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      Four shifter knights from a faery world are trapped in glass ornament avatars and find themselves in a strange world of vacuum cleaners, BigMarts, and ham sandwiches, bound to human keys who can unlock the power in their hearts.

      Fae Shifter Knights is a sizzling portal fantasy paranormal romance series with side-splitting humor, thrilling adventure, and heart. Each stand-alone novel features noble heroes and brave, resourceful heroines, adorable pets, and one bad-tempered, non-binary fae.

      Although this novel, Firebird of Glass, stands alone, this is the final book in the series, and it will make the most sense to read the books in order:

      
        
        Dragon of Glass (book 1)

        Unicorn of Glass (book 2)

        Gryphon of Glass (book 3)

        Firebird of Glass (book 4)

      

      

      
        
        You can also enjoy the first three books in one convenient box set.

      

      

      
        
        Sign up to get deluxe edition hardcover omnibus volumes, audiobooks narrated by Travis Baldree and Stephanie Nemeth-Parker, and collectible resin ornaments for each knight! Coming to Kickstarter!
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      Ansel wasn’t sure when he’d gotten used to having a big house full of people and pets and one foul-tempered fable.

      The quiet was weird now, with most of them gone.

      “I can hold,” he said patiently into his phone. He stood up and paced to the kitchen.

      Fabio, a golden-haired afghan hound, feared this meant further abandonment and followed him from the living room anxiously, pressing close to Ansel’s knees. Tiny Vesta, a miniature Italian greyhound, startled from sleep, barked in alarm and then scampered down off the couch to follow them, making nervous, trembling circles.

      “Would you guys relax?” Ansel said in gentle disgust. “I’m just going into the next room.” When there was an expression of confusion at the other end of the phone, he hastily added, “No, not you, sorry, just the dogs! I’m calling to follow up on an email regarding the repair of a glass ornament...”

      He was braced for the disappointing reply by now, thanked the artist for her time, and hung up.

      “Superglue,” he said in disbelief. This was the fourth glass crafter with the same answer: they couldn’t repair broken glass. They could make a new ornament, or he could put the pieces together with superglue.

      “Superglue!” he repeated in outrage, rummaging through one of the kitchen drawers to see if he even had any. They were suggesting that he superglue the pieces of a magical firebird ornament that housed a faery knight from another world together and just...hope that it worked.

      And the worst part was that he didn’t have a better idea.

      The pieces in question were laid out on the counter, about a dozen chunks of red glass that had been spread wings, a long, swan-like neck, and a flaming tail. They were big pieces, at least, not a hopeless mess of shards, and the largest piece of all was the unbroken ring of white.

      Henrik, Rez, and Trey had all puzzled mournfully over the parts of their shieldmate, Tadra, and tried all the tricks in their enchanted arsenal before declaring that there was no magic they knew that could put her back together.

      “Perhaps her key can magic her back together?” Ansel had suggested. “Or Robin?”

      “I do not believe that either of them could call her from a broken vessel,” Henrik said, frowning. A gryphon shifter, he was the knight most skilled at magic. “The ornament must be repaired in mundane fashion before magic could be worked on it.”

      “It is possible even her key could only bring her back in pieces if her avatar was not whole,” Rez said mournfully. “I do not know if I could mend her human body.” He was a unicorn shifter, with a specialty for healing.

      “Robin was not able to free us from our glass prisons at all,” Trey added. “But they may know what to do next.”

      Unfortunately, Robin—the shieldmates’ sharp-tongued fable mentor—had been missing for more than a month now, hunting for Tadra’s key in Ecuador. The knights from the faery world and their paired human keys had decided to try to find Robin shortly after the package with Tadra’s broken avatar arrived in the mail, fearing the worst from their long absence.

      Ansel was given the task of repairing the firebird...and taking care of the pets.

      “It falls to you, landlord of light, to try to repair our shieldmate,” Rez said solemnly. “Your world has wondrous crafters and miracles of technology. We trust you with the sister of our heart.”

      “You have fixed many things for us,” Henrik added, looking sheepish and probably thinking about the garage door mechanism that he’d broken throwing an axe in frustration.

      “You are an admirable hound-keeper,” Trey said, ruffling Fabio’s ears.

      Ansel tried to feel honored by their trust, instead of just sidelined by his own mundanity.

      He had to shove Fabio to one side now to try another drawer in his hunt for the right glue. White school glue wasn’t going to cut it.

      “Well,” he said out loud, “you wanted to play some role in this grand fantasy adventure.”

      It was a lot of pressure being the only mortal man in a house full of fae shifter knights from another world. They could turn into a magnificent dragon, unicorn, and gryphon respectively, and with the assistance of their human keys, Daniella, Heather, and Gwen, could work actual magic.

      Ansel? Ansel could pay the utilities and provide the house and put things back together when the knights were foiled by modern appliances.

      With a battle to forestall the end of the world from galloping down on them, it didn’t feel like his role was all that important.

      Ansel was still bending over the junk drawer when he heard Vesta’s telltale whine of greeting and there was a soft thunk at the end of the counter. “No, Socks, hssst!” he warned, and he stood up just in time to stop the Siamese from stalking right into the broken glass with a feline’s disregard for anything fragile. Socks crouched down and glared at Ansel, not quite daring to walk past him on the counter. Unfortunately, Vesta thought that Socks had established a free-for-all for all pets on the counter, took a running start, and flung herself upwards.

      “Nope!” Ansel intercepted the tiny Italian Greyhound mid-air and placed her back on the floor, whining in protest and dancing on her clacking claws.

      Socks took his moment of distraction as an invitation to continued her march along the counter. One of the glass pieces chimed warningly against another and Ansel swept in to pluck her up and deposit her on the floor.

      She hissed, swiping claws at Ansel. Vesta could not resist such temptation, barking and mock-charging, but the diminutive dog kept her distance; she’d been at the receiving end of those claws often enough to learn caution. Fabio whined and leaned against Ansel beseechingly.

      Ansel carefully folded the glass shards back into the bubble wrap and tucked them into the box they’d come in, then waded with it through the tense standoff to return to his second-floor bedroom and shut the door on the dogs, who were not interested in letting him—last human of the house!—out of their sight. Vesta yelped for a time and he could hear Fabio’s heartbroken sighs as the afghan leaned against the door in defeat. Socks was undoubtedly back on the counter licking the faucet at the kitchen sink and knocking things onto the floor, just to be contrary.

      Ansel found a tube of superglue in the back of his desk drawer and carefully unpacked Tadra’s ornament once more, spreading each part out in order.

      As puzzles went, it wasn’t that difficult to figure out how everything fit together. The white ring was miraculously whole, and there were only sixteen pieces of the phoenix.

      The first two shards, a clawed foot and a sheared leg, were the hardest—more because Ansel was still appalled by the idea of using superglue on a magical vessel than that it was an actual challenge to his dexterity. He stopped breathing altogether as he was applying the glue and then held the pieces together much longer than the instructions said, peeling his fingers off slowly and holding it up to the light.

      It was a good seal and at some angles, he couldn’t even see the break. Maybe this was going to work. He cautiously tested the bond and the joint didn’t flex in the slightest.

      The worst of it after that was the waiting between each joint, holding the parts carefully together until his hands cramped, meticulous about not letting it shift in his grip and spoil the seal. He tried not to think too hard about failing, about somehow making things worse with his efforts, and wished he’d thought of turning on music or television. On the other hand, he didn’t want to be distracted from what was probably the most important, meticulous task he’d ever attempted.

      Vesta finally quieted, which was probably an indication that she’d found something to destroy to punish Ansel for abandoning her. Fabio occasionally turned over noisily just outside the door and gave a great mournful huff of breath. Socks yowled from downstairs at one point, undoubtedly lodging a complaint about her water dish or litter box.

      Ansel only glued himself to the glass once, peeling the skin off his fingertips after the joint had finally cured. The joint looked clean after he rubbed off the excess glue, so hopefully, a little flesh in the glue wouldn’t harm anything.

      The firebird slowly took form from the pieces and Ansel felt a swell of satisfaction in his chest. It was delicate work, exacting and demanding, and the beautiful result was worth the time and patience. He held the final parts together and tried not to fidget.

      Socks had stepped up the volume and frequency of her grievances, Vesta was yipping again, and Fabio was sniveling. Ansel’s shoulders ached from hunching over the work so long. It was late and the dogs probably needed to go out, but he was so close to the end.

      The red glass reflected like blood on his palms as Ansel cupped the firebird, focusing on keeping his grip steady. The superglue bottle said to hold for only a minute, but not to disturb the parts for at least ten minutes, and he was taking no chances. He watched the computer clock to make sure that nothing, including putting down the ornament, disrupted the cure.

      Ten minutes had never seemed so long and his fingers were cramped from holding so long and hard, having to be so careful not to slip on the smooth glass.

      If only…

      Ansel tried not to let himself be jealous; he had plenty to be grateful for.

      But watching the knights bond with their keys woke a longing in his soul that he never expected. To have a love like they had, a perfect partner like that...Ansel would have given anything for such a connection. He felt like an afterthought in their story, the sidekick, or the stranger at the crossroads. He was the sage advice, not the hero of the saga.

      And he’d never win the princess...or in this case, the knight.

      After all, Robin had cast a spell dowsing—magically searching—for Tadra’s true key, and it had led them unerringly to South America.

      The clock on the computer ticked past the allotted minute and Ansel released his fingers and let the firebird rest loosely in his hands. Tipping it into the light of the desk lamp betrayed the seams in turn, a slash of light in every place it had broken, but he could barely feel them when he ran fingers over each one.

      The ornament was whole again, as whole as it would ever be, and there was no urgent desire or whispered words the way the keys had described their first encounters with their captive knights. There had been no call when Ansel first found all four of the ornaments, almost two years ago.

      No matter how much he wanted to be, Ansel wasn’t her key.

      He nestled the firebird back down into the bubble wrap and stood up, rolling his protesting shoulders back.

      The dogs heard him through the closed door and went ballistic, circling and whimpering in a near-frenzy. When he opened the door, he found the remains of one of the uglier couch cushions, torn into pieces that were strewn down the hall.

      “Who did this?” he demanded, looking at Vesta knowingly.

      It was Fabio who looked most guilty, of course, but the smaller hound was the one with stuffing hanging from her mouth.

      “I hope you didn’t eat enough of it to make you sick,” Ansel scolded her. “Heather would never forgive me.”

      Vesta’s ears went flat back against her head and her eyes, already bulging in the fashion of her breed, went wild. Did she recognize her mistress’s name? Ansel wasn’t sure how smart the creature was—sometimes she seemed very clever, but she also ran repeatedly into walls and was scared of Christmas lights and crinkly bags.

      “C’mon, you guys probably need to go out.”

      After he’d brought the dogs back inside, fed them, and rearranged the food in Socks’s bowl to make it look full again, Ansel climbed back up the stairs to his room, rubbing his sore fingers. Probably the fingerprints he’d rubbed off with glue would grow back.

      He left the door open and Fabio and Vesta, after investigating the entire house in case their real people had quietly returned while they were eating, came in to compete for sleeping space on his big bed. Vesta took up a shocking amount of space for her tiny size and Fabio was not a small dog. Eventually, Socks would creep up and claim a spot at Ansel’s feet—once it was late enough that she didn’t look needy.

      Ansel pulled off his shoes and socks, wiggling his toes in the plush carpet. Fabio was groaning and rolling around on his back with his paws in the air while Vesta burrowed down into the blankets, scratching with her claws.

      Ansel was drawn back to the desk; a chance red reflection from the desk lamp shining on the ornament made the box look like it was on fire. He picked it up, his touch hopeful, but there was only his own yearning for something more, no immediate magical connection, no call to his soul.

      He wasn’t Tadra’s key.

      And his kiss wouldn’t unlock her.

      Later, he wasn’t sure what it was that prompted him to brush his lips against it anyway. Did he think he’d regret not trying? Was there some shred of hope at the bottom of his empty heart? He certainly didn’t expect it to work...and he nearly dropped the ornament when it did.
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      The first thing Tadra knew again was pain.

      She was shattered, the flame of her firebird soul fractured and burning its way through her human body. She tried to scream and failed, as memory flooded back like a landslide: battle, her shieldmates at her side, spells colliding in wild chaos, confused and unending imprisonment, and now this...

      There was a strange, handsome man standing before her, his skin warm brown and his hair bleached golden-yellow, and Tadra struck out before she could think or make sense of the bizarre, dim-lit room.

      She had no weapons, not even clothing, but she still caught him by surprise, realizing too late that he was holding the glass ornament that had been her prison for so long. They both watched in horror as it slipped from his grasp as she hit him. It fell—undamaged!—to a floor that seemed made of a dry fiber moss.

      He scrambled after it. “It’s okay. It’s not broken,” he exclaimed, standing with it cradled again in his hands. “I’m not going to hurt you!”

      Tadra opened her mouth to protest that she was a knight of the broken crown and had no fear of him and found that the words burned in her throat and made no sound. He had enspelled her voice? Who was this upstart wizard in his fancy trousers and curious workroom?

      Tadra tried again to speak, to demand to know what he was doing with her glass firebird vessel and where this place was. Even if it did not hurt quite so much the second time, she was still quite incapable of making even a single strangled noise.

      She turned in a circle, taking in the incomprehensible room. A dark, framed mirror on a desk—for scrying perhaps?—shelves of books, and a wide bed draped in rich blankets. There were wild creatures on it, rising to defend their master—a half-hound, half-horse with a floating golden mane, she thought, and the other seemed to be a hairless rat. There were no weapons at hand to take up, so she shifted to fight them back.

      At first, she thought the world had expanded around her. She ought to fill the room with her firebird glory, but the walls stretched out in all directions and she realized in horror that she was impossibly tiny, barely the size of a songbird. The hound-things were excited by her shift of form and rose, baying and jumping. The wizard flung himself between them, hollering an enchantment that involved words of power—vesta and fabio and dammitdumbmutts!—as he tried to keep the ornament safely out of their reach and prevent them from jumping at her all at once.

      She made a circuit of the room and even her brightness was dimmed, not only her size. When she opened her beak to cry out in protest, she was still silent in this form. She fell on the man, swiping with claws, snapping with her beak at his unprotected face.

      He flinched away, flinging up an arm, and cried, “Tadra! Stop, please! I’m not going to harm you! Vesta, Fabio, down!”

      The creatures ignored their master and Tadra paused in her attack. How did he know her name? He was still trying to protect her ornament; did it give him some power over her? She swooped down on him again, trying to make any sound and failing.

      When she pivoted and flew away at the last moment, he lowered his arm trustingly—foolishly, Tadra thought. She was a firebird knight of the fallen crown and even in this size and strange world should be able to bring him down with ease. She alighted on a rod near the ceiling that held draperies and stared across the room at him.

      To her surprise, he put the ornament gently down in a box filled with some kind of captured bubbles near an unflickering lamp with no smoke.

      “Tadra,” he said, turning back to her, and he put out both his hands.

      It took Tadra a moment to realize that he intended her to land there. The idea of landing on someone at her usual size was absurd! She opened her beak to squawk a protest that wouldn’t sound and clacked it instead. The hounds were still milling around him, leaping on and off the tousled bed as they barked and ignored his commands.

      “If you can’t mind your manners, get out,” he commanded at last, and he caught the small one in his hands and herded the other with his knees to the door, forcing them both out and then latching the smooth-hinged door behind.

      “Tadra,” he said again, turning back and offering his hands. “My name is Ansel. I am a friend to your shieldmates, Trey, Henrik, and Rez, and your mentor, Robin. I am sorry they are not here to greet you themselves. I know this is really confusing, and I’m not sure what to say to convince you.”

      Tadra hopped along the drapery rod but did not offer to fly to him. When she reached for magic to renew her strength, she could not sense it anywhere nearby. Were they in some kind of ward that dampened her power? Had this man cast a spell on her?

      Ansel was continuing to speak, slowly and gently. “You’re in a place called Wimberlette; it’s a little town in Michigan, which will mean exactly nothing to you. Uh, okay, Henrik said that you would like chocolate, but oh, you don’t know what that is yet. Robin said you were the bravest of their knights, and the most foolish. Which seemed like it was saying a lot, given how foolish and brave your shieldmates are.”

      Robin. Robin was here somewhere. And if they were here, and if they truly trusted Ansel, Tadra might too. Then, it could be a ploy of some kind. Did he mean to trick her?

      The only exit was the door behind him, a door where she could still hear the half-hounds howling and scratching. She wasn’t going to let her guard down, but the wizard’s—Ansel’s—goal did not appear to be her immediate destruction. She would accept his truce and watch and wait for his true nature to show.
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      Ansel felt a thrill of triumph when Tadra flew to land in his hands, followed swiftly by alarm. She weighed almost nothing, but appeared to be on fire, her tail and wings shedding sparks like a blacksmith’s grindstone. She didn’t feel hot to the touch and his skin didn’t burn any more than his curtains had. He relaxed, gazing down at her tiny form in rapt wonder. As small as she was, she was shaped more like a swan than a songbird, and her tail was almost serpentine, feathered in flickering embers. Gleaming black eyes blinked at him, and then she was shifting in his hands.

      Cupping her firebird form translated to cradling her face when she was standing before him in her human form, and Ansel was struck absolutely dumb by the feel of her skin against his palms. She had been attractive enough striking out at him, her flame-red hair wild around her pale, bare shoulders, but now, standing still and gazing up at him with quiet patience, Ansel thought he’d never seen anything in the world so beautiful and breath-taking.

      She was smaller than Ansel had anticipated from the other knights’ descriptions of her fighting prowess; he had somehow expected her to be of Amazon height and build, but she was very close to his own height and slight, if clearly strong and fit.

      She was also completely naked, and that was disturbing Ansel’s ability to form words or think straight.

      They’d made up a room for her and there were clothes in the room, but Ansel wasn’t sure if he’d be able to make it that far. Robe. He could lend her a robe.

      “Here...let me...I can...you should…”

      Ansel had to let go of her first, and no part of him wanted to. It wasn’t magic, he didn’t think, it was just that she was a whole lot of gorgeous naked woman and it been a really long time since he had one of those in close proximity. And despite all those tantalizing, curvy parts below her neck, it was her face that Ansel wanted to gaze at most.

      He could fall straight into those golden-brown eyes...and he wasn’t sure he’d make it back out in one piece.

      She tried to speak again. Ansel could see her mouth move, feel her jaw in his hands, and she was puzzled and frustrated, lifting one hand to run her fingers over her lips. The question on her face was obvious.

      “I don’t know why you can’t talk,” he said, finally able to pry his hands away from her. This, unfortunately, gave him a much clearer view of the rest of her and, for a moment, he was as speechless as she was. “Your ornament,” he managed, after a few attempts. “It broke. Maybe that’s why?”

      He wrenched himself away and went to his closet. He could think more clearly with his back to her and when he brought the bathrobe back to her, he kept his eyes averted to the side.

      She took the garment and Ansel saw her mouth words that must have been polite gratitude out of the corner of his vision. Not looking at her made communication even more complicated; he was glad when she drew the sleeves over her arms and tied the belt around her waist.

      It was only a little big on her, the seams just off her shoulders, but it made her look smaller and more lost than ever. She was asking something, her mouth working and her hands fluttering, and Ansel had to guess what it might be.

      “Are you wondering where your shieldmates are?” he hazarded. If he’d suddenly woken up in a weird world, he’d want to know where his friends were.

      She nodded rapidly and added something anxious.

      “They’re fine, great. Probably.” Even clothed, she made it hard for Ansel to think straight. “Robin cast a spell and found your key, but when they went to get him, they didn’t come back. So the team—your knights and their keys—went to find them. I don’t know when they’ll return.”

      Tadra’s face scrunched in confusion. She mouthed words, then made a fist with her hand, her thumb on top, and twisted it. A key, Ansel thought. She shrugged and spread her hands.

      “Oh, keys, of course, you wouldn’t know.” Ansel knew he was making a mess of explaining things. He hadn’t expected to accidentally release Tadra, and he hadn’t prepared for this in the slightest. “The spell that sent each of you here was supposed to help you find the person in this world who could help you unlock your power. Your magic works differently here, and you need a local to help you tap it. Daniella is the key for Trey, Heather for Rez, Gwen for Henrik.” But not Ansel for Tadra, he remembered, and his disappointment was like a splinter under a fingernail.

      She looked down at her hands and nodded slowly, then made a small shape with her hands and expanded it with a broad, spread-fingered wave. Her small firebird size, compared to the size she’d expected, perhaps? She gave a soundless sigh and her shoulders slumped inside the robe.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked, casting for something to offer her to cheer her up. “I have food.”

      She bobbed her head without enthusiasm and Ansel opened the door for her, momentarily forgetting about the dogs waiting on the other side. They swarmed in, more of a pack than two dogs ought to be, particularly since one of them was smaller than a loaf of bread. “Vesta, Fabio, behave now.”

      Tadra knelt fearlessly before them as Ansel introduced them. “Fabio’s the sweetheart with the buttery hair and Vesta is the little nervous one.”

      They greeted her with wagging tails and whines, Fabio trying to lick her face as Vesta danced on her hind feet and quivered in excitement. Tadra smiled and Ansel guessed she was giggling by the shake to her shoulders. She was deft about keeping Fabio’s tongue from her face, and after a moment of petting each of them, she stood again.

      “How about some food?” Ansel offered. He should be chivalrous; the knights were always painfully polite. He offered his arm, hoping he didn’t look too foolish.

      She lifted her chin and slipped her hand into his elbow.

      “This is Gwen and Henrik’s room, this one is yours,” he said, as they passed the doors, pausing to look briefly in.

      She drew her fingers along the railing as they went down the stairs, touching things curiously. Ansel tried to explain as they went, “That’s a television, that’s a thermostat.” He knew it must be meaningless.

      Tadra drew to a stop at a framed photograph of Daniella, Heather, Trey, Rez, and Gwen. Fabio was resting his head on Daniella’s knee and Vesta was in Heather’s arms. Robin sat on the back of the couch behind the rest with their arms crossed; a casual viewer might wonder why a lifelike doll had been posed in the picture.

      Her mouth in a soundless little O, Tadra touched the glass and glanced at Ansel. She mouthed something, but Ansel had no context for what she was asking. Maybe she was wondering why Henrik wasn’t in the photo? “That was taken before we found Henrik’s ornament,” he explained. Tadra didn’t look satisfied with the answer.

      “I worried about putting this out where someone might see it,” he confessed. “This world doesn’t have fables, but we do have stories about fairies. I was surprised that Robin’s wings don’t show in the photo, but I guess it makes sense, since they say we only see an aspect of the magic.”

      Tadra was still looking at him expectantly, so Ansel tried to explain further. “I guess, for you, in your world, magic is something you can see and understand and control, but we don’t have magic here, at least not that we know about. Robin says that our minds interpret it in some way that makes sense for each of us. We all see a different style of wing on the fable, and each of the keys has a different way of channeling magic for their knight.”

      Tadra’s brow furrowed skeptically.

      “Daniella sings,” Ansel said. “She hears magic as music. Heather sees the magic as glowing fibers and can weave and knit them. Gwen sees it like a video game interface, with options that she can control.” He pointed out each of the keys in the photo.

      That, of course, only confused Tadra further and Ansel flailed trying to explain video games as he led her into the kitchen.

      What did you feed a mute knight from a faery world? It occurred to Ansel to wonder if her throat had been damaged and if she’d be able to eat at all. “You can sit here,” he offered, pointing at one of the stools on the far side of the kitchen island.

      The fact that it could spin caught Tadra by surprise, and she was first alarmed and then delighted, testing its range of motion with interest and spinning in slow circles.

      Ansel poured her a glass of water first, and she carefully turned it to look at the bar logo, mouthing the name. Of course she could read, Ansel realized. All the knights were literate, and Trey had already charmed the local librarian into letting him use Daniella’s library card whenever he visited. A story about losing his own identification while he was traveling had been unconvincing, but librarians were the kind of people who recognized a story when they were in one, and they rarely impeded reading.

      Ansel realized that if she could read, she could write, and he found the notepad that he kept by the house phone, as well as a pen, then showed her how to click it open to expose the tip and show her how it wrote. “You probably have a lot of questions, and I’ll answer anything I can.”

      She was thrilled by the device and clicked it several times before settling down to write while Ansel went to the other side of the island and loaded a plate with everything he thought she might like: chocolate chip cookies, a handful of potato chips, a slice of cheese, a pickle, some strawberries, a few nuts… His own stomach grumbled and he made up a second plate for himself. “How hungry are you?” he asked. “Should I turn on the oven for a pizza or dinner pockets?”

      Tadra wiggled her fingers in what Ansel guessed was a “medium” or “so-so” answer. “We can start with this,” he decided, and Tadra nodded agreeably as she bent and wrote another line on her paper.

      She put the pen down and set the notepad aside when he brought her the heaped plate. “Does your…throat hurt? Will you be able to eat?”

      Tadra started to mime something, then reached for the pen and wrote “Did hurt. Doesn’t now.”

      Ansel glanced at the lines above it.

      
        
        
        Where are we?

        Was Cerad brought to justice?

        Were my shieldmates hurt? Are we all mute?

        What is your title?

        How do I get back home?

      

      

      

      Her handwriting was tidy, like a scholar’s, with a slight cant to it and the very barest of flourishes.

      She didn’t need words to express how pleased she was with the food, tasting a little of everything first, and savoring every bite with amazement and interest. Ansel took more pleasure in watching her eat than he did in his own plate, even though his long labor over the ornament had left him hungry.

      Vesta and Fabio begged at their feet.

      “Let me try to explain as much as I can,” he said when he realized he couldn’t just gaze besottedly at her. He wasn’t supposed to be besotted with her. “You were caught in a battle.”

      Her face went still and full of sorrow. She nodded.

      “There was a spell…no, I guess there were a couple of spells. Cerad tried to make you fragile, and Robin tried to save you. And I think that Henrik was doing something, too, and maybe there was more. You would probably know how it worked better than I do, since you were actually there, and you understand how magic works. But the end of it is that the four of you and Robin were sent here, to our world, and you were imprisoned in glass, from which you could…only be released by your keys.” Except that he wasn’t her key. “Well, at least, I thought…”

      She licked her fingers and wrote, then tipped the pad to him. “You can do magic?”

      Ansel shook his head. “No. Aside from what the keys can do with the knights, magic is just a myth here. Though, we do have a lot of technology that looks like magic at first.”

      She tapped the second question.

      Ansel dreaded giving her the answer, but reluctantly did. “He won. Your world has fallen. Robin described a land washed in darkness and despair, beyond saving.”

      Tadra bowed her head over her food and chased a macadamia nut around her plate, then straightened bravely and tapped the next question.

      “Your shieldmates were fine just a few days ago,” Ansel could promise. “They can speak, and are in good health. They’re really happy here. Their keys are their perfect partners in every way, and they’ve adapted to our society quite well. We’ve only had a few minor house fires.”

      She gave a silent sigh of relief and gave Ansel a very thoughtful look as she touched the next line.

      “Just Ansel,” he said apologetically.

      Tadra’s eyebrows knit in confusion. She wrote, “Justice? As in law?”

      “No,” Ansel said. “Only Ansel. I don’t have a title. I’m not a knight of a realm or a prince or a wizard or a knight. Just…me. Keeper of hounds, I guess. But…”

      He didn’t want to tell her the rest. He wanted to leave her thinking that this world was safe for them, that she would be happily reunited with her shieldmates and her greatest hurdle would be figuring out how to use a flush toilet and a microwave.

      She tapped him with her pen and glared at him. She didn’t need to write out that she knew he was keeping something from her.

      “The veil between our worlds weakens with the year,” Ansel said reluctantly. “And Cerad has designs on adding this one to his conquests. Last year, we—well, they, not me.” He wasn’t a warrior; she’d learn that soon enough and stop looking at him with appraising respect. “Trey and Daniella and Robin and Henrik’s key Gwen fought bleaks and dours to keep them from opening portals and letting a great army through. It was everything that they could do to win the day, and Robin fears we’ll need all four of you, with all the magic we can muster to fend them off again this year.”

      Tadra swallowed. She was watching his face carefully, and he could not help but look at her just as closely, using the excuse of her silence as a reason to watch her for clues. Her face looked sadder now, drawn and tired. She clicked the pen and dropped her gaze at last, crossing off her final question.
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