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To my husband, Adam


Thank you for always being beside me 
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Index of Common Words








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

Avrel — Lieutenant

Basean — General

C’yo— Cuss word (hash 4/5) (Yo- short version 2/5)

Catia— Aemina ambassador 

Cesaya— Ninth day of the week (weekend no school!)

Dirgiserin—the disease that the serilesoda virus is responsible for

Enda— Elf

Endae— The elven realm

Endaen— Elven

Esamia— Greetings and partings (like aloha) 

Ginem — Private

Hallë— This is Nolan's name for Hally, only he uses it

Hinam — Captain

Hoaya— First day of the week

Imolegin— An enda’s magical signature

Itaya— Second day of the week

Laro— Father

Lataya— Fourth day of the week

Lidean — Major

Loret— Junior Amura Ore assembly member

Majut— Cuss word (harsh: 4/5)

Meril— An endaen magical amulet

Mesaya— Third day of the week

Muranilde — Rare soulmate-like bond Hally and Nolan share

Murë— Mother

Neseaya— Seventh day of the week (weekend, no school!)

Nol— This is Hally's name for Nolan, only she uses it

Pae-lesoda—The name Aswryn gave her cursed-plague 

Pesset — Sergeant

Quaya— Fifth day of the week

Recesdan — Colonel

Rosava— Earth 

Sajé— A comforting word like "shh"

Savile— Title of an exile (again, not capitalized when using gender version)

Sercae cumo— Cuss word (harsh: 5/5)

Serilesoda—The ancient, original virus responsible for thousands of deaths. Zayuri are believed to be immune to it

Somaya— Sixth day of the week

Sudome — Commander

Tesaya— Eighth day of the week (weekend no school!)

Tullaca— (Tulla for short) Cuss word (harsh: 5/5)

Tuma juvaë—  Cuss word. It can be split up (harsh 5/5)

Urro— Cuss word (harsh 1/5)

Wyuendell — Mid-season celebration

Yalurë (Yalu)— Paternal grandmother (Grannie/Grandma)

Yaluro— Paternal grandfather

Z. serilesoda.— The altered serilesoda virus that a Zayuri 's immune makes. It attacks the original serilesoda virus within his/her system — killing the virus at an exponentially faster rate.

Zaris — Spring

Zayuri— Organization 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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An’di — Nolan's big sister

Aswryn — Antagonist

Bren — Zayuri 

Carena — elven friend killed by prank

Edvic — Nolan's dad

Estwyn — Junior Member of Amura Ore

Evazella/Zella Inara — Hally's grandmother

Gileal/Gil — Hally & Nolan's best friend

Hally Dubois/Hallanevaë Inara— Protagonist

Jenne — Zayuri

Junae — Senior member of Amura Ora, district of Rudairn

Lahiem — elven friend killed by prank

Leda — Antagonist

Nyda — Antagonist

Onaeris — Hally's grandfather

Orin — Hally’s father

Rajamë/Raj — Hally’s childhood friend

Sanae — Nolan's dragon (not an elf but still in Endae)

Savis — Antagonist

Tamden — Commander of Zayuri (Nolan's commanding officer)

Tiaë — Hally's mom

Tolwe — Nolan’s uncle

Nolan/Twynolan Madorean — Second protagonist/Hally's muranildo

Wennië — Nolan’s mom
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Nol raised his hand once again and my already squinting eyes closed—I swear, involuntarily! The sun was already in my eyes and he was using it to his advantage. I prepared for a harmless-but-annoying little zap of a spell we were using for practice. Instead, Nol used something that shoved me off my feet. My ass hit the cracked cement path in my backyard. My hand scraped the ground hard enough to sting. 

“Nol!” I shouted, okay whined as I shook out my hand. “That was not a zap!”

“Don’t close your eyes then.” His scolding laced with amusement. “Besides, if you’d thrown up a ward, you wouldn’t have fallen.”

I stood, brushing pine needles and dirt off my jeans. “Let’s face it, I’m never going to do it on command.” We’d been trying for a month and a half and I could count on one hand how many semi-successful wards I’d thrown up when we practiced. 

From the deck above, Mateo hollered down, sitting on his lounge chair, safe and away from retaliation. “Where’s your winning attitude!”

Mateo gave me a broad smile, showing off his white teeth against his brown skin. “Watch it mister, I’m planning your bachelor party.” 

He held up his hands in mock surrender, but his eyes widened just a hair. A warning.

I turned too late. Nol zapped me again. This time with the spell we’d been practicing with. The spell Nol and Gil used to toss around when we were kids.

Gil.

Our best friend, the only one who understood the bond Nol and I shared. After I was banished Nol and Gil relied on each other even more. The friend Aswryn killed two months ago as he protected my muranildo—

“Hallë!” Nol called, the same pain in the ass muranildo who’d needed that protection two months ago. He waved his hand in front of me. “Are you going to work or are you going to day dream?”

He had no clue where my thoughts had gone. I scrunched my nose and with a thought, no spell calling or warning, I did my own made up version of the zapping spell. Nol shook his hand from the shock and he pressed his lips together, determined to get me back now. With a sparkle of mischief in his eyes, he flexed his hand, trying to hide his fingers as he drew the symbol for the spell, which he could’ve done mentally, and flicked the spell at me. My hand went up to about waist high and I jumped to the side, as if that’d help. But it might have…because I didn’t feel any zap. 

Nol’s cinnamon red eyebrows shot up, his mouth an O of surprise. “That wasn’t a ward.” 

“Well, yeah, I didn’t have time to think of a ward.” But I hadn’t gotten zapped. “Or…you have bad aim?”

His shoulders dropped with exasperation. “You never have time to think, it needs to be instantaneous.”

I pointed at him. “You don’t always throw one up in time. Stop judging me.”

“Judging?” Nol muttered something under his breath.

I inhaled to say something, but stopped when my phone vibrated in my pocket. I held my hand out for a time out as I pulled it out and checked the caller ID. Friday evenings my time weren’t his typical time to call—three in the morning in Paris. I pressed and lifted the phone to my ear.

“Gerald?” 

“Tante Hélène?” Gerald’s rapid breathing blew into the phone. 

“Ce qui est faux?” What is wrong? Charlie’s father did not panic, he had a calm, stoic personality. But when things did break through his shell they were big. 

“It’s Léon. He’s had a heart attack.” 

Gerald’s grandfather, the boy I’d helped raise since birth, my ninety-eight-year-old nephew, had had a heart attack. I stopped breathing, and everything narrowed down to just me, the phone, and Gerald.

“Did you hear me?”

At Gerald’s words, everything came back into focus. I lifted my eyes and found Nol standing in front of me. He didn’t speak French, but he heard the shock in Gerald’s voice. There was no time to panic. None. “Yes. Tell me, where are you? Is Nicole with you? And are you with Léon now?”

“Nicole and I are walking into the hospital now.” He seemed to calm as he answered my questions. “The ambulance took him. I’m not sure how severe it was.”

“I’m coming.”

“Thank you, Tante. I can’t believe this happened. I should, but you never think it will happen. There’s someone coming our way. I need to go. I’ll keep you updated.” 

Gerald hung up without saying goodbye like his grandfather. The phone slipped from my ear and my arm dropped as I stared into Nol’s pale-blue eyes. “I need to get to Paris.”

 Nol’s eyes widened in surprise. He looked behind me and up to Mateo and where Charlie and Ray were in the house. “How soon? What has happened?”

Pressing my lips together I tilted my head toward the house. He followed me to the steps.

Mateo had already climbed out of his lounge chair and met us at the top. “What’s going on?”

“That was Gerald. Come, I’ll tell you both along with Charlie.”

Mateo and Nol followed me past the creaking back door and into the mudroom. The long room in the back that was also our laundry room. To the left a door lead to our pantry and out into the kitchen.

“Charlie?” One boot thunked on the floor, then the next. I pushed them against the bench under the window. 

“In here!” Charlie called, her voice drifting through the pantry from the kitchen. 

I headed into our large pantry, that led to the kitchen. As I came around the corner I found the refrigerator door wide open. My nieces were standing at the counter, their backs to me as Charlie stood over her four-year-old daughter. I closed the door re-trapping the cold air. 

“Everything all right?” Charlie asked without turning around. She said a word to Ray, maybe “yes” or “one sec”. She turned, hip against the step ladder to keep Ray from falling, she turned to face me, flour on her nose and cheekbone. Her large, brown eyes curious, face open and happy. 

“No.” 

Charlie’s face hardened into a frown, ready for anything. And this year…she was about prepared for anything. Mateo and Nol shuffled through the pantry behind me. I moved away to let them through and into the dining room, giving the kids space for their work, or maybe avoiding the flour and sugar mess on every surface in the kitchen—nope, the stove had been spared, I noticed as I placed my hand on the stool under the counter of the peninsula. I wasn’t in the mood to sit and I pushed it close to the cabinet. 

Mateo came to stand next to me and Nol leaned against the fridge, pressed against the pictures posted on the doors. Smiling faces, happy moments. We’d even had the chance to add the recent new additions: one with Nol and Quinn, another with Ray and Seamus playing. All of the humans in my life would get old, just like Léon.

My eyes fixed on Charlie with her flour coated nose. “Gerald called. Léon has had a heart attack a short while ago. Your father—”

“Go. You need to be there with him,” Charlie blurted as I said, “Your father needs me there.”

Charlie’s dark eyebrows scrunched together. “Papa needs you there? Amelia and mom are there with him, Tatie. You want to be there for Léon. And that’s okay.”

“I need to…help. They…”

“Tatie—“ Charlie glanced up and behind me. “Yes. I’m sure they’d love your help and support.”

The weight lifted off my shoulders and I could breathe again. Charlie got it. She knew they needed me. 

Charlie brushed her hands together, flour sifting to the counter. “What do you need right now?”

My brain flipped through all the requirements of traveling. Passport, ticket—shit. I’d need to tell Queen Orlaith and…my shoulders slumped. I’d have to get permission from Queen Brigid and King Domhnall, my boyfriend’s parents. Damn, how’d my life get so political? “I’ll take a cookie if you have any made.”

Ray huffed, drawing my attention to her for the first time. “I guess you can have a cookie early, Tatie. If it makes you feel better.”

Nol cleared his throat as he tried not to laugh, but Mateo couldn’t hold it in. He leaned over the counter, getting his shirt floured, and gave my little, adorably smart-mouthed niece a kiss on the head. “Can I have one, too?”


      [image: ]“Hally just settle down and eat,” Mateo snapped. Not in a harsh way, in a harsh encouraging way. One that was a bit tired of my attitude. 

I glanced at Mateo and then at my casserole. My chair squeaked as I tried to get comfortable. Silverware scraped against the plates and still no one spoke.

My phone dinged, normally we didn’t use our phones at the table, but the circumstances trumped my rules. I stood and snatched it from the counter behind me. Charlie’s and Ray’s smiling faces appeared on the screen, but the message box covered the lower half of the picture. My interest diminished when I read the sender. The penis cups for Mateo’s bachelor party would arrive tomorrow. Good, but not helpful. 

My family dropped their eyes back to their plates when I shook my head. I set the phone back down, dropped down in my seat and stared at my meal. Even the asparagus had no flavor.

How could I settle down when the boy I’d raised since he was a baby was in a hospital nine hours ahead of me? Who’d last I heard was sleeping in a hospital bed. No answers, lots of tests. 

Quinn, or rather Foreign Relations Officer Delany, assured me he’d go through all the right channels and get me an answer—yes or no that I had permission to see Léon. Until then, the others wanted to continue as planned: Dinner with Nol and Mateo, Sam would pick Mateo up in an hour, after he’d gotten done with his late night meeting with some hotshot client in some other country. It wasn’t our business, just that Mateo wasn’t a fan of being alone with his thoughts.

Mateo’s silverware clanked as he almost slammed them on his plate. “Why don’t we go pack?”

“There’s not much to pack.”

“Toothbrush? Deodorant? Undies? Yes, you sure as hell do. I can’t stand your moping.”

“Mateo, I don’t even know—”

“You know your Prince Charming will come through.”

“Don’t call him that.” 

Mateo stood and set his napkin on the table. “He’s charming as all hell and he’s a prince. That’s how it is, get over it. Now, up.” He pointed and flicked his finger at me until I stood. 

Before he could come all the way around I pushed my chair in and met him at the head of the large eight seater table. Mateo’s eyebrows shot up, daring me to talk back, but I wasn’t a child, so instead I followed him through the living room and into the hallway. 

The wood planks creaked as Mateo stepped on them. Other than that, our socked feet barely made noise going up the steps. Again, Mateo stepped on the other creak in the wood floor that I avoided. He turned to check on me with a mischievous look. He knew the noise made my eye twitch every time. I frowned, but didn’t say anything.

“Listen.” Mateo kept his voice low as he pushed the door to my bedroom open. “They can do a lotta things about heart attacks now.” He shut it while I dropped onto the bed. “My dad’s brother, Stan? He’s had four heart attacks with surgeries. He’s still kickin’. I’m not saying all heart attacks are non-life threatening, but you don’t know how bad it is.”

“That’s the thing, Mateo. We don’t know.” As I tried to convey how my heart felt at that moment I reached for my bracelet, the small engraved luggage tag with the old Dubois family’s address in Paris, sold… a century ago. The only thing I had left of them. The only thing left of my sister, except Léon. “I’ve lost two of Emma’s kids. Léon’s sister and Léon’s daughter. I promised her…” I dropped onto the bed and looked down at my hands. “I swore to my sister, as she lay dying in my arms, that I would protect her children. Even if Léon pulls through this, I feel like that’s breaking my vow to her.” I looked up and met Mateo’s dark brown eyes. “Does that make sense?”

Mateo dropped onto the bed beside me. “It does.” He wrapped his arms around me and rested his head on my shoulder—no easy feat with our eight inch height difference. But that didn’t matter, he was my best friend. 

After a moment of sitting in my dark room, I let Mateo help me pick out some clothes. I had an apartment in Paris, but it didn’t seem to matter to Mateo. “You’ve got clothes from the nineties there.” His eyes bulged. “You need to bring emergency outfits just in case there’s nothing fashionable for this decade.”

I laughed at his dramatized reaction. “It will be fine.” 

As he opened his mouth to protest I interrupted. “Two outfits, okay? Two.”

He crossed his arms and pouted. “Fine.” 

I hopped into my walk-in closet, an upgrade from the nineteen twenty style it used to be. I’d had the upgrade years ago. “Everything is black. That’s not normal over there. Or business clothes, I am not wearing pleated trousers and a blah blouse. I’ll just—”

Mateo hurried in, grabbed one hanger from the right side and then another hanger from my side and held them in front of me. He knew my closet like it was his own. To be fair, I knew his pretty well, too.  “Take this.” 

“Oh…” I took the two hangers from him. I’d forgotten I even had these. It wasn’t professional attire, it wasn’t black, and there were no rips or holes. Dark green, wide-leg trousers. I ordered them years ago, and worn them maybe twice.

I lifted the top higher. “This is…I can wear this on the plane.”

Mateo held up a finger, his lips pursed, but a knock on the door interrupted whatever he was going to say. Instead, he threw his hands up and walked out to open the door. “Dear lord, woman. Yes—Hello, handsome, come to take me away?”

Had it been an hour already? Time did fly with Mateo around. “Hi, Sam,” I hollered from inside my closet as I shook the top, determining if would I need something under it. No, I decided. The brown, cream and olive crop sweater would hang below my ribcage. I didn’t give a shit if it showed my belly and lower back. Regardless, it’d be acceptable in Paris.

“Actually, this contemplative numminess is here for you.” 

Not Sam? Quinn? No, Mateo would never call Quinn that. I popped my head out of my closet, clothes still in hand. Nol, of course. While Mateo had quit his matchmaking bullshit between Nol and I, he played favorites. And I had to agree, his favorite did look contemplative. 

Nol’s head quirked to the side. His cinnamon red eyebrow arched high. “Contemplative?” Nol’s Aemirin accented voice questioned the unfamiliar word. 

“Broody?” I suggested as I threw my clothes on the bed. 

Nol still looked clueless. “What is broody?” He pulled out his phone. A few clicks later… “I’m not a chick— Oh, the other definition. That would make sense. C’yo,” Nol whispered under his breath in Aemirin. “Contemplative is a better description. I have been thinking, but I wouldn’t say lost. I was hoping we could talk.”

“Oh, honey, you could talk to me about anything.”

Nol’s dimple showed as he smiled for Mateo. Wait, was he blushing? Not Nol. “Um, sorry Mateo, Sam said no.”

My bark of laughter startled them, but when the two guys looked over at me with serious looks, I had to wonder if they were serious about Sam. Not my business. I would not go there.

“Sorry. What’s on your mind, Nol?”

His shoulders tightened and he glanced at Mateo. Nol shuffled his feet. “I’ve been thinking about your trip to Paris.”

When Nol didn’t elaborate, I glanced at Mateo. He shrugged and tilted his head at the door to let me know he was going to give us some time to talk serious stuff. If he could avoid serious talks he would. Except with me. It took me a year of coaxing to get him to talk to Sam about his depression. Soon after that was when Sam asked him for his hand, again. Long story. 

“I’ll leave you two alone. No funny business, though.”

“Mateo that wasn’t why—” Nol tried to explain but Mateo was already standing in front of him.

“Nah, Sam will be here soon anyway.” Mateo came up and kissed Nol on the cheeks. “See you at work tomorrow.”

“Right.” As Mateo kissed my cheeks Nol dropped his gaze to the floor and didn’t lift them even after he left the room. 

“Usually when one asks to talk, they usually start the conversation,” I said.

“I know, but, I’m being selfish and I don’t want you to be mad.”

“Did you talk to Quinn or something? Does he think I shouldn’t go? Do you think I shouldn’t go. I’m going to be with Léon. Whatever you two come up with.”

“No, Hallë. Stop. That’s not it.  I don’t know what Quinn thinks.”

That wasn’t a denial of his opinion, though. “What about you?”

Nol winced. “If you go—”

I crossed my arms and cocked my hip. He was not going to change my mind. “When I go.”

“Your family hates me.” He swallowed. 

“Some of them blame you, I wouldn’t go as far as hate, though. What’s this about? I’m not expecting you to go.”

He glanced up at me then back down. Apprehension didn’t suit him. “That’s the thing. The distance might be too great for the slave band. I think, if you go, I need to go.”

“We don’t know if that’s too far.” We didn’t know much about it at all, except Aswryn had tricked me into putting it on to save Ray. For three weeks, we searched and my grandmother in Endae searched for any scrap of knowledge on a damn slave band. Slaves, yes. Slave band? Nothing. Then we met Lord Gavin, an ancient fairy who recognized what was permanently attached to my arm. “Besides, it wouldn’t kill me, as long as we’re in the same realm.” 

“Ai, Hallë, surviving being sucked through space doesn’t mean you wouldn’t be hurt. The point is a slave isn’t supposed to leave its master! Don’t you think that slave—you—would be punished for leaving her master—me? You’d survive, but how much damage would it—” Nol scowled when he couldn’t find the English word. “C’yo!”

“Inflict.” I gave him the correct word as he paced my room, his hands clenching and unclenching. He hated that he was the reason I couldn’t take it off. He killed Aswryn and the ownership of the band transferred to him. And until we found the word or phrase that released me, Nol was stuck “owning me”. 

Nol paced my room for a few more seconds as I stared not knowing where this conversation went wrong. Or had it gone wrong? “So what are you saying, Nol? Are you asking to go with me or are you asking me not to go?”

“I don’t know. I just know it’s a bad idea to separate.” He stopped in the middle of my room, between the bed and the wall. “To go with you.” He nodded as if that finalized his answer.

“Ahem, Hello?” Charlie poked her head around my door. “Um, I hate to interrupt, but Sam just picked up Mateo. And um, Ray has requested Uncle Nolan read her a bed time story. When did that happen?”

Nol moved until his back was to the wall opposite the bed so he could see Charlie at the door and me, standing near the foot of my bed. At the uncle comment, Nol’s face brightened. Everything was right in the world. “She asked me if she could call me uncle when I first arrived today.” 

Charlie paused for dramatic effect, her chin lifted as if she were considering the allowance of such a thing. “You better get in there and read your niece a book, then.”

Nol shifted, one moment he stood near the wall, the next moment he was standing by Charlie at the bedroom entrance. “I like the sound of that. Niece.” 

Charlie jumped, but he was gone before she finished the reaction. “Good god that man can move.”

“Endao, never man.”

“You know what I mean, Tatie.” Charlie plopped on my bed and saw my clothes I’d thrown there. “Are these the clothes Mateo pick this out? He said you liked them.”

I grabbed said clothes and took another look at them. “They’re my clothes, of course I like them.”

“Right. Hally Dubois likes it. Would Hélène Roux wear this, though?”

I scowled. Changing identities ruined everything. “I’ll ask her later.”

Charlie snorted. “It’s just a thought, Tatie. I don’t think the TSA will be considering your choice of outfits.

“Shut up.” I dropped down onto my bed beside her. “How are you doing, love? We haven’t had a moment to catch up in weeks.” It wasn’t like I hadn’t seen her, but other than Sunday dinners, where she passed out before we could catch up, we only saw each other in passing.

Charlie huffed. “Yeah, working at the fae lab really screws with your time. I’m glad I took that sabbatical leave. And do not give me the sad eyes, Tatie, this was my choice.” Charlie looked up at the ceiling. “Let’s see. The Dublin crew has a fae virus with a similar protein sequence to the virus Aswryn cursed.”

I knew about the collaboration. She was always talking about, Collin, the fae boy who came over. I wasn’t too certain about why he called himself fae instead of fairy, but I wasn’t going to ask either. Charlie pulled her legs onto the bed and hugged her knees. “We sent them my virus samples of Aswryn’s curse, Paedigin–no, that’s not…I get all the fucking names confused.” Her eyebrows shot up as she scoffed. “God, they fucking give me crap about it all the time. They’re lucky they have your translated notes at all.”

“What happened after you sent them the samples?” I encouraged after she had stewed long enough over their mistreatment of her work. 

“They haven’t said anything. Collin said they’ll get back to us. That was two weeks ago.” She muttered the last word. “I’m about ready to go over there myself and check. Not a fucking word. Can you believe it?” But she was in her own world, staring a hole into my wall.

I shook my head and waited for her to continue.

She sighed after a minute. “I just wish I could have gotten the data Gil was going to bring me. I hate that we lost him.”

“Me, too, love.”

My phone chirped before I could think of something to break up the melancholy moment. Being closer to the bed side table and charger, Charlie reached over and grabbed it.

As she slid it over we both saw the caller id. Quinn. My thumb shook as I pressed the little green button.

“Hey, Quinn?”

“Speaker, speaker—” Charlie hissed as she fanned at my phone.

 I groaned. “Hang on, I’m gonna put you on speaker.” I pulled the phone away from my ear. The sound of rushing cars came through the tiny speaker. “Are you driving?”

“Uh, yeah. So are you ready for the news?”

My fingers brushed my dragon ear cuff as I settled my hair back in place. A hundred and nineteen year habit to hide my ears. “Yes. Yes, of course.”

I heard the amusement in Quinn’s voice. “I’m giving you the green light.”

My insides flipped with excitement, and I turned to Charlie, as she bounced up and down with me, our movements shaking the bed. It was so much easier than I’d dreaded. “They said yes? Without stipulations? No hoops?—Wait, you said you’re giving me the green light?” 

“Yeah, I did. I am. They called me home. I’m leaving before you and I’ll talk to them.”

“Are you in trouble for asking? Are they going to make you stay?” I asked.

Stay meant no Seamus for Ray. No boyfriend for me or friend for Nol. Stay meant no international relations officer for Orlaith. Fuck, was Orlaith going to be pissed at me? 

“They might ask when I plan to come home, but they won’t make me stay. Here’s how it’ll probably go, in my experience. They’ll talk to me and set up a meeting for you to meet them formally. You might meet another person or two, but I’ll push for minimal disturbance.”

“I hear a but coming,” I said. 

Movement at the bedroom door caught my attention. Nol was leaning against the door frame, arms crossed and listening.

Our eyes met just as Quinn added the condition. “You need to take Nolan.”

“Is that coming from you or your parents?” Nol asked, startling Charlie, who hadn’t seen him hovering.

“Me,” Quinn answered, non-pulsed. “When you come for the visit, a stronger united force will look better. Trust me.”

We did, because he was our only source of fae information. I already went to him for job advice.

“Did you know you are the best boyfriend ever? Unless your parents hate me and say no because you gave me permission before they could.”

Quinn’s smooth, low chuckle reminded me of why I was in trouble and over my head with him. “You’re all good. Remember, I’m used to this.”

“I’m gonna owe you, aren’t I?”

“Oh, tenfold. You get to pay for dates for a year.”

I caught myself laughing at Quinn’s joke. Wait. “A year?”

“I’m not a cheap date, either. We’re going full Monty. Weekends in Iceland and—”

“Iceland?” I almost couldn’t get the word out, was he serious? He came from a different life from me. A prince could use his wealth ostentatiously, while I stowed mine away for the future. There was no telling what circumstances I’d find myself in. But things were different now that we’d met the fae. I wasn’t alone, even when Nol had to leave.

“You’ll see.” Quinn’s assurance brought me back to the here and now.

I nodded, forgetting he couldn’t see me. “Okay. Thank you, Quinn.”

“What are boyfriends for if not for this?”

“I can think of a few other things,” I teased. Charlie giggled and Nol shook his head with a smile.

Quinn chuckled again. “Me, too. I’ll talk to you soon.”

Again, I nodded. “Bye.”

I sighed as I pulled up my travel app. “Looks like it’s been decided for you, Nol. Let’s get our tickets.”
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A rustling in the dark hall downstairs gave Charlie and me pause, until Nol knocked on the wall moments later. With a lot of nagging after the first few times he’d crept in through the shadows, we’d convinced Nol to announce himself. It set off Charlie’s panic attacks when she heard a strange noise that didn’t belong or saw a movement in a semidark corner. The Zayuri skill of traveling through the shadows, or Zamecaten, was a bit unsettling when he appeared out of nowhere. However, it allowed Nol to go back to his apartment without us driving him there.

Nol’s bag slid off his shoulder as he stepped into the room. “What?” He looked straight ahead at Charlie, sitting on a chair to slide her boots on.

When I followed Nol’s gaze, Charlie was just closing her mouth, her brown doe eyes blinking. “You clean up nice.”

Unfamiliar with the phrase, he frowned. His gaze flicked from his hands to her. His cinnamon-red hair was still damp from his shower, and he seemed to think that was what she was referring to.

Charlie watched, enjoying his confusion—which was adorable. 

“It’s a compliment, Nol. She’s saying you’re dressed nice.” That was an understatement. I’d told Nol not to wear his uniform on the plane. It would look out of place. Now he would stand out for a different reason.

He’d chosen a slim teal button-up that I hadn’t seen before. The color deepened his pale blue eyes and accented his tan skin tone. And the brown slacks almost matched the color of his Zayuri jacket. I wouldn’t fight him over it if he wanted to wear the jacket on the plane. It held his sword in a sheath, attached and hidden by magic on the back. Mateo loved finding clothes for him, and Nol let him do it as long as they went somewhere new once in a while. Their last excursion had been to Portland.

“Then thank you, I think. You…” Nol began scrambling for a word and dropped his bag at his feet. “Your sweater looks nice.”

“This?” She tugged on the bottom of her favorite gray sweater, that was too worn for her to wear in public. “I didn’t dress up to take you to the airport. Tatie wore something different, though.”

Nol glanced up and down my outfit. “The clothes from the bed? How is that different?” Then without a second thought, opened his jacket.

“See?” I lowered my voice as I looked at the sleeping child on the couch. “It looks too gothic.”

“No, it doesn’t.” Charlie argued again.

“So find something else.” Nol shrugged, dismissing my concern.

“Hélène Roux doesn’t show her midsection. You were right before, Charlie, it doesn’t suit her!”

He reached into his sleeve, messing with the straps of the scabbard attached to his jacket. “Who is Hélène Roux?”

How many times did I have to tell him I had to change identities? “Me.”

He reached into the other sleeve. “Do not go as someone else. We won’t be there that long, will we? If so, I must update my employer. I told him I’d be gone a week for a family emergency.”

“I can’t…” Or could I?

“No, you are used to changing it. But did you not go to France to bring Charlie and Ray home as Hally Dubois four years ago? As you keep pointing to it, technology is getting more…sophisticated. What is it called, the face identity? Will—” He paused, checking the inside of his jacket. “Ah, there it is. Will that technology not…identify you as who you are here?”

I stared, dumbfounded. He was too damn smart. “How the hell did you figure all this shit out in six months?”

He slid his jacket on and rolled his shoulders, checking his adjustments. “Seven months, I believe. Observation. It’s all observation and asking questions. Tullaca. Sye, seta pivenaca etanalu,” Fuck, this isn’t adjusting correctly, Nol growled under his breath, except with a few more colorful words I couldn’t translate.

“I don’t think that’s possible, Nol,” I teased. “Just take the sword out.”

Nol glared at me, frustrated and stressed. “Fine.”

He glanced at Ray, still asleep on the couch. The leather-wrapped hilt of his sword wavered into existence as Nol touched the back collar of his jacket. I’d seen it twice, four if I counted the times he’d used it in the dark. Not only was there a spell on the scabbard to keep it hidden, but the matte black metal held the Zayuri’s unique magic. Like a magic trick, his sword grew as he drew it out at a left angle, until Nol had to drop his jacket. It curved like a katana but wider—a beautiful, deadly sword.

Nol looked around before he lifted it and settled the blunt side in his palm. He walked to the fireplace mantle on the wall between Charlie’s lab and the hallway entrance, he gently set his sword down, which took up the entire length, and at its widest point, the entire width, of the mantle.

Standing in front of the fireplace, Nol picked up his jacket. He worked on the straps, turned it around, pulled on the seams, and slid it on again. He rolled his shoulders and frowned. “No matter what I do the straps are tight.”

Charlie came forward and reached out. She waited until he nodded before touching his jacket. “You’ve bulked up going to the gym with Mateo. I’m assuming your training at home doesn’t involve weights?”

“It does not,” Nol said.

“You might have to get a new jacket.”

“Are there any protective spells in it?” I asked. “Maybe I could fiddle with it.”

He inspected the sleeves. “Nothing that would affect altering—I don’t think.”

Oh, so reassuring. “If I fly across the room, I get to beat you.”

He cocked his head to the side, exasperated. “That wouldn’t happen.”

“Whatever you do, we need to be quick,” Charlie said, always the prompt one. “I want to be on the road in ten minutes.” Okay, maybe she got that from me. Still, SeaTac wasn’t far and we had an hour before we had to be there.

“Then I’ll give it a shot, but I’ll need to see the stress points first before you can take it off.”

Nol lifted his arms and waited, granting me permission.

I didn’t understand it, but I felt nervous as I reached into his jacket. He found it funny to make me fidget. Once, he even admitted that he liked it when “he made me breathless.” He’d asked to talk about our odd feelings back in March, but we’d worked through the classic awkwardness that came with reconnecting after so long after he moved out. Crisis adverted, to talk needed. Not to sound corny, but we knew an intimate relationship would end in sorrow. He was leaving, for Pete’s sake. I breathed through the feeling and focused on the task.

With our height difference it was easy to see the underside of his arm and the back of his jacket as he stood. Closing my eyes to feel the leather on my fingertips, I found several thick braided straps of endaen silk and leather, attached to the seam across the top of his shoulder blades and the seam down his back. Each one branched out to under the arms, over the shoulders, around the housing of the sword or down to the small of his back. The adjustable portions were under his arms and shoulders. Charlie was right. His bulkier muscles were straining the leather. He needed more strap length, more leather, and wider sleeves. 

“Cool,” I whispered, breaking the nervousness. “I didn’t realize this was how it all works. Now I get why you keep rolling your shoulders. Doesn’t the weight of the sword pull backward?” 

“It’s balanced magically so I don’t always have to keep the jacket closed, but it isn’t perfect.”

I touched the adjustable part under his arm. “I think I can fix it, but it’s stressed at multiple points. Even if you keep it on, which would be easiest, it’s highly likely—”

He tilted his head, and I saw his face in the corner of my vision. “Hallë? Trust yourself. I do.”

I chewed on my lip. Did he really, though? I saw the doubt on his face sometimes, but he always changed it when he realized I’d noticed.

“Okay, but don’t get pissed at me if I screw up and you have to get a new one.”

“You won’t screw up.”

Worn leather had less give than new leather, but I’d try. Starting with the back, my magic seeped into the pores of the old skin and caressed the smallest parts, maybe at a cellular level. Charlie would know how to explain it. If every part gave a little, the leather would stretch enough. After each pull, I wrapped a protective spell around that part to keep it from tearing.

I took a deep breath as I pulled my magic back, without even a whisper of lightheadedness. The practice I’d been doing to strengthen my magical endurance was working. 

Stepping back, I opened my eyes. “How’s it feel so far?”

Nol licked his lips. “That was amazing, Hallë. The back feels looser. And the magic was…delicate.”

“I have to keep it light in order to”—I cleared my throat and searched for a less awkward word—“fix it. How much time do I have, Charlie?”

“That only took two minutes. You’ve got time.”

I gawked, then picked up my jaw. “Two minutes? It felt like ages.” I shook my hands out and got ready to do the rest, then got an idea about his straps. If I did it right, he’d never have to adjust them again. They’d move and breathe with him. “Let’s do this, then.” One part down… many more to go.

Minutes later, grimacing, Charlie and I stood shoulder to shoulder, watching Nol inspect my work. 

He moved one shoulder, then the other. “The straps…I don’t feel them.”

Without meaning to, I let out a nervous chuckle.

He raised an eyebrow in suspicion. “What did you do?”

“Well.” I pressed my lips together. Full disclosure. “The straps are kinda part of the leather now. It won’t get loose and…” Squinting, I hoped he wouldn’t get upset with what I’d done. Beg forgiveness, and all that. “You can take the scabbard off.”

“Pardon?”

Oh, shit.

I stilled my fidgeting fingers. “I thought it would be nice if you could wear it without the sword every once in a while. I know it’s always there, even if we can’t see it, and it’s heavy, so…”

“It could fall off.”

“No.” I pointed at him. “It won’t stretch, or rip, or fall off, or get too small again. Ever. I promise.”

His face didn’t change from that disbelieving shock.

“You said you trusted me.”

“I-I do.”

“Then why are you questioning me with that look?”

“That’s not it. I’m in awe.” He traced the leather with his fingertips. “The straps are a common problem for everyone.”

In awe? “Maybe I could help others, too.” 

His head snapped up, eyes wide. “No.”

“Come on. If you say it’s a common problem, what’s the matter?”

He scraped his bottom teeth against his upper lip and looked away. “Do not take this wrong.”

“Uh-oh,” Charlie muttered, and I got nervous again. This did not bode well.

“But I think it would be a bit awkward.”

I crossed my arms at his stalling. He saw my patience wearing thin and waved his hands in front of him, placating me.

“I said the magic you used was delicate, and it is. And I know you didn’t mean it this way, but that could come across as—”

I gasped. “No.”

Charlie laughed but shut herself up before she woke Ray.

“—intimate.”

“By no means—” I had to walk away. “Nuh-uh. We’re past that.”

He nodded. “We are.”

“Then it shouldn’t have felt that way.”

He held up his fingers, pinching the air. “It did. I’m sorry.”

“You should have stopped me.”

“I didn’t want to make it awkward while you fixed it. Not to pry too much, but have you and Quinn—”

“That is none of your business.”

“I’ll take that as a no. Talk to Quinn about it. Not this. Do not mention what happened here if you want to keep that relationship.”

I hid my face in my hands. I was so confused, but like hell I was going to ask what the difference between it and this was. All I knew was that what I’d done made Nol nervous.

“At least this was with me and not a stranger. And in front of Charlie. I really am sorry.”

Was he serious? I lifted my face, blinking at him while I tried to decide if he was messing with me. Everything he said just made the situation worse, and he wouldn’t shut up. He took a few steps toward me, and I held up my hand.

“Too soon, too soon.” Comfort was not what I needed. Distance. I needed distance.

“Would you rather I’d remained silent and let you discover this with someone else? You would be much angrier with me and embarrassed. Neither of us would want that.” His face fell as he looked at the floor. “I’m your muranildo. I can tell you anything. This shouldn’t be awkward to tell you how it felt, especially after the fact. We’ve gone through this shit before, Hallë. Every part. Except the Zayuri part.”

“But it is awkward.” Talking about sex in any form with Nol was uncomfortable. Nol was…not mine in that way, and I’d rather have not thought about it. “Because we agreed not to be that this lifetime.”

He straightened, challenging me. “Did we?”

Pausing, I thought back. “Yeah…didn’t we?”

He crossed his arms. “When?”

“Before Gileal moved to Rudairn”

“Ooh, things just got real.” Both of us looked at Charlie, curled up in a chair, enjoying the show. Damn the little brat. “I’m gonna go put the luggage in the car while you”—she waved at Nol—“get to have a heart-to-heart with your soulmate.”

“We aren’t soulmates,” we said together.

“Well, you’re something more than friends, and you need to figure it out before you”—she pointed at me—“get any more involved with Quinn.” She pointed to Nol. “And you, either plan to stay longer than two decades or before they’re up, because you’re not leaving and breaking her fucking heart.”

We’d worked on this. We’d talked about this lifetime. When that was, I couldn’t remember, but I swore we’d made that decision.

“I’m not. I won’t break her heart.”

“Yes, you will. It may not be this way. But you will break her heart when you leave. Get it together. You’re two hundred and fifty…something years old. Even Hally acts older than you.” She paused. “I mean, not here…”

“Hey.”

Charlie got up, grabbed my bag, and glared back at Nol. “The point is, act your age.”

He pressed his fingers to his chest to defend himself. Then he stopped and looked at the ceiling. “I’m sorry, Hallë. I should have found a different way to warn you and considered when and where we were.”

I cleared my throat and acted my age, too. “I accept your apology. You’re right, it was good that you warned me before I tried it on anyone else. And…” I looked away, my face burning. “I’ll talk to Quinn about it.” When I figured out what exactly it was, but Nol was not the one to ask. This kind of shit was what I’d robbed myself of when I killed my friends and got exiled. If I’d stayed in Endae I could ask my mother—no, I probably would have talked to An’di and Raj, but, I’d missed out on all the “girl” talk that I needed to know to become a full fledged endaë, essentially a woman in human terms. “Truce?”

He nodded. “Truce.”

“And?” Charlie urged.

Nol looked as confused as I was. “And what?”

“Hally, do you want this relationship to become more than platonic in this life?”

Even the thought made my face burn. “No. Just-just muranildi.”

“Nolan?”

He looked at Charlie, then at me, silent. Holy shit. Shit, shit, no!

“No.” His brow furrowed and he looked away. “But, if I’m being honest, I can’t see”—Nol swallowed hard—“myself with anyone right now. Hallë is just here, and comfortable, and—” He shoved his hair back and squeezed his eyes shut. “Tuma juvaë, Nol swore, “Osye inegam enetal fontuaconi juvede setade lasi,” My heart can’t handle this right now, Nol mumbled under his breath, but I heard it. Now I knew the problem. Someone had broken my muranildo’s heart. And if I ever saw them, I would punch them in the fucking face.

I threw my hands out. “This is done. It’s a truce. Charlie, leave it alone. I’m sorry. I know you’re not ready.” I hurried over and hugged him. “You don’t have to say another word.”

It took him a moment, I think, to realize I’d given in and taken the loss. He’d won, and I didn’t care. I turned my face to Charlie and mouthed, “Go.” She took my bag and left out the front door, where she’d pulled the car around.

Nol’s breath shuddered, and his arms went around me. “Mahayem,” I’m sorry. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Please, forgive me,” he whispered in Aemirin, too emotional for English.

“There’s nothing to forgive,” I whispered back. I didn’t understand why he’d begged my forgiveness, and I wouldn’t until he talked to me, but I had to be patient. 





      [image: ]Ten minutes later, five more after Charlie wanted to leave, I locked the front door. Everyone was in the car with everything packed by the time I made it over, the low heels of my booties clacking on the damp cement. 

“Okay, got it.” I shook my cell phone, which I’d run back in for. 

Nol still had his door open, a foot out as he fiddled on his phone. Instead of getting in, I came to stand in front of him. His eyebrow rose as he lifted his head to look at me.

I grabbed his arm and squeezed. “Things will work out.”

“That is what you say.” His look darkened into that broody thing Mateo had pointed out. I opened our bond to comfort him, sending a little energy his way in the hope of putting him at ease. Nol gave me a small smile when he felt it slip into him. He patted my hand and tried to put on a brave face. Sighing, he put his phone away and pulled on his seat belt. “You have more important things to worry about than my selfishness. I’m sorry for screwing everything up.”

“Stop apologizing. Shit happens.” I leaned in and kissed his temple. “You can talk to me whenever you need to. About anything,” I whispered, emphasizing the last part.

“Sitam,” I know, he whispered back.

I hurried into the back seat to shut out the cold pre-dawn air. Sadly, the car wasn’t as warm as I’d hoped. Charlie put our eighties Volvo in reverse and turned to back out of the driveway. She winked at me. “And we’re off.” 
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My phone chirped just after the gate attendant announced it was our time to board. 

“Merde,” I growled and tried to whip my carry-on around to get to my phone, then remembered it was in my purse. I pressed the button and put it to my ear. “Nicole?” I caught my breath.

“Hélène? Tu as l’air occupé.” You sound busy.

“Non, it’s fine. We’re about to board. Are you all right?” 

“We’re fine. Um…Bernard is on the phone fussing with Gerald.” Fuck, the non-Hally family drama. 

“I can call him on our layover.” Gerald loved his wife, but I’d reminded him a thousand times, Nicole was his wife, not the family mediator and not Léon’s caretaker. My one-hour layover was quickly filling up, but I needed to deal with this.

“That’s all right. I’m sorry. You worry about your flight.”

I stopped moving. The guy behind me grunted and muffled a rude comment, and I almost missed the glare Nol gave him. “Nicole? Tell me what’s wrong?”

Nicole sniffled on the other end. “I found him on the floor. He-he wasn’t responding, and he was all sweaty. Hélène, I thought he was gone.”

I glanced at Nol and tipped my chin. “I’ll be there in a minute,” I whispered. He understood, hearing Nicole with his better than human hearing. Then, setting his own apprehensions and doubts aside, he pulled my bag off my shoulder, hiked it up on his, slipped the ticket out from between my fingers and took my free hand. I wouldn’t have to think while we walked. The best muranildo ever.

“Nicole, I’m so sorry that you found him like that. Are you still at the hospital?”

“Oui.”

I grimaced. They’d been there too damn long. “There’s no reason to be there when he’s sleeping. Why don’t you go home.”

“Millennials.” The jerk behind us snapped, distracting me from my conversation. “Always on your phones.” 

Nol gave him a death glare before returning to his mask of calm, dealing with tickets and airline staff even though he barely knew what he was doing.  

I bit my lip, and Nol hooked my arm as we walked down the ramp. “The doctors will call if there is any problem. Besides, you’re fifteen minutes away.”

“I know, but—”

“What would Léon tell you?”

“Stop fussing over me,” she mimicked perfectly, but with a soft chuckle.

“Exactly. Please go home and rest. I’ll be there in sixteen hours. I’m sorry I can’t get there sooner. Do you want me to call you during the layover?”

“No. Worry about your connecting flight.”

“And you’ll go home and get some rest?”

“Oui.”

“We’re getting on the plane now. I have to go. Love you.”

“Je t’aime aussi,” I love you, too. “Goodbye.”

Way in the back of the plane, I let Nol take the aisle seat. I’d been told it was more comfortable for tall people, and at six-four, Nol fit that. Nonetheless, his seat was too narrow for his shoulders, and his knees pressed into the seat in front of him. I winced. If only Quinn could have taken us on his private plane. But no. Maybe we could get a ride back.

The person beside us was already settled, earphones in and oblivious to the world. He looked around Mateo’s size. At least his shoulders didn’t stick out on both sides.

“How is Nicole? Did I hear hospital??” Nol asked once he had stuffed his bag in the overhead.

“Ah, your French is improving.”

“I’d be fluent if you’d—” He wiggled his fingers and widened his eyes. “Actually, with me traveling with you, I was hoping to talk to you about that.”

I squinted at him and his stupid attempt at talking about magic without saying magic. Mother help me. “I doubt I could do it.” 

His eyes crinkled. “You did it once, you can do it again.” 

“Sure, I helped a Terrin speak Aemirin to save your ass. That doesn’t mean I can do it now.” The Terrin were a dryad similar people, which Nol and I now suspected were the native people of Endae before the endai came from Earth.

My father was the Terrin representative on the council, and while he didn’t go to every meeting, he did join the Amura Ore when the Terrin had a problem. And now where was he? Wasting away, sick with the curse Aswryn made, while I boarded a plane to fly across the world. 

“Oyi,” Nol whispered and bumped my arm with his. “You got…um…” He looked up, searching for the right word in English, then gave up. “Dirodae. Vaica Léon d’wana boryle?” You became melancholy. Is it Léon or something else?

“Nothing…lost in thought. When we get to Paris”— I held up a finger—“If you stop bugging me about it, I’ll…help you learn French.”

His face lit up. “Thank you.” Nol looked around like he’d announce the momentous occasion. A moment later, his left hand curved around my right one. He lifted it and squeezed with both of his. “And your dad will be fine. We will find the cure in time.” He knew where my mind had gone. Typical.

I shut my eyes. This whole thing was crap. Would the Mother be so cruel as to take both my father and my nephew in quick succession? Please, Mother, no. I rested my head on Nol’s arm and closed my eyes. Plane rides made me sleepy, and I hadn’t been able to sleep last night.

“Hallë, something is going on. They are standing in front and holding—what is that?”

I reached over and patted his chest with my free hand. “Just listen. I’ve heard it before.”

“It’s in French.”

“They have an English one, too. Shh.” Nol didn’t like cars. What if he didn’t like planes?

“They expect us to crash?” he hissed.

Fuck.

Nol chuckled and let go of my hand. “I’m just joking.”





      [image: ]As Nol was reaching for our bags my phone dinged with a text message. I checked it right away, even though we were late and getting off the plane first. The caller ID said Amelia. I flicked the message open: Ignore Bernard’s message. He’s being himself. Listen to Léon’s voicemail. 

My hands shook as I swiped Amelia’s message away. I’d check the voicemail after we got going.

“What is wrong?” Nol hadn’t slept, and while he was used to very little sleep, his accent and contractions took a big hit. I’d get him sleeping pills for the next leg. “Take this.” Nol grabbed my bag from above. “And this.” He piled his jacket on top of it. The leather thing was heavier than it appeared with the sword attached. Nol tugged hard on his bag until it came loose, and another passenger’s bag went flying, sort of. Nol grabbed it before it hit anyone.

Three other passengers with international connections waited behind me while we got into the covered tunnel. The plane had landed twenty minutes late, but I had to talk to Léon before we left. I had to. Those sleeping pills were looking less likely. We moved over to the side of the ramp, where Nol dropped his bag and slid his coat on. 

“It’s gonna be hot in here.”

“I will be fine.” He slid his bag back on, grabbed mine, and began walking.

“Nol!” 

He raised his arms up, a bag on each shoulder. “Are we going to argue, or are we going to make our flight?” 

Lips twisted, fists on my hips, I glared at him. “I can carry my own bag.”

“If I do this,” he teased. “You can call Léon.”

Wait. “How—”

Nol looked over his shoulder and smirked. “I know you. Now, we must be faster than your normal pace. I think you can manage to talk, though. You are in good shape.” We came off the ramp and found ourselves right in the middle of the largest terminal. Fan-freaking-tastic.

“We’ll get a few minutes at the gate.” I hoped. Security screening would be a bitch, but inevitable since we weren’t in the international terminal.

“You will have more if you call now.” Nol grabbed my hand and hurried away from the gate—almost a jog for me. He pulled out a ticket, looked around, and cussed under his breath. 

I tugged him over to the huge map of the airport. “We’re here, and we need to take the AirTrain.”

“Got it.” He whispered something under his breath in Aemirin before tugging on my hand again. “Neda,” There. And we were off. 

I scrolled around on my phone calls and pressed the voicemail for Léon, but it didn’t play. Fine, I’d try calling. Pressing the call back button was a challenge while jogging through an airport. My thumb finally touched the little button on my smartphone. Again, nothing. Nol pulled on me, and we dodged more people. 

“It’s not working.” I scrolled through my favorites and tried that way with the same result. We’d have time at the gate. I sighed, snatched my bouncing purse, and shoved the phone in as we jogged. Except five steps later, we were at the AirTrain and had four minutes to wait.

“Would it be quicker to walk?” Nol looked up and down through the hordes of bustling travelers.

I shook my head. “No, this is the quickest way.”

An AirTrain rolled up, and Nol jumped into action. 

I pulled hard on his arm. “Wrong one. It goes the opposite way.”

“You have gone through here a lot?” He raised his voice to be heard over the foot and AirTrain traffic.

“Enough.” 

The AirTrain came, and as we were getting on, a text notification from Amelia appeared, but my phone didn’t allow me to open the damn message. You’d think airport wifi would be more reliable. The doors closed, and Nol began rubbing the knuckles of my hand he still held. “It is all right, Hallë.”

I took a breath and accepted the comfort he offered. “I hope the phone will work enough to call when we get to the gate. I’m sure they’re nervous.”

“They will be fine. Did they not just help Charlie when Remi died?”

My head snapped to him. “Charlie told you?”

Nol shrugged it off like it was no big deal. The one who wouldn’t talk about his monsters thought it was no big deal that someone else talked about their issues. Unbelievable. “Well?”

“Well, what?” Oh, Remi. “They did, but with Charlie’s panic attack, I came in to help.”

Nol didn’t say anything. Maybe he didn’t know as much as he thought. “Remi’s parents tried to take Ray when Charlie was in the hospital with Remi.” I remembered the day I’d flown in. I’d opened Gerald’s and Nicole’s front door, as they’d known I was coming, and came face to face with Remi’s mother holding little Ray.

“Remi’s parens are some fucked-up people. It wasn’t pretty. They tried to steal Ray, can you believe it?” I rubbed my eyes, then stopped abruptly, remembering my makeup. “Eventually, I paid them off.”

“How much?”

I hated talking about money, about how much our family actually had and how much I’d inherited from the Dubois estate. “Two million.”

“Dollars?” His eyes widened. He knew the value of money.” 

“Francs. Sad really. That was how much their son and granddaughter were worth to them.”

The AirTrain stopped, and the group closest to the doors got off. Two more stops. 

Nol leaned down, his lips against my ear so he could whisper. “You have that much money and you are charging me rent?” 

I shrugged. “I’m giving you the full human experience,” I whispered back. “You get a fifty percent discount from the rest of the tenants.” I turned to smirk at him.

He tried to hide his shock, but I caught it. 

“Don’t look at me like that. It’s Amelia’s livelihood.” His brow furrowed. “Amelia is the manager, but it is a Dubois company. My company. What can I say? Maman and Papa taught me well.” I chuckled at his continued frowning. “And I passed that knowledge down to Léon’s descendants. Don’t be sore, Nol. I am doing this for your own good.” 

“I think I hate you right now.” 

I laughed, and my forehead bumped collarbone as I leaned on him. The AirTrain stopped again, and I wasn’t ready for it. Nol stayed in his spot, and I almost fell on my ass, but he grabbed my arm at the last moment. 

My jaw dropped. “Rude.”

“I could have let you fall.” He smirked, enjoying my irritation and almost embarrassing moment. I glared at him a while longer. The AirTrain stopped again, and we followed everyone off. Thirty minutes later,  screened by security, and fully annoyed, we arrived at our gate. Nol dropped our bags on a chair at the end and plopped down on another one. 

“We should get you some sleeping meds for the plane.” Dealing with him tired and grumpy the entire flight would drive me and the flight attendants insane.

“I will be fine.”

“You’re not using contractions. You’re fucking tired, Nol. Stop arguing.”

“Call Léon.”

I pulled my phone out of my purse and pointed at him with it. “If you agree to find some sleep aids.”

Nol shoved his hair back with both hands and puffed his cheeks out. “What does that even mean?”

I pointed to the closest store. “Go ask them. Flutter your eyelashes at the pretty girl and she’ll help you find them.”

“I do not flutter my eyelashes.” He scoffed as if I’d insulted him and his flirting abilities.

“You’re right. You give them all flirty smiles, and your eyes crinkle and look all cute. Go do that.”

One of his eyebrows lifted, and he pressed his fingers to his chest. “You think my eyes are cute? How can eyes be cute? Should I be offended?”

“No! Go ask.”

“I think you should pay.”

“Twynolan, go get some drugs for the plane. Now. And get a book. Two. Big ones.”

That got him moving faster. The fact that he didn’t want to go shopping proved my point about how tired he was. The endao loved shopping. It didn’t matter if he bought anything. He loved going to as many places as he could and seeing as much as possible. Essentially, he was a tourist, except this wasn’t a vacation. He was stuck here. 

After he was well on his way and getting in line, I checked Amelia’s text first.

Saw you called. He was asleep.

I dropped my arms and looked up at the high airport ceiling before remembering the voicemail. I pushed play and raised the phone to my ear.

“Hello, old lady.” I smiled, hearing the familiar, youthful voice through the scratchiness that came with age. Plus, the old lady bit. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be out of here in no time.”

I snorted as it clicked off. He never said goodbye, or any other farewell, for that matter. I tapped the call back button. The phone thought about it for a second, and then it started ringing. Thank the Mother. I slid and sat on the floor against the window, where I could still see our luggage so people didn’t freak out about unattended bags. Against my ear, the phone rang four times and went to voicemail. I tried again. We didn’t have long now—ten, fifteen minutes before they started calling passengers on. I wanted as much time as possible to talk to him.

“Tante Hélène?” Amelia cleared her throat like she’d been sleeping or crying.

“Hello, mon chou. What is happening? Have you gotten any rest? How is everyone holding up?”

“Yes we’re all fine, Tante. I promise. It’s the guys’ arguing that’s stressful. On top of convincing Léon to agree to a bypass, Gerald and Bernard are arguing about company schematics again.”

“They either need to figure it out soon or I will close the company.” 

“I know. Léon warned them yesterday.”

“Papa would’ve rather seen his company collapse than have the family fight over it,” I reiterated to her for the thousandth time. Dubois et Bercot – Maison d’Art et de Métier— The bespoke furniture house my foster grandfather founded in eighteen sixty-eight had survived three wars, including both World Wars. Now, it was up to Léon’s descendants to manage the business, but it was more bickering than management this past year. And I didn’t want to step in, but I would if it came down to it. Being the silent partner had its perks.

“How is Léon? Can I talk—” I choked on my words and held my breath so I wouldn’t hyperventilate. 

“I’m sorry, Tante. Look at me carrying on.”

“Don’t be. All of you are important to me.”

“He asked for you again a few hours ago. He’ll be delighted.” Amelia’s breathing increased like she was running or walking fast. “I went to get him some pudding.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to block out all the noises of the airport and pretend I was walking with her. “Merci, mon chou.” Thank you, my cabbage. 

“You need to stop calling me that.” But she chuckled while she chided me.

I scoffed. “Never.”

“Here he is. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

“Tante Hélène?” Léon’s voice brought tears of relief to my eyes, and the knot in my chest loosened. 

“It’s me. Can you hear me all right?”

“Oui.” His words were slow, reminding me of what had happened hours ago. I felt a tear start to roll, but I swiped it away with a shaky hand. “I hear you well. These new hearing aids work better than the last ones. Where are you?”

“New York. My flight will be boarding shortly. I just needed to hear your voice.”

“Don’t fret. It was only a heart attack.” But there was a pause. We knew the reality; Léon had turned ninety-eight this month. “They’re talking about bypasses. Evidently, these doctors think they can fix anything still breathing. I have to keep reminding them that I’m older than dirt and to stop worrying so much. I don’t need you to come in here worrying like these young things. I think my heart doctor just got out of secondary school.”

I had to laugh. Even down for the count, he tried to joke around. “Oh, Léon, let them work on you. It’s good practice for these youngsters. And don’t be grumpy with them. They mean well.”

“Sometimes I wonder about that. Seems nowadays they’re in it for the paycheck, hurrying patients in and out as fast as they can. I can’t wait to get back home. I hate hospitals.”

I could imagine the scowl on his face. We both hated them. Barely anything good came out of them. “Yes, well, you wouldn’t be in there if you hadn’t gone and had a heart attack. What were you thinking? You can’t be doing things like that.”

Léon chuckled. “I know. I just couldn’t help myself.” He paused. “I heard Nicole found me.”

I cleared my throat and got serious. “Yes. It scared her, but you are lucky she got to you so soon. How much do you know about your condition?”

“Enough to know it could have been much worse. That bypass thing they want to do seems important, but I don’t see the point of having surgery at my age.”

“Don’t say that. Think about it. You are a functioning ninety-eight-year-old man. You walk and make your own meals. You go to the bathroom independently.”

“That’s all true, but I’m so tired of it all. Gerald shouldn’t have to take care of me constantly. I don’t want to depend on Gerald, Nicole, and Amelia. It’s stressful they can’t enjoy any vacations. It isn’t supposed to be this way.”

“It’s called payback for all those years—”

“Not my grandchildren. I want them to be free to enjoy retirement.”

Gerald thought the responsibility of taking care of Léon fell on him, after all the years Léon, his wife, Michelle, and I had taken care of Gerald and Amelia. “Then I’ll come home. We’ll go south where people won’t recognize me.”

“Hélène, I can’t ask you to do that.” 

“You’re not asking. I want to. You’re my baby, Léon. Besides, I promised your mother.” I swallowed before my words failed me. Mother help me, I missed my sister. I took the phone away from my mouth and counted to ten, pushing all those emotions down deep. “I miss you. You’re too stubborn to talk on the phone for more than five minutes. You hate video chats! The only logical thing to do is come be with you.”

“You’d be sick of me in a month.”

“I’m never sick of you. Now, tell me what’s going on. Paint me a picture so I can pretend I’m sitting next to you.”

“Oh…” He drew out that word. “You know what these hospital rooms look like. Annoying monitors beeping at you constantly. Blankets that don’t do a bit of good.” He laughed. “I don’t even have a window. Imagine that, if you will. The nurses are quite the lookers, except the male ones. I still don’t understand that. They got my arm hooked up to little tubes, and sticky things on my chest.”

“Sounds fun. Tell me more.”

Nol came back, smiled, and shook the book at me while Léon gave me more details. He sat in his chair and started reading some memoir, by a fraction of the cover I saw. When a voice over the intercom spoke, Nol lifted his head to listen. Fifteen more minutes until boarding. 

“Where are the tickets?” Nol whispered. 

I pointed at my bag and let him dig around in it. 

He scowled. 

“One moment, Léon.” I covered the speaker. “What?”

“We are in the back again.” Where Nol had to almost fold in two to fit. 

“Léon? I need to go. They’re starting announcements.”

“Sure. Tante? Is he with you?”

Fuck. “Yes.”

Léon stayed quiet long enough that I checked to see if he’d hung up. “I want to meet him. There are things we need to discuss.”

I turned to face the window. The boy had just had a heart attack. How could I deny him? “Promise me—” Wiping my tears before they fell, I lifted the phone back to my ear. “Promise me you won’t yell.” I wiped more tears away, knowing I probably looked like a raccoon.

“I’ll stay civil. Promise.”

I nodded, knowing this was as good as I’d get. An arm snaked around my shoulder from my right. I leaned into Nol with the phone to my ear, trying to hold all my emotions in, which I was epically failing at. 

“Don’t fret, Tante Hélène. I won’t break your soulmate.” 

He knew it would make me smile and take the attention off himself. “I love you, Léon. Please stay well while I’m in the air? I need to see your smile.”

“I’ll send you a picture just in case.”

A harsh bark of laughter escaped out of my chest. “Defiant little shit.”

“There’s my Tatie.” He hung the phone up before I could say goodbye. Again, defiant. 

Nol took the phone and pulled me in tighter, placing a hand on the back of my head. “Cyesvera,” Things will be fine.

I shook my head. “You can’t promise that, Nol.”

He wrapped me in his arms and rested his cheek on my head. “Saje, sitam, olentame,” Shh, I know. I will be here beside you. “I will hold hope for both of us.”

I sat with Nol for a few more minutes, before I wiped my eyes and came away with mascara and concealer. Crap.

“Here.” Nol leaned in, almost nose to nose, and pressed his thumbs under my eyes. He whispered a spell and swiped out, then crinkled his eyes. “All better. No more makeup.” He tapped my nose, his knuckle slid off the tip, and his eyes crinkled.

“Thanks.” I leaned forward, out of the circle of his arms, stood, and grabbed my purse and tickets.

“What are you doing?”

“Stay put. I’m going to try to get you more room.”

At a loss for words—because how on Earth could I make room in a plane—he stayed where he was, puzzling it out. I headed over to the counter to see about some first-class seats. Besides, I could afford it.
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