude to do that, right?” I took my first sip of yummy, delicious coffee—the best type of therapy.
He looked at me, eyebrows high. “Do what?” 
I tipped my head toward the kids. 
Twynolan twisted his cup around and pressed his lid down. “If they wanted their conversation to be private, they should have picked a private place.”
Hint, hint? Whatever. “You have until I finish my coffee.”
Twynolan continued to mess with his cup. “I do not know what—”
“You know damn well what it means. Start talking.”
“Hallë, please stop being so hostile.” He leaned closer to me. “I’ve been trying to lighten your mood this entire time, yet you won’t calm down,” he spoke low in Aemirin. “You said you’d listen, yet you’ve formed your opinions prior to what I must say. How can you give my circumstances an unbiased consideration if you won’t lower your defenses?”
I took a swig of my coffee. “English, Twynolan.” Was I hostile? Did I want to gouge his eyes out? No. But his presence hurt, and no amount of teasing would make it better. Even if messing with me in line reminded me of old times.
Twynolan huffed and sat up straight. “Ai, quturode racar omeya’a.” Ai, you’re a pain in my ass, he muttered.
“Not as much as you are in mine,” I touted our normal comeback to each other, in English.
Amused, as I took another sip. Twynolan sank down and folded his hands over his stomach. Sitting like that, he looked more human. 
I tapped my fingers on the table. “Well?”
His smile dropped, and the familiar crease formed between his eyebrows. I used to smooth that crease out with my thumb when he got upset. 
“I looked through your artwork. You are very talented.”
“Twynolan.”
“I never imagined you would be an artist like your mother.”
My eyes narrowed. “What do you want?” 
He dropped his eyes to the table. “More time? To have a pleasant conversation with my muranildë—”
“Knock it off.”
“One which does not involve such dire circumstances.”
“Twy—”
A heartbeat later, he was leaning over the table, an inch from my face. His eyes grew colder, harder. All the playfulness had left him. No emotion. “For you to stop calling me Twynolan. I will continue to annoy you if you will not call me Nol. We are muranildi.” 
My body tensed, the hair on the back of my neck stood up, and I started shaking. His words weren’t threatening, but the dead look in his eyes scared me. Twynolan’s stare broke. Life crept back into him. His eyes softened as he roamed my face, and then they lowered to my hands around my cup.
“Hallë,” he breathed. Making no sudden movements, he settled back into his chair. His arms slid off the table. In hushed Aemirin, he continued rambling, “I…I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. Please, forgive me.”
We sat in silence. The sounds of the café filtered into my awareness. His eyes flashed up to look at me, then back to his lap. I don’t know how long we sat there with the sounds of the café dividing us. For one small moment, my muranildo had frightened me. 
“I just…” He swallowed hard. “I need to hear…Our bond goes beyond this lifetime.” He scowled. “You do not understand. People talk about it as if what happened was some romantic tragedy. They do not understand what the Muranilde bond is for us. People say Hallë and Nol, and I hate it. Those are our names for each other, not theirs. They do not know who we were lifetimes ago.” 
“You told me I was dead to you.”
“I know.”
“You told me never to call you Nol again and broke our bond.” Which was impossible, but the statement had broken me. “I can’t—” My throat constricted, and I looked away. The lady from the condiment table sat two tables away from us, drinking her coffee and reading a book.
“Please? I have missed you.”
His words brought my head around. He missed me? How could he say that? I had no one here and he had everyone. I missed my parents, my friends…the schoolmates I killed. Why did he have to come here? My eyes welled and my throat closed up.
He reached for my hands, laced together in front of my coffee, but I pulled them back before he grabbed them. Yet not fast enough that I didn’t feel his calloused palms on my knuckles. The quick movement made a tear fall. No more. I rubbed my hands together in my lap. Since when did a scholar have calluses?
“Hallë—” He sighed, his voice just loud enough for me to hear above the murmur of conversations around us. 
I didn’t need his pity, and I didn’t need him. “I’ve worked hard to forget everything over there. Calling you…” I swallowed. “I can’t. And if you won’t accept that, we’re done here.” 
He held up his hand to stop me. “No. Please. I will not ask again.”
“Fine, but I’m halfway done with my coffee.” A slight exaggeration. “I’m serious. The truth.”
Twynolan rolled his shoulders. His eyes darted around the shop, then settled on me. “A mage who escaped from prison in Atrau has run to this realm.”
Atrau, the capital of Aemina, in Endae. “What does that have to do with me?”
“She has killed thousands of our people and she has come here looking for you.”
A chill ran through me. So many questions ran through my head, but I couldn’t decide which one to ask first. “Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“Do you think she’s here to kill me?”
“I do not think so.” He licked his lips. “I believe—”
“You don’t think I’ve talked to her, do you? Or that I’m hiding her? Does Aemina think that?”
“No—”
“So, you’re here to warn me about her?”
“Yes, I—”
“Are there Zayuri here? Is your uncle here? Is he going to come talk to me?” His uncle was a high-ranking officer of the Zayuri, the most honorable league in our realm. Think bounty hunter with a samurai twist. Almost everything about them was a mystery. Oh, and his uncle was scary as shit.
“No, Hallë, please stop asking questions. Aswryn is powerful. Not like you, but she is very dangerous. If you come in contact with her, you cannot trust her.”
“Okay, but if she escaped and came here, why aren’t the Zayuri here to apprehend her? It’s not like they’d send you to fetch her.” Twynolan would prefer to research a fugitive rather than help catch one. “Wait.” 
If he’d discovered somehow that this mage, Aswryn, had fled here, and no one believed him, it would be just like him to come himself to prove them all wrong. “Does your uncle even know? Or did you figure it out and come here on your own?” 
While Twynolan had inherited the magic of his Zayuri family, he’d vowed never to become one. No matter how much his uncle and mother pressured him.
“My uncle knows, I swear.” He fidgeted. Not a lie, but there was something he wasn’t telling me. “After she escaped, I saw her vanish, and because I know her imolegin, I followed her here.”
I swallowed, the coffee turning sour on my tongue. None of this made any sense. “What the hell? Why would he let you come here without him? And how do you know this mage’s imolegin?” Sure anyone could feel magic, but identifying someone’s magical signature required time together.
“That is for another conversation once you agree to help me and when we are out of here.”
“If.” I held my finger up. “Hang on, what do you mean, she vanished? You need a meril to travel.” Not even I could travel—before I blocked my magic— without an amulet.
He exhaled slowly, annoyed that I’d interrupted again, but I couldn’t help it. “Also for another conversation.”
I took a long drink of my coffee, glaring at him over the lid. How many “other conversations” did he think we’d have? The pain in the ass knew how to scare the crap out of me, though. And I couldn’t stand how vague he was being, damn it.
“Okay then, why do you think this asshat’s looking for me?”
He tilted his head. “What is an asshat?” 
I pursed my lips. “You gonna answer my questions, or what?”
Twynolan’s expression grew distant as he focused on his stirrer spinning on its own. The stupid genius. I clamped my hand on top of his cup, the stick trapped between my fingers.
“What do you think you’re doing? I told you no magic, and that includes Sandra Bullock impressions with your damn coffee.”
Twynolan frowned, his cinnamon eyebrows pinched. “I—I am sorry. I did not realize—” 
“Of course you didn’t.” I sighed, letting his cup go. He was a genius, but that came with annoying habits, like zoning out while deep in thought. “Just be mindful of your actions.”
“I will. I am sorry.” He inhaled as if to speak, but instead took his first sip of coffee and then sputtered it out. “Ai! This is disgusting.”
My head shot up, and customers’ heads turned our way. At the scowl on his face as he brushed coffee off his jacket, I burst out laughing.
“It is not that funny.” 
I wiped the moisture from my eyes. Taking pity on him, I waved my hand toward the front. “Go get some cream and sugar. It’ll help.” 
He kept scowling at me like the coffee’s bitter taste was my fault.
My snickering stopped when he stepped in front of me. I leaned my head back. “What?” 
“Dunyairi’ar carasanën.” Your eyes are shining. He arched an eyebrow, the mischief in his eyes again.
I wrinkled my nose at his smug face. The ass.
“Yeah, well, your dimple is showing.”
His hand shot out, and he thumped my nose. 
I growled and covered it. “Do not start that. We aren’t kids anymore.” 
Since we were little he’d thumped my nose, claiming he was just trying to help me get rid of my dreaded freckles. Twynolan knew I hated my dark freckles and green eyes, so different from everyone else. That and I looked exactly like my grandmother and wielded the same magic as her—again, different from all other endai. 
Twynolan and I had been in each other’s lives since I was born, and countless lives before this one. He knew who I used to be, not who I’d become. 
I propped my chin on my palm and waited for him to fix his coffee. People stared at him as he walked by. Could they tell he wasn’t human? No. They watched him because he kept his head held high, even though he’d spilled coffee all over his front. 
What was I doing? We weren’t here to catch up. I needed to find out why this person was here looking for me, or at least why he thought so. He’d called her Aswryn? Why was she killing Aeminani? Why was she in this realm? Or at least why did he think she was after me? I hated to admit it, but Twynolan was usually right, but he was being so vague! I checked on him across the café. 
My ex-best friend had grown so much. He’d always been tall, lanky, and clumsy. Well, he was not clumsy anymore, as he’d demonstrated earlier. As a matured adult, filled out and all, I saw a fair amount of his mother’s and father’s sides. His hair color, lean muscles, and height were from his mother’s side and so much like his uncle. He also had his father’s broad shoulders, smile, and sense of humor. But that damn ability to go from sly smirk to trusting smile—that was all his own.
“Is everything all right?” 
Twynolan stood in front of me. I straightened and blinked a few times to get my head back into the here and now. When had he come back?
“Oh, um…just lost in thought.” About a murderous mage here, the possibility of Zayuri showing up at my house, nothing big. I paused. “You’re not keeping a low profile with that coffee stunt you pulled.”
He grimaced, then lifted his hand about chest high and made a small gesture like flicking a bug. The humans who were still staring looked away. I refused to argue; he’d done it to irritate me.
“There.” Once he sat, Twynolan took a small sip of his coffee. “Better. I might try that mocha later.” Again with the cha. 
Pain in the ass.
“So…” I urged him to continue.
“Yes?” He blinked.
He took a hesitant sip. Nothing. Another sip.
After too many minutes—okay, more like seconds—of silence, my patience broke. “Fine.” I closed my eyes. “I’m sorry for laughing at you, okay?” 
He kept drinking, all calm and collected. I squeezed my cup to restrain myself from yanking the thing out of his hands.
“All right, you are forgiven.”
I prayed for patience. “So, why?”
“You know the answer. Stop and think.”
“I don’t want to think. I want you to tell me why she’s after me.”
“Come now, there is no other enda more powerful than you.”
I rolled my eyes. He and I both knew that wasn’t true. My magic was different, more organic—and gone. That last part wasn’t his business, though. Was my magic strong? Yes. Most powerful? I doubted that. But maybe this Aswryn person believed the rumors and thought I was the most powerful enda. 
“That’s not—”
“The way you and your grandmother can wield magic without spells or merili gives you…opportunity? Yes that is the word, an opportunity no other enda has. You have freedom, without—” He licked his lips, trying to find his English words. “—learning how to—”
“You don’t need to explain my own magic to me. Yes, we don’t need to learn spells, but that doesn’t mean we can do anything we want. We still have to understand the process of what we want our magic to accomplish.” That was why I found casting spells that other endai created so difficult.
He pressed his lips together. “Yes?” He drew out the word. “That is why I came to you. Her vanishing is a problem with all endai—”
My stomach dropped.
He held up his hand, eyebrows going high when he saw my expression. “And with Aswryn looking for you—her biggest mistake ever—you can…stop her.”
If Aswryn had killed people, her sentence was death. Our Muranilde bond was the only reason I was still alive—banished and alone, but alive. I began to put two and two together, and I wasn’t liking four. My thumb rubbed across the worn down etched names in the metal tag of my old bracelet. 
As always, it grounded me. I forced myself to exhale and started counting: one, two, three, inhale. The couple with the dog was leaving. Four, five, six, exhale. Nettie laughed at something, the espresso machine screamed again, and nothing was calming me.
Every fiber of my being wanted to scream, to jump across the table and slap him. Looking at him without reacting was impossible, so I focused on my bracelet. Hundreds of possible responses bounced around my mind. None of them were nice.
“Hallë? Did you hear me?” Twynolan asked once I reached twenty. 
“You’re both here because I’m savilë.”
“No—”
“You want me to kill her, don’t you? What better person to do it. I mean, I’ve killed with magic once already. What’s one more? You know the damn Zayuri assassinate endai all the fucking time. Do you see any of them getting banished? No.”
Twynolan stiffened, emotionless as I bashed his uncle and those like him. “The Zayuri—”
“This is bullshit.” I had to whisper or I’d scream. “I vowed never to use my magic on another person again. Ever. I can’t believe you—”
“That is not what I said.” He reached across the table and touched my arm. I jerked away. 
“No.” I stood and grabbed my jacket off the chair.
“C’yo, Hallë nas nú—”
“English.”
He shoved his hair back in frustration. “Aswryn will come, and I—”
“I’ll deal with her in my own way.” I clenched my teeth. “Non-lethally.”
“Ai, I must have said this wrong. Please be patient with me?”
A quick glance around the shop assured me that no one had noticed our argument. His spell still held, small as it was. All of them were completely oblivious to their surroundings. In my peripheral vision, Twynolan’s arm moved to smooth down the front of his jacket. He lifted his head and saw me watching him.
“Hallë—”
“Don’t.” I held up my hand to stop him. “Stay away from me, Twynolan.”
I turned on my heel and left him at the table. Before I got halfway across the room, my best friends, Mateo and his fiancé, Sam, walked in. Twynolan came up behind me, and my friends blocked my exit. Tables and chairs were to my left, and the counter was to my right. Trapped. Great.
“Ha, I told you she’d be here, Sam.” Mateo grabbed Sam’s coat sleeve and shook it. They took all of five steps to get to where I stood glued to the floor.
Mateo left Sam’s side and wrapped his arms around my stiff shoulders. Cold water droplets from his black coat wet my cheek; at his five foot ten, my chin didn’t reach his shoulders. His expensive aftershave mingled with his mousse, creating the scent that was Mateo. He pushed on my shoulders and gently shook me. “I knew you’d be here.” 
“Sam? Seriously?” I looked at the reasonable, down-to-earth one of the pair.
Sam shoved his hands into his brown wool coat and shrugged. His golden curls brushed his olive-green scarf and his cheeks turned rosier by the second. “Sorry, Hally. I kept him back for as long as I could, but he wouldn’t stop until we came. You know how it goes.”
Yeah, I knew.
“Don’t be so negative.” Mateo looked behind me, and his rich brown eyes locked on Twynolan’s pale blue ones. “And you must be her old friend.” He let me go, stepped back, and hooked Sam’s arm. 
“Guys, this isn’t—”
“And you must be the friends Hallë did not want me to meet.” Twynolan’s arm brushed mine as he stepped in close behind me.
Mateo reached his hand out and grabbed Twynolan’s. “I’m Mateo Sanders and this is my partner, Sam Decker.”
“Hello.” Twynolan began, but Mateo didn’t stop.
“I love your accent. Are you from France, too? I bet you are. You gotta tell us all your stories about Hally. All we know is what Charlie tells us, and you know how . . .”
“Mateo—” I muttered.
“…she’s always working. So are you going to introduce him or what, Hally?”
“You need to give her a chance to talk first, dear.” Sam nudged his partner, then brushed his hand through the back of Mateo’s short black hair. 
“He’s not my friend.”
“My name is Nolan. We did not part on good terms, so I knew this was the only way for Hallë to talk to me.”
“I love how you say her name. So much softer. Isn’t it, honey? Ha-lay.” Mateo softened the beginning as Twynolan did, but the end was too harsh.
Sam nodded, but Mateo didn’t notice. 
“It was a slip. She asked me to call her Hally—sorry. The name is…hard for me.”
“How long are you here for? Maybe we could meet up somewhere tomorrow.”
“No, Mateo,” I said as
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