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Aeminan— Citizens of Aemina
Aemirin— Language of the Aeminan people
Ai— Expression or exasperation, like “oh”
Amura Ore— Governing council in Aemina
Aore— Senior Amura Ore assembly member
Enda— Elf
Endae— The elven realm
Endaen— Elven
Hallë— This is Nolan’s name for Hally, only he uses it
Imolegin— An enda‘s magical signature
Laro— Father
Loret— Junior Amura Ore assembly member
Meril— An endaen magical amulet
Muranilde — Rare soulmate-like bond Hally and Nolan share
Murë— Mother
Nol— This is Hally’s name for Nolan, only she uses it
Rosava— Earth 
Sajé— A comforting word like “shh”
Savile— Title of an exile (again, not capitalized when using gender version)
Yalurë (Yalu)— Paternal grandmother (Grannie/Grandma)
Zayuri— Org. of samurai-like warriors


Word Endings:
-ë— female
-o— male
-e— neutral or title
-i— plural
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.
For a full ever expanding and evolving translation list visit my website: https://kristineendsley.com/extras/
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I needed to get out before I lost my mind. Yelling would only result in hurt feelings and regretful words. But damn it, they wouldn’t let me do anything. Nol kept fussing over me. Charlie jumped up to help whenever I tried to get something. This cast needed to come off sooner. My doctor cleared me of my concussion a couple of days ago, but Nol still wouldn’t let me get up on a ladder, and neither of them wanted me to be on my phone for long. 
The little bell jingled as I opened the front door to my tattoo shop, Yula’s Quill. My shoulders relaxed as I inhaled the scents of tattoo ink, antiseptic cleaners, and Lewis’s cologne. Perfect.
“Hello!” Lewis called from his station, unable to see me through the repaired saloon doors separating our workstations from the lobby. “Be with you soon. I’m in a session.”
“Bonjour, Lewis,” I said in an exasperated rush. I walked past our gray couch, coffee table, and glass display case in the bright lobby. All new-to-us, thanks to my former tattoo mentor’s drug-induced rampage three weeks ago. Not fun.
“Hally?”
“Yep.” I pushed the saloon doors open and slipped through without disturbing them as much as possible. I dropped my purse in the bottom of my toolbox, then rolled my swivel chair into Lewis’s cubicle. A thirty-something bearded, bald customer was lying on his side, getting a side-view image of a realistic heart crushed in a fist amongst broken rib bones on his rib cage.
“Girl, I thought I told you not to come in here until your wrist is healed.” Lewis looked up, his reading glasses at the tip of his nose and his machine held right above his client’s skin.
“I’m hiding.” I dropped into the chair and crossed my arms as well as I could with the cast.
“Aren’t you not supposed to turn off your location anymore?” He continued shading the bones.
I grumbled, “I didn’t. It’s—they’re driving me crazy.”
Lewis snorted, dipped his cartridge in black ink, and kept going. The client was staring at me—a stranger had come in, invading his tattoo session. He didn’t seem offended, with his half-lidded eyes looking at my boobs.
“Hey, up here.” I gestured to my face. 
His eyes rose. “Hi,” he purred. 
You have to be kidding me. “Hally—co-owner, tattoo artist, and not interested.”
“Where’s your tats, then? Aren’t all artists supposed to be covered in them?” He looked back down at my boobs.
I didn’t answer. His disrespectful attitude did not deserve one.
“Don’t be goin’ disrespectin’ my partner.”
The guy’s mouth closed, and he set his jaw. If he kept going, Lewis would stop. Don’t ever piss off your tattoo artist. Ever.
“So why you goin’ crazy?” Lewis lifted his machine and wiped at the tat, all in one practiced move
“I can’t stand how much they’re fussing over me. They’re treating me like—”
“Like you almost died.” The whites of his eyes stood out as his eyes widened. 
“Not fair. We thought Nol was dead first, and no one is treating him like an infirm.”
“Infirm?” We continued ignoring the client.
“They ain’t. They’re tryin’ to take care of you, and you’re not used to that.”
“Hmm.” I tapped my knee. “I needed a break.”
“I get that.” His lip stuck out as he focused on the tattoo. “You two have been apart a long time. Gettin’ a new groove won’t happen in a day.”
“I know, he knows. It’s just we’ve never been at odds like this.”
“Maybe this is a good thing, then. Fightin’ and figurin’ things out bring people closer.”
“Sure.” I swiveled back around and went to my little tattooing area with its standing silver toolbox covered in stickers from tattoo conventions and a “whining costs extra” magnet. My rolling drawers for ink and other whatnots were stuffed in the corner between the client chair and the partisan wall.
“You’re not gonna go workin’, are you?” Lewis called over the buzzing of his machine.
“No, just fiddling. Promise.”
I picked up the purple ink bottle from my drawer. Gil had been playing with it before he kissed me. A day after that, a bitch of an endaë, who thought she could play goddess and infect my people with her curse, killed him. She’d come over from the Endae realm to find me and destroyed…everything. 
My chin quivered, and I tapped the bottle against it. That was what Nol and I were really dealing with. We missed Gileal, and it hurt to talk about. I set down the bottle, scrubbed my face, and probably ruined my make-up. Where’d my mirror go?
“No complaining ’bout how I set up your shit. I did the best I could.”
“It’s not that. Ah-ha!” I found the mirror in the toolbox’s bottom drawer. It should’ve been in the plastic drawers.
Aswryn, that endaë bitch with the goddess complex, killed Gil and my ex-mentor three weeks ago while destroying my shop. To be fair, Ian, the mentor, had started destroying it first, but she was worse. She broke my right wrist and gave me a concussion. Since then, Lewis had been holding down the fort.
Lewis finished up with his client soon after, while I slouched in my chair and doodled on a sketch pad.
“Hally?” Lewis leaned his beefy arms over my partisan wall. His frown deepened the lines in his umber skin. Why did humans age so fast? “Tell me what’s really goin’ on with your elf drama.”
“You already know,” I mumbled. 
“Nah, you talked to your grandma yesterday, didn’t you?”
She and I had a schedule. We met in her dreams—dream-walking—twice a week to stay updated. Because I was banished, no one was supposed to know about them, but it seemed that Nol’s parents, my parents, and several Zayuri knew about our meetings. Honestly, I was beginning to wonder if they cared whether the Amura Ore found out. 
I huffed and tossed the sketchbook on the toolbox. “Besides missing Gil? The curse still hasn’t dissipated.”
Lewis grunted. He and his girlfriend, Yumi, came to my house every Sunday for dinner, so he was familiar with the situation. “No.”
“What?” I lifted my gaze from my cast to glare at Lewis.
“That ain’t it.”
The bell above the door jingled, and the glass door flew against the storefront window—thankfully without any glass shattering.
“Hey!” Lewis bellowed. We were tired of our shit getting ruined.
Three tall men invaded our shop. Two headed toward us while another one shut the door and locked it. Some trick of the light made the storefront windows look matte black. For a moment, I thought the doorman’s hair was the same color. I blinked as it went back to a natural dark brown—not matte, because that would be weird. 
The loud smack of the saloon doors hitting my partisan wall brought me out of my mental lapse on reality. The shortest man, and first through the doors, came right up to Lewis. His brown-haired head only came up to Lewis’s chin.
“Are you Hally Dubois?” 
I blinked. My reaction time was so off. Their third man, about Lewis’s height with dark blond shoulder-length hair and leaf-green eyes, glared at me. He’d asked a question. Shit.
I swallowed and assessed the people in front of me before I answered. What would resolve this in the calmest way? A shuffling from the front distracted me. At first, I pictured someone jumping over the pass-through behind the display case and into my station. But no, the one in the front shifted so he could see me and his green-eyed asshole friend. 
He looked different from the other two. Paler, dark brown hair, and almost black eyes. He didn’t ooze that thuggish vibe like the other two. He clasped his hands in front of him and watched with an almost bored, “can’t believe I had to come along” look.
“Hey!” Leafy-green barked, jerking my attention back to him. “Are you Hally Dubois?”
“Yes.” I set my hands on my hips, cast notwithstanding. “You can’t just barge in here—”
“We need to talk.” He nodded to his companion beside him.
The shorter man thrust his right arm out and grabbed Lewis by the throat. The next thing I knew, he’d lifted Lewis off the ground. All three-plus hundred pounds of a six-foot-four black man. Holy shit.
“Lewis!” I screamed. “Let him go!” I tried to run out to help my friend, but Leafy-green shoved me into my toolbox. Lewis went limp, and the brunette dropped him. A crash came from inside his cubicle and Wyatt Earp, Lewis’s skeleton-on-a-pole, hit the partisan panel as his body hit the base.
“Lewis! You killed him!” My voice was rough from screaming. 
“The human is fine. Once we’re gone, you can untwist the spell. He’ll remember nothing.”
Spell? “Who are you?”
Leafy-green towered over me as the metal handle poked into my shoulder blade. He jutted his chin out to intimidate me, but I was used to everyone being bigger than me. And I was more pissed than scared. Call me stupid. 
“Hally Dubois?”
My teeth clenched as I leaned in. “We’ve established this.”
“You and your Zayuri partner are in direct violation of the Earth-Endae treaty.”
“What—”
“Silence!”
Yeah, I’d be quiet, and seething—and a bit scared.
“You kinda need her to calm down to comprehend your words, Brodrick.”
Brodrick turned his head around, and his hair followed, hitting me in the face. “Quinn—”
Quinn, the one blocking the door, raised his shoulders to his ears, shoved his hands into the pockets of his black peacoat, and turned away, unimpressed.
“As I was saying.” Brodrick squared his shoulders. “You are hereby summoned to appear before Her Majesty, Queen Orlaith, Ruler of the Sidhe.”
“I don’t know what fucking game you’re playing, but you need to wake up my friend. Now.”
Brodrick’s shoulders dropped, and he blinked a slow, deliberate blink. “Like we’d do that and have this conversation with you.”
“Conversation? You attacked us.” I gestured toward Lewis’s cubical.
Brodrick’s eye ticked at a choked-off laugh from the front.
“You will appear at the start of the first hour this fourth day prior to the birth of the new year.”
I stepped back, hiccupping. That was not a human way to count days. That was endaen—elven—as in not of Earth.
“If you fail to appear, it will be considered an act of war.”
“Wait—wait.” I waved my hand in front of him. The gig was up. “One, that’s bullshit. If you’re going to summon someone, you must give a formal written statement.”
“Oh, right, my bad.” Quinn straightened from his slouch and jogged in, reaching over the pass-through and into my cubicle. He handed me an envelope and went right back to his post.
I took a breath, calming my racing heart to think. “You must give me time to review it before I agree to any of this shit.”
“There is no agreeing—”
“Forty-eight hours is standard.”
That got me another eye twitch. “You are the ones breaking the treaty. That gives us the right to choose the time and date. The address is on the paper. Four days prior to the birth of the new year.”
Fuck. What day was the spring equinox this year? “I’m not meeting anyone anywhere I don’t feel safe. We will meet on common ground for this.”
“No—”
“Do you want your meeting or not? Pioneer Perk.”
“That small place?” Quinn balked.
I narrowed my eyes at him.
“Pick your people wisely,” I told Brodrick. “That’s where I’ll be. Now, leave. If you ever touch my friend again, you’ll be so far up in paperwork you won’t celebrate until next spring.”
“You—” He shoved his chest into me. 
I stumbled, but rolled my eyes up to meet his, refusing to show how scared I was.
Quinn appeared behind Brodrick and grabbed his arm. “Don’t touch her, Brodrick. We’re done.” 
Brodrick curled his lip at his buddy, but the finality in Quinn’s expression stopped him. He yanked his arm out of Quinn’s hand and shoved the saloon doors open. 
Quinn grabbed the swinging door and met my eyes. “We’ll be in touch.”
“Get out,” I growled. 
Quinn opened the front door and let the brunette out. He paused, met my eyes, and dipped his chin with an air of respect before leaving.
“Lewis?” I yelled as I sent out a tendril of my magic to lock the front door and ran to his side.
He lay with his neck against his skeleton’s post. Poor Wyatt Earp was knocked over against the back panel. I couldn’t move him—Lewis, not Wyatt—and I couldn’t move the pole without hurting Lewis. They’d said I could release him after they left. How?
I patted his face. “Lewis. Lewis, wake up. Oh, what do I do?” Water? I ran to our small break room, grabbed a cup, and hurried back. Did I just throw it? I poured it on his face and waited. 
“Come on, Lewis.”
I pulled my phone out and found the number I wanted. It rang once and went to voicemail. That jerk. I called again with the same result. So I texted: 911. Lewis is hurt.
Ten seconds later: Call the doctor. 
“Are you kidding me?” I yelled at the phone like Nol could hear. With a quick check on Lewis, still breathing and still out, I called my niece, Charlie.
“Hey, Tatie. What’s up?”
“Is Nol there?” My words sounded a bit panicky.
“Um…no.” She hesitated, but recovered. “What’s wrong?”
“Do you know where he is?” 
“No…you sound stressed.” She whispered something off the phone. He was too there, and he had told Charlie to tell me no.
“Let me talk to him. This is an emergency.”
There was a rustling. “I thought we weren’t talking tonight, Hallë,” my pain-in-the-ass muranildo said, as if this phone call proved his point in our earlier argument. A stupid argument that, if I were honest with myself, I’d blown way out of proportion. He didn’t need to know that, though.
“Yeah, well, three people coming into my shop claiming to be Sidhe and knocking Lewis out with a spell I don’t know how to untwist kind of supersedes it.”
“What?”
“I need you. There was…there were people here, and they did something to Lewis. They weren’t endai, but they weren’t human. The one just lifted Lewis off the floor, and he…they said it was a spell. He picked Lewis up, Nol!“ I took a breath, expecting Nol to say something. “Nol? Are you there?”
“I’m already leaving,” he said in a quiet, emotionless voice. “Do not leave.” 
“I won’t.” I dropped the phone and went back to Lewis’s side.
Three weeks ago, everything came to a head. Ian, my old mentor, ruined my shop and Aswryn destroyed my fake identity. Part of that destruction involved my magic. Aswryn shoved so much of her magic into me that it broke the one-hundred-year-old magical block I’d cast on myself. The results almost killed Lewis when he caught me off guard. It scared me enough that I ran away.
“Hallë—” Nol walked in from the break room in the back. He’d used his Zayuri magic, traveling through shadows between my house on North Beacon Hill and Pioneer Square in downtown Seattle. 
“Here!” I shot up, waving my hand like a madwoman.
“Let me get to him.” His training had conditioned him to void his face and voice of emotion. Nol gave me one glance, his ice-blue eyes meeting mine, as I backed up to let him crouch down beside Lewis. From behind him, I watched Nol check on Lewis, both physically and magically. Nol checked his breathing and then placed his hands over his torso. Nol’s magical signature rolled out as he cast a spell. 
“It’s a simple spell to lose consciousness. An’di did them when her patients were hurt and she needed to provide intense medical treatment.”
“Can—can you wake him up?”
“Of course.” Nol sat back on his heels and shoved his cinnamon-red hair out of his face.
Lewis’s eyes fluttered open, and I gasped. Before Nol was even out of the way, I’d dropped to Lewis’s side. 
“Lewis? Are you okay? Are you hurt?”
“What happened?” Lewis asked, his voice scratchy from the guy’s hand crushing his windpipe.
“Those people, remember?” I nodded, trying to get him to respond.
Lewis squinted at the lights, at me, and then up at Nol behind me. “What people? Why am I on the floor? And why is my face wet?”
“Erm, that last one was my fault. I tried to wake you up with water.”
“Humph,” he pouted.
I looked up at Nol, who stared at us, his eyes distant. 
“I don’t know who they were. They came in here and—knocked you out cold with a spell.”
“Spell?” Lewis asked.
“Yes,” Nol said. “You could have done what I did, Hallë.”
“Like hell.” No way would I touch Lewis with my magic again.
“You would not have hurt him.”
“Not the time,” I said through clenched teeth. “You know my stand on this.”
“Excuse me?” Lewis waved to get my attention. “Dude on the floor over here? What the fuck? Move, Hally.”
I scooted back and popped up, but stayed close, ready to help him if he needed it. Nol scanned the floor, his magical signature spreading out again. 
“Damn, woman! I ain’t no baby. Stop hoverin’.”
“Are you sure you’re okay?”
Lewis rubbed his bald head over his cowboy skeleton tattoo. “Guess I’m getting a bump here.”
“I can go get some ice and Tylenol,” I offered.
“You got other shit to figure out. Get over there and help him do his—” He waved his hand around. ”—magic. I’ll get my own damn meds.”
After Lewis stood and I was sure he was stable, I went to the front where Nol held his arms out, palms to the floor and fingers spread. Although he wore mostly human attire, jeans and tennis shoes, he’d grabbed his henna-brown leather jacket—the part of his Zayuri uniform that he wore the most, because the sheath to his sword was attached to it. “Tell me.”
“These guys were nothing like I’ve ever seen before. They know who and what we are. They said they knocked Lewis out to talk with me.”
“About?”
“About…um.” My brain, worried about Lewis, had shoved the entire conversation to the back of my mind. “We are summoned by some lady who thinks she’s a queen. There’s an envelope.” I ran to my area and found the paper on the floor under my swivel chair. “This.”
Nol, right behind me, grabbed it and ripped the envelope open. “What is a treaty?”
“An agreement between two countries.” I bumped into my toolbox, reminding me of Brodrick standing where Nol was now.
“Who are the fae?” Nol glared at the letter in his hand.
“Fae?”
“Yes, Hallë. The fae—these, High Court and Queen Orlaith of the Fae.”
“What? The guy said Sidhe. There’s no such thing as fae.”
Nol lowered his arms and his emotions bloomed on his face. He gave me an exasperated, flat look. His uncharacteristically impatient attitude lately was one of the reasons I’d needed a break tonight.
I set my hands on my hips and glared at him. “Like the fairies in the books we read Ray. They’re yay big.” I held my hands close together. “And they have wings.”
“That is fae?” Nol frowned. He enjoyed reading to Charlie’s daughter most nights, and one of her favorites was some fairy book with a do-gooder moral of some sort. I never read that one.
“Yeah. This is ridiculous.” I shoved my hair back.
“Look through the letter.” He folded the paper and handed it to me. “Political papers are your expertise, not mine.”
“I do not do paperwork.” But I grabbed the letter anyway.
“They want us to go to Fauntleroy Boulevard. Where is that?” 
“Oh no.” I waggled my finger. “I changed that. If they were going to demand a meeting, I wanted it to be on neutral ground.”
“Where, then? Do not say the cafe. Please don’t.” Nol pressed his temples with a thumb and forefinger. 
I stayed silent.
He raised an eyebrow, expecting an answer. 
“You said not to say the cafe.” I shrugged.
“Ai, Hallë. Why that place?”
“I feel safe there, okay?” I reached for my bracelet as irritated, pale blue eyes glared at me. “The coffee shop is neutral, and they can’t do shit with everyone there.”
“In the first hour?”
“Huh?” I shrugged. “There’s plenty of people there at one a.m.” 
“The first hour of the day,” Nol chastised me.
“Yeah, and?”
He gave me a look of astonishment.“Of. The. Day. It is endaen timing.”
“Oh.” Endaen timing, were they serious? There were things I’d remembered. The language, because I was really good with languages, my parents’ faces, my grandmother’s smile. Politics, because it was what I wanted to do when I grew up. But our timing system, who the fuck cared? But now Nol looked at me like it was the most vital thing imaginable. “When is that?” 
“You don’t know? C’yo. When is sunrise?”
“No fucking way.” That was ridiculous. No one should wake up before sunrise.
Nol looked down at the note as if he needed to read it. The endao remembered everything, he was doing this to be an ass. “On the fourth day prior to the birth of the new year? Spring is in five days.”
“So tomorrow morning? You have to be fucking kidding me. They gave us no time. Why would they do this? We’ve done nothing.”
“We will find out everything in a few hours.” Nol groaned as his eyes darted behind me. 
“Whachya goin’ to find out about?” Lewis mumbled, shuffling in with an ice pack on his head.
“We have to talk,” I said.
“And what we’re doing now isn’t?”
“No, everyone. I’m not leaving anyone out of this.”
“I’ll call Yumi,” Lewis murmured. “She’s not gonna be happy.”
“Join the club.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket. “I have Mateo and Sam.”
Nol lifted his head from his phone. “I told Charlie.”
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Lewis was right. Yumi was pissed that we hadn’t called her sooner, but when she got here and I explained why I’d called Nol first, she calmed down. 
“I don’t understand who cast a spell on Lewis. You or Nolan? Aswryn isn’t back, is she? She’s dead. Right?” Her dark brown eyes widened, but were vibrant with conviction. She’d fight if she had to. Good.
Some might not take Yumi seriously. A woman shorter than me, with short, blue and green spiked hair (this week), facial piercings, and tattoos, but never mess with Yumi. As a nurse, she could be the sweetest person imaginable, but she scared me when she got pissed. I think it was a nurse thing, kind until she had to be tough.
“No more secrets, right?” she asked, but it felt more like an accusation.
“Right. We’re just waiting for Mateo and Sam.”
We’d all agreed that there would be no more secrets between us when I told them what I was—after three years of friendship and me pretending to be human. 
“I don’t want to keep this from you, Yumi. I promise.”
As I said that, the back door opened. Mateo and Sam were arguing about something to do with raspberry and lemon flavors. Sam, my height, came in first, pushing back the hood of his tan jacket. The rain still managed to get on his glasses. A few wet golden curls stuck to his forehead. Mateo followed him, his moussed faux hawk still spiky and dry thanks to the umbrella he was shaking out. I hurried over and grabbed their arms. Mateo stopped arguing and stared down at me. 
“Ojitos?” His brown eyes searched mine before I kissed both of his cheeks, then Sam’s. He called me ojitos, after his mother had proclaimed it when I first met her. She loved my dark green eyes, and the name stuck. 
“Come sit and I’ll tell you.” I guided the two to their seats.
Every wall in the shop’s backroom was covered, and adding six adults filled it to the brink. We didn’t dare go out front, with all the windows and these odd magic people who knew way too much. Our couch ran the length of the left side of the room. Above the couch, we’d taped sketches, artwork, and posters from door to door. On the right side, the oak computer table took up the back corner, and a kitchenette was stuffed in the opposite one. Locked cubbies for our belongings were between them, and in the middle of the room was a tiny round table with four metal chairs.
Mateo sat down, balanced on the edge of the couch cushion, while I stood in front of him. Everyone else settled down, Sam beside Mateo, and Charlie perched on the arm beside them. Yumi sat beside Sam, and Lewis sat in his computer chair closest to the door. Nol took one of the metal chairs with the thin cushions, spun it around, and sat next to the desk. 
Oh boy, now the fun part.
I backed up to the rolling TV stand, pulled out the VHS connected to our security cameras and popped it into our small VHR/TV combo to watch the footage from a mere two hours ago. “Okay, this is going to look crazy.”
The black and white show started, and as they watched, their expressions remained the same until Lewis fell to the floor.
“Oh, no! I thought you said someone knocked him out with a spell.” Charlie shoved her hands between her legs and leaned forward.
“Yeah—right there. See?”
“He fell to the floor, talking to those men.” Sam pressed his lips into a thin line.
“Sexy men,” Charlie purred.
“What do you mean, he fell to the floor?” I grabbed the remote and rewound it. Yes, we still had VHS, because Lewis refused to let us have a digital security system. The better to keep private. On the screen, Lewis rose, the saloon doors shut, and I pressed play. 
“Watch.” 
The same thing happened on and off the screen.
“Nol? You see what he did, right? You see the three guys?”
“Hallë, two men come back, and Lewis falls. No one touches him, although the one in front of him crouches to check on him.”
Blair Witch Project vibes made me shiver. Holy shit. I let it play a little longer. “There’s the third.”
“I don’t see a third one.” Nol’s eyes darted to me, then back to the screen, seeing something completely different from me.
“He’s right there.” I pointed to Quinn leaning on the front door. “And this guy here picked Lewis up and knocked him out.”
They all shook their heads, and I was about ready to cry. I rewound the footage again.
“Arrêt!” Stop, Charlie yelled in French—my niece’s first language. “Tatie, let it play.” She waved her hand as if that would make the tape move.
I stopped. The brunette dropped Lewis, and they still didn’t say anything. Charlie got up and tugged the remote out of my hand, fast-forwarded a ways, then rewound it. 
“Watch,” she said, her eyes glued to the screen as she brushed her long chestnut hair back behind her.
Yumi gasped. “How did they do that?” 
“No fucking way. Do it again, Charlie.” Mateo waved his arms in excitement.
“Mateo, this isn’t movie night!” 
He ignored me. They watched the event several more times, forward and backward. I kept seeing the same thing, but everyone else saw the real footage in reverse.
After the thousandth time—or more like tenth—I grabbed the remote back. “You seriously can’t see this forward?”
They all shook their heads. 
“You will need to explain, Hallë.” Nol grabbed my arm, and his thumb rubbed the inside of my wrist, trying to calm me.
I dropped into the metal chair next to Nol and started from the beginning. While I explained what had happened, I let all of them read the summons.
“Wait,” Mateo said in a far off sort of voice. “So if fairies are real, could vampires be real, too?”
Sam rustled Mateo’s hair, knowing that his fiancé was only half serious. He’d asked something like that when I told him I was an enda—an elf in human terms. But at this point, it was a fair question.
“I hope not. That’s just too much for my old brain to comprehend.” Lewis leaned forward, the ice bag in one hand. 
“Vampires? Are those the things that change into animals?” Nol asked, tipping his chair onto its two back legs.
“No, those are werewolves,” Mateo explained. “Vampires suck your blood.”
We were not getting into this. “Guys, please.”
“How do they know about you, though?” Charlie asked me.
No one said anything for a while. 
“Did they call Nolan by name?” Yumi asked from behind Lewis, rubbing his shoulders.
I thought back. “Um…no. They said, ‘Zayuri partner.’”
“Why do they say it like this? ‘First hour of the fourth day prior to the birth of the new year’? What day is that, exactly?”
“In Endae, we celebrate the spring equinox as our new year,” Nol answered Yumi. “And our calendar reflects that. I honestly think it was a stupid way for them to say it.”
Yumi rested her arms on Lewis’s shoulders. “Maybe they’re not sure if you’re familiar with the American calendar.” 
“Or they’re stuck-up assholes,” I muttered as I wiggled in my stiff metal chair.
“So, when is it?” Mateo shook the letter at me.
I wrinkled my nose at the time. “Tomorrow at seven a.m.”
“Sunrise is at seven twenty, Hallë. They said, ‘First hour.’”
“Whatever.”
Nol grunted. I wasn’t in the mood to be literal or corrected.
“That’s in like six hours. You need to get home and pick something to wear.”
Please, help me, Mother. “What difference does it make what we wear, Mateo?”
Mateo sat up straighter. “You have to look like badasses. Leather up and boots with heels and shit.”
I stood blinking at Mateo’s wild imagination, fueled by lots of books and movies.
“No.”
Mateo pressed his hands together, begging. “Ah, come on. Nolan’s gonna do it!”
“I’m going to do what?” Nol straightened in his seat and looked at Mateo with interest.
“You’re gonna dress up, right? We can’t put you in leather pants, but those black jeans we bought last week will go with your jacket and boots.” He really wanted to see Nol in leather pants, bringing it up every chance he could.
“What is he talking about?” Nol mumbled to me. His look held a smidgen of worry.
“Nol will be wearing his Zayuri uniform—you do have your full uniform, right?”
Nol gave me the “ask a stupid question, get a stupid answer” look. “You should find something similar to Aeminan clothing to represent our country properly.” 
“It’s no longer my country. Besides, acting as a diplomat—which I shouldn’t do—I need to dress for the occasion and respect local customs. I’m just not sure if that’s human locale or if they expect something else.” 
Mateo turned to Nol. “You need to prove you can’t be walked all over. Wearing a suit and blah heels won’t do that. Is Aeminan clothing badass?”
I rubbed the bridge of my nose as a headache began to form. Why did they always gang up on me?
“We have to find you something that screams you mean business.” Mateo popped up off the couch. “We’re gonna show those damn fairies not to mess with you.”
I looked up at the ceiling and grumbled. Was he serious? 
“Yumi?” I pleaded with her, knowing Charlie would agree with Mateo if I asked her.
“I can’t come over and help. Mateo, don’t go too outrageous. Professional badass. Is that a thing?” Yumi stood, and Lewis followed suit. Mateo rallied up his forces, pulling on Charlie and Sam until the two of them stood.
My shoulders fell. “Professional badass? Really?” 
Yumi gave me a smirk and rested her cheek on Lewis’s arm. Payback for not calling her sooner. Damn it.
“Hallë said I’m a badass already.” Nol’s eyebrow went up as he gazed around the room. I was never going to live that down, and I wasn’t even the one who’d said it! 
“Yes, you are.” Mateo came over and pinched his cheek, knowing the entire situation. DEA Agent Zack-ass had proclaimed Nol a “badass” after picking us up following the fight with Aswryn. Was it badass to be kidnapped? No, no, it wasn’t. If anything, I was the badass for taking Aswryn’s magic away and finding them.
“Kill me now,” I mumbled and went out to the front to grab my purse out of my toolbox. I wasn’t wearing anything other than professional clothes that blended in with the human customers at Pioneer Perk. Abso-fucking-lutely not.
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Nol and I agreed on the way home that telling my grandmother, and maybe getting help from Endae, was more important than the right clothes. Sorry, Mateo, but politics came before fashion. As I dreamwalked, Nol had roped them all into searching for fairy information on the internet.
“Tell them nothing until I can grant you permission. How much of your training do you remember, little crow?”
My grandmother and I walked together in a field she thought she recognized, but when she woke up, she probably wouldn’t . Dreams were odd. It didn’t look familiar to me.
“Some. What will I do if they ask me my name?”
Yalu paused and thought. “You’ll have to give it to them. I don’t want you telling them about your exile. Get to know them better first. Essentially, in Aeminan terms, your exile makes you a convicted felon.”
“Agreed, but I don’t feel comfortable using Inara. It’s not my name anymore. If Aemina finds out, I could get in trouble.”
“You’re exiled. Our laws don’t pertain to you as rigidly.”
“I am still—I didn’t—” 
“I know this is overwhelming, but you can do this. At this time, you are our interim diplomat. Let them do the talking. Your job will be to listen and gather information for us. Make sure they are aware that you are holding back information. However, it is only because you haven’t been able to contact the Amura Ore.”
“But they might consider you—”
“Yes, and that is my official order. Be cordial, and when they ask you anything about home, tell them you can’t answer until you get permission. Hedge on the details of how long you’ve been there. You want to collect as much information about them without giving them anything. This will be a full council discussion. Nothing in our records has said there are any magical species over there.”
“But Rassel—he told me there are other magic users over here who won’t see my magic as a threat. He told me that as he, Aore Junae and Loret Maeson, sent me to Earth.” Rassel, the teacher who hated me, should never have been my grandmother’s proxy for the local council. To this day, that was what I hated most about my “trial,” more so than it not even being a trial in the first place. 
“Rassel told you that?” She looked out into the distance. “I will call upon him, then. He will need to tell the council what he knows.”
“It sounded like Rassel knew more about Earth than the two members. He said Aemina hadn’t heard from them in a long time, so he wasn’t sure I could find them, or if they were still here. Perhaps he thought they had left Earth as well? Are there other realms I’m not aware of, Yalu?”
“I don’t—” She stopped mid-sentence and changed subjects. “I will speak with everyone about this information.”
“He might deny it. This was after we left the courtroom.”
“Yes, because what they did, and how they did it, was illegal.” 
“Does that mean more delays?”
“There is no telling. I hope to guide you on how to move forward within the day. However, there are other issues. The entire assembly has determined that Aswryn’s death did not break the curse. It just isn’t leaving. After all this time, they all have had to admit that Aswryn had a partner in forming and casting the curse. There is no other reason.” Nol had broached this subject soon after he’d reached adulthood and after Aswryn had kidnapped him. Many of the members were too stubborn and proud to admit they were wrong, no matter if Nol was right nine times out of ten.
“Hally—” Yalu hesitated, then looked away. “Never mind.”
“You can tell me.”
She patted my cheek and smiled a smile that did not reach her eyes. “No, little crow. I will wait until it is more definitive. I feel myself stirring. Lean on each other. You’re muranildi for a reason.”
“Yes, Yalu.” But I wasn’t sure if she heard me before her dream flickered, and I was in a void between her mind and mine. The loneliest and freakiest place. 
I felt the night terror coming before I saw anything, like a twitch on your back telling you there’s something out there. Waiting. The faceless thing, I’d seen it before. It couldn’t hurt me—my consciousness knew that—but this place was something between awareness and not. The solid space below me disappeared, but I couldn’t scream. I just flailed in silence. Then someone grabbed my hand. I looked up, but the relief from being rescued was torn away when I found the faceless thing that lurked in the back of my mind and in all my night terrors. 
No sound came out as I screamed and jerked to get out of its grip. I dared not use my other hand to force it to let go, in case it grabbed that one, too. Nothing was working, and I felt myself rise as it pulled me closer. I bucked and my hand slipped, so I bucked again. Falling for eternity was better than being with this thing. A third buck and I was free, falling fast, faster until I landed.
I gasped awake and bolted upright, trying to get enough air. The feeling of the thing holding on to me trickled away. With one last shake of my arm, I focused on my heart rate to calm down.
My phone said three twenty in the morning. Not that I could call a dream-walk restful, but it wasn’t as draining as Olauvë, where council members who weren’t in the capital went into a meditative state to be present at required meetings. Time to go give my report.
Nol was pacing across the living room when I came down. In full uniform. Except his jacket, which wasn’t in sight. I’d actually never seen him wear the whole thing. The sleeveless black-and-brown shirt wrapped around his body, crisscrossing to tie at the small of his back, right above his clasped hands, as he continued to pace. I’d always wondered if the damn things were comfortable. Weren’t they worried about them untying?
Seeing him now, while he looked…handsome, it reminded me of his uncle. And Tolwe scared me. Thankfully, he kept his cinnamon hair loose instead of in a tight braid like Tolwe, but it also hid his face from me. Still, the pacing was a sign. 
“Nol—” He stopped and snapped his focus to me instead of his thoughts. It looked like he’d needed out of them anyway.
Nol opened his mouth to respond, but Mateo interrupted him. “Oh good, she’s finally up.” Mateo got up from the couch, tossing a packet of papers on the coffee table. “I thought you’d sleep through your meeting.”
I raised my eyebrows, wishing that were possible. “I’m going to start a fucking war.” 
Mateo paused in his stretch, his dark brown eyes wide with surprise. The others stopped their research and waited for me to continue.
“There is no way I can remember everything Yalu told me in her official orders to act as interim diplomat.” The gravity of what she expected of me closed in. I doubled over to suck in enough breath. 
Nol was there in a moment, placing his hands on my shoulders. “I have no doubt in you. This is what you wanted to do—”
“As a kid. It’s been a hundred years. She wants me to use my name, Nol. My name.”
“Astur.” Okay.
“She doesn’t want me to tell them I’m exiled, but she wants me to be honest. How do I do that?”
“You do your best with what you have been given. Call upon what you remember and what she told you. I will be beside you the entire time.”
“I can’t do this. I can’t be responsible for starting a war.”
“Let’s get your mind off this.” The ice clinked as Mateo downed the last of his water and headed for the kitchen. “We’ll go pick out your clothes.”
“Mateo!” I whined and dropped my head back to stare at the ceiling. “That isn’t going to work. Give me work or something.”
“There’s nothing that hasn’t already been found.” Sam dropped his papers on the coffee table, next to Mateo’s. “We can’t tell the difference between real and myth. Through the centuries, people have copied other people’s work. It’s information overload.”
“But that doesn’t mean we stop researching—”
“Hallë, you would not be able to determine if what you find is something we have already read.” He tried to look apologetic, the dimple between his eyebrows dinted. “Truly, let Mateo distract you. Get dressed.”
“But—”
“Come on, ojitos. Let’s go find you an outfit.” Mateo grabbed my arm and started toward the downstairs hallway.
“Help me?” I tried to look as pathetic as possible as I begged the others. 
Nol picked a tablet up from their pile of papers and ignored my plea. Sam waved, but Charlie, my wonderful niece, stood up and followed. Thank the Mother.
Resigned to my fate by the bottom of the stairs, I marched up between Charlie and Mateo, missing the creaky step, even though Mateo stepped on it. He didn’t care, but it always bugged me, and I didn’t want to replace the real wood throughout the house. 
Mateo headed straight to my closet while I watched them from the middle of my room. While Mateo didn’t know my walk-in closet inside and out, he’d been through it a few times.
“This isn’t going to work.”
“You wound me, Hally. I will find you the perfect outfit.”
“What if Nol is right? What if they do make a scene?” I wrung my hands as I watched Charlie and Mateo push around my clothes.
“Stop second-guessing yourself, Tatie,” Charlie spoke up, half muffled from the clothes-covered walls. “They’re hiding from the humans.” 
I walked over and leaned on the doorframe.
“Exactly.” Mateo poked his head out of the clothes and looked at Charlie. “They can’t risk getting noticed.” 
“What am I supposed to say if I can’t tell them anything? There is no way I can do this all.”
“Try this on.” Mateo shoved a halter top at me.
“I’m not wearing that. No halter tops. No skirts with high boots either.” 
Mateo scoffed. “You’re no fun. You have excluded almost every piece of clothing in here, then.”
“Not true.” I walked in and pushed him out of the way. As a tattoo artist, I didn’t have much office attire—okay, none. I owned one pair of black jeans without holes and nothing that wasn’t sheer, lacy, sleeveless, or ripped. You get the picture, right? I was a tattoo artist, and gothic was my persona. I did not go all corsets, straps, and almost naked. But my clothes were a bit…revealing to show off tattoos I didn’t get to have. Plus, fabric got in the way of tattooing.
“Here. This is professional.” I shook the sweater and saw the deliberately tattered stitches and holes. “Never mind.”
“You have to go in, intimidating and confident, otherwise they’ll force you to do what they want.” Mateo shoved some shirts around.
“How do you know this, Mateo?” Charlie crossed her arms and cocked a hip, frowning at him.
“Books, duh. Plus, Sam has to look authoritative whenever he goes into courtrooms and trial conferences.”
“Nol’s lucky,” I grumbled. All he had to do was pull out his uniform.
“Tatie, what about your green shirt, the one with the red flowers? I love that one.” Charlie pushed off the door frame and went to look for said shirt. 
I thought back. It was a satin tank top, with a sheer green arm cape—the ones that covered the arms and shoulders. “No. The only skirt that goes with it was ruined. But! I have something similar.” I pulled out an all-black sheer tank top with a chain of velvet black dahlias snaking up the torso to hide the middle of one breast. The other side only had one flower to hide my nipple. “I wear a camisole with it.”
“It could work.” Mateo shrugged. “Oh, what if…” He dug around in my top drawer. “Where’s your—ah-ha.” Mateo pulled out a halter-top bra with a similar pattern. “Put it on. Let’s see.” 
The shirt combination held merit. I grabbed the two items and tossed them on the bed. Mateo had already pulled out three pairs of pants since I’d left. All with holes, zippers, or laced-up sides. None of that would do.
“Here!” I pulled out the one pair of jeans without holes in them.
Mateo glanced my way for a moment. “No.” He went back to looking.
I rolled my eyes and left the closet to try everything on. He meant well, but I couldn’t think of anything else. “Come out here and look, both of you.”
They poked their heads out like two naughty children making sure the room was clear.
I checked the mirror hanging on the inside of the closet door. “I’m wearing these.” 
Mateo’s lips puckered, but he knew I was right. He was irritated because that meant I couldn’t wear the boots he thought were the “badass” vibe we needed to have.
“Now can we please get back to the war issue?”
“War?” Mateo’s eyes widened. “You are not going to war.”
“When they think I’m lying about everything, we will. What am I supposed to say if I can’t tell them anything? There is no way I can do this.”
We left my room and stomped down the stairs, Charlie in front this time, holding on to the banister. “Your grandmother and Nolan have faith in you. You are the most qualified of all the endai.”
“All I can tell them about is myself. I know nothing of recent politics.”
“Is she still going on about that?” Sam yelled from the living room as we got to the bottom of the stairs.
“Yes,” both Charlie and Mateo said together. 
I groaned. 
Sam came into view from the hall. “Clothes usually do the trick.”
It wasn’t like we’d gone shopping. “We weren’t going to spend three and a half hours in my closet, Sam.”
“Let’s watch a movie, then.” Sam started walking toward us.
I placed my hands on my hips. “That’s not going to work. Did you not hear what I said before?”
“Impending war and end of the world as we know it. Come on. We’ll watch Lord of the Rings. Nolan hasn’t watched it yet, and he can mock the fake language. You love that movie, Hally.”
“LOTR?” I squinted at him. “Are you nuts?”
“It’s perfect!” Mateo rubbed his hands together and grabbed my elbow. “A full three hours of distraction, and you’ll leave right after it’s over.”
“I don’t want to rush out of here. That’s ridiculous.”
“Then what’s your suggestion?”
I grumbled as I tried to think of another activity. Board games wouldn’t work. Then I realized their attempt to distract me had worked, which brought me back around to why they wanted to distract me. “Ugh, I can’t do this.”
“You can and you will.” Charlie moved to the side and let Mateo guide me back up the stairs 
“Nolan, stop pacing and get your ass up the stairs. We’ve got something else to research!” Sam’s voice echoed through the back of the house.
I was so screwed.

      [image: ]Nol was looking up Tolkien’s languages as soon as he heard Arwen speak—oh, and after he had stopped laughing at how “mystical” elves were supposed to look. Mateo almost kicked him, until I smacked Nol for the third time for his outburst of, “ Ai, sae felineda!” That’s not possible. I didn’t feel guilty one bit, either. The guy tried, okay? Tolkien was a genius and Nol needed to shut up.
“How was this research?” Nol asked as the credits rolled. Well, he’d asked it before under his breath during the movie in Aemirin.
“Middle Earth could be their Underhill,” Mateo offered. 
I checked my phone. Six thirty-seven. “Fuck. It’s almost time to go.”
“We established that’s when the movie would be over.” Mateo pinched the back of his neck and yawned.
“Shush, you’re not helping.” I rubbed my palms on my jeans.
I walked over to the TV to turn it off manually. The fish tank next to it bubbled away.
“You’ve got this, Tatie,” Charlie said as I stared at the lid.
“What if I don’t? Yalu said to listen, be cordial, and tell them I can’t say anything without permission. How won’t that piss this lady off? It’d piss me off to no end.”
Charlie walked up to me, her jaw set. “Look at me.” 
Charlie shook my shoulders once and made me look her in the eyes. 
“I know you’re scared, but this is not the time to fall apart. You have to be strong. There isn’t another option. People are depending on you, and you will not let them down. Do you hear me? You’ve never let me down and you aren’t about to start now.” Her words started to sink in. She was right. There wasn’t another option and no one else to rely on. “So get your fucking head in the game and fall apart on your own time.”
I nodded and stared back into the beautiful brown eyes of this woman. My niece had been strong enough to bring her daughter to a new country when she’d been falling apart. When all she’d wanted to do was lie down and give up. 
“All right,” I whispered. I gathered my thoughts and focused. Nothing else mattered except getting through this meeting. “Merci, Charlie.” Thank you, Charlie. She let me go so I could compose myself. “I’m better. You’re right, love.”
“I just learned from the best.” Charlie hugged me. “Are you ready?”
Fuck. Charlie held me until I got my breathing under control. “Okay.” I pushed down my shirt, not that it needed any smoothing or anything. “We have fifteen minutes?” No one answered. “We need to be clear on what we’re doing, otherwise I might freak the fuck out. Everything we do must be deliberate. Nol, have you gotten any better at politics?” 
Nol scowled at me. “Why do you think I carry a sword?”
The sound of a throat clearing came from the dark hallway outside of the upstairs family room, followed by the appearance of Sam, his hands shoved in his trouser pockets—rumpled trousers—and he gave the room a lazy smile. “I made coffee.”
“So that’s where he ran off to.” Mateo jumped up and headed to his partner to kiss his temple.
“Mon ange.” My angel. “Thank you, Sam. Well, Nol?”
“I suck at it,” Nol grumbled.
“Then you won’t say a word.”
We clambered down the stairs, Mateo in front, going way too slow, in my opinion. 
“How did you do that?” I caught Nol whispering to Charlie.
“It’s mostly what she told me when I was upset about Remi’s death.” She didn’t bother to keep her voice down.
“She told you that?”
“Mostly, oui.” Charlie, a stair above me, squeezed my shoulder. “Right, Tatie?”
“Pretty much, yes. Sometimes we need that, sometimes not.”
While there was time to drink coffee, there was no time to enjoy it. Unless we wanted to be late. Less than ten minutes later, five mugs were drying on the rack as we headed to the back. We shoved our feet into boots and shoes, the rain pattering down on the roof of the mudroom in the back of my house. I grabbed the trench coat that Mateo had said not to wear and slipped it on. 
“You’ll take Sam’s car—” Mateo started.
“We will?” I asked at the same time Sam said, “She will?” Sam liked his car.
“Their options are the old Volvo or your Audi, dear.” 
“There’s nothing wrong with the Volvo,” I said.
“Do we have to make Hallë drive?” 
For the record, I was a great driver—Nol just thought vehicles were too big for me. To be fair, the Volvo was a boat. Irritated as fuck with the whole situation, I blurted without thinking, “We could take my bike.”
Everyone shut up and turned their heads in slow motion, except Charlie, who knew about it. The hush of rain was the only sound as Sam and Mateo processed this new development. 
“You have a motorcycle?” Mateo’s voice broke.
I lifted a shoulder as I rolled up onto my toes, and the leather of the boots creaked. “Charlie and I brought it out of storage a week ago.” I paused. “Um, just don’t tell Agent Zack-ass.” The agent who had given me shit for years, because he’d tried to connect me to my old tattoo mentor’s drug dealing. Besides, transit was not that bad, but Friday on King County Metro at seven in the morning—um, no thank you. 
“Is that a yes?” There was no need for confirmation, and I withheld my chuckling as I switched my trench coat for my red leather riding jacket. I flipped the hood up and buttoned the front. The thing was pretty warm, but it did nothing for the bottom portion of my body. I used to have riding pants, but Charlie and I couldn’t find them in the storage unit. “Ready?”
“An improvement,” Mateo noted and hooked Sam’s arm to walk out together. 
“Where was I when this happened?” Nol asked as he thumped down the stairs that led to the backyard.
“You were shopping with Mateo,” Charlie said as I opened the lock to the flimsy metal shed. I planned to get a better shed this summer. “Tatie and I decided she needed a way to travel in case of an emergency.”
“But I didn’t want to get another car—” I added.
“So I asked about the bike.”
“I’d almost forgotten about it, to be honest.” I shrugged and pulled the key back out.
The boys came closer, but we couldn’t all fit inside. Nol cast a small sphere to keep the rain out.
“Why didn’t you do that when we left the house?” Mateo chided.
“Our coats do an exceptional job. Just because we have magic at our disposal does not mean we use it for everything. Try running everywhere you go, Mateo. Or carrying around twenty-pound weights all day. Magic can be draining. Even the small spells, if held for too long, grow tiresome.”
“You sound like my mom,” I told Nol without really thinking about my words.
Nol turned to me, a smile on his face. “Where do you think I learned it from? My mom?”
“Fair.” Wennië wasn’t a nagger. My mom, on the other hand—every child needed nagging according to her. Nol, Gil, and I had never gone a day without her input, be it about homework, chores, or voice level.
“Why are we just finding out about this?” Sam’s eyes were about as round as his fogging glasses, and he had trouble picking up his jaw. 
After a moment of confused silence, I realized Sam was talking about the bike, not my mother. “None of you have one, and I figured you’d never imagine me with one. Remember, I try to blend in. Don’t be so shocked. There’s a ton of shit you don’t know about me.”
“Like what?” Mateo asked. 
Charlie giggled. 
“We’re getting off topic. Nol, Charlie’s helmet might fit you.” 
“Ai, I am not getting on that.”
“Tell me one thing,” Mateo demanded.
“You’ll have to wait.” Hiding my smirk, I shuffled into where my black 2007 Ninja was covered, along with two helmets. I handed Nol Charlie’s helmet, but he didn’t take it. “Charlie will be pissed if you drop that.” I let go, making him scramble to catch it. So un-Zayuri-like of him.
“Hell yeah,” Mateo said as soon as I lifted the cover. It wasn’t that badass, but it was better than a 1982 brown Volvo station wagon.
They moved aside as I pushed my Ninja out, and Charlie opened the gate. She kissed my cheeks. 
“What about your cast?” Sam asked.
“I drove it here fine.” I wiggled my fingers. Sure, it had been a little difficult, but I’d managed. 
“Yes, and with a concussion,” Sam pointed out. Now he sounded like Yumi.
“It was just a few days before the doctor cleared me. It’s fine. Nol?” I offered one last time. 
“Nope.” He could take the shadows and be there before me.
“Ah, you probably wouldn’t fit, anyway.”
Mateo and Sam continued to stare at me and didn’t respond as I waved. Charlie hadn’t stopped smiling since I’d blurted out my secret.
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