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      To my faithful readers who requested my ‘rambling fic tags’. This is for you. I now tag book #3 as:

      They both have feelings and they don’t know it. Is this mutual pining? Loren’s little flower shop. Kei is a good assistant. Danya is a repeat client. Merrow and land walker differences.
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      By the time Kei made it into the actual shop, he was sure his face would be stuck with a permanent blush while a thoroughly unbothered Loren waltzed through the shop and around the counter, uncaring of his shirt-less and spell-cleaned state.

      The shop was precisely as he remembered it from the previous day. Cool and open with gentle wisps of air trickling on through, keeping a fresh sort of atmosphere around the place. Wooden slat walls, vintage decorations of faded hand-painted herbal prints layered with preserved charms and an old-fashioned register parked in front of a small, side window for walk-in guests.

      Well, outside guests. He'd really never seen anyone actually come inside the shop and apart from the very nice Quinn Kalzik who had dropped by to pick up some kind of nutritional booster, he'd yet to see any of Loren's actual clients.

      "Danya's in the back," Loren said, waving him forward to follow around the front counter. "You're welcome to sit with her, if you like. She loves to have company, because the slime takes a while to work and she gets bored far too easily. I'm not her favorite conversationalist, so she'll probably chatter at you until your brain numbs over. She means well, most of the time. Don't take any of it personally. You'll probably hear a lot about all sorts of things, if you're up for it."

      Kei flushed again. "That doesn't sound like a ringing endorsement of any kind-"

      "It's not meant to be, trust me. I don't have the patience for it, most times. Usually, she'll wind up reading or watching something, but I think her most recent adventures have—stressed her a little bit. She doesn't want to sit still and wallow."

      Kei slowly followed along, wondering exactly what kind of stress and how it'd been enough to cause whatever was giving Loren a headache about it. Constant chatter wasn't something he could stomach much either, but perhaps someone who had a little more to say than a few sentences every couple of hours—could work.

      Maybe. He could at least give it an honest try.

      She's over here," Loren said, scooting a wooden box across the floor and away from a narrow doorway with a chalked rune on the front that almost looked like a proper language.

      The door swung out to show an equally narrow space, but well-lit in soft blue and purple light with a panel that could've been a window, installed overhead. Wooden walls seemed almost mesmerizing with the shimmering light that played along their lengths, giving an underwater vibe to the entire space.

      Magic shimmered at the edges, proof that the actual atmosphere and appearance was likely changed to suit whoever occupied the tub at any given time. Perhaps from personal preference or what would best help the healing process along.

      Of course, the main point was the very large, very deep tub of hewn black stone filled to the brim with thick, blue-green slime. A thin white curtain was pulled back at the far end, revealing the prettiest blonde woman he'd ever seen, looking curiously in his direction.

      Her hair was a brilliant shade of golden yellow, with deep rich streaks of blue peeking out from underneath the bright strands. And what he could see, visible above the slime, was skin that was a mix of patchwork paleness and dull blue, almost as if it couldn't quite make up its mind about what she was supposed to look like.

      Kei had the distinct feeling that she was looking a lot better than when she'd first come in, though he personally would've preferred not to walk in on anyone sitting in a tub. It didn't matter that all he could see was bony shoulders, a slender neck and lovely hair framing a pretty face, it was the principle of it.

      "Loren-" he tried.

      But Loren had already entered the small space, not the least bit bothered by his client and their state of semi-undress. Instead, he moved easily and confidently around the large, hewn tub.

      "Come in, she won't drown you. I promise that much."

      "Hey!"

      "...drowning is reserved for particularly horrible people," Loren said, dryly. "And never on my property or in my shop."

      "You only say that because you have quotas to watch, the rest of us aren't so lucky," Danya said, not quite pouting, but looking quite close to it.

      A barest hint of a reluctant smile tugged at the corners of Kei's mouth. He inched a little closer to the entrance, watching Loren as he moved around in the small space.

      Despite his reservations, neither Loren nor Danya seemed to care of his presence or slight embarrassment. Loren bustled on through as if it were perfectly normal while Danya folded her arms atop the curled lip of the tub, her chin resting gingerly on top.

      Bits of gold gleamed in her ears and hair, lending a distinctly different vibe to her, instead of the usual muted auras he'd come to expect from a Pareya.

      Ah. That'd been a guess, but his instincts seemed to think that was the correct designation, as a nervous bubble inside of him, eased considerably the moment he'd decided that his guess was right.

      Pareyas were hard-wired to protect, even if they weren't Bonded and only the presence of their Bonded or their children, would allow them to overlook that without significant discomfort.

      He eased a foot across the threshold, gauging whether he could handle the magically warded space. There were glimmers of Loren's spellwork around the doorframe and it was a safe guess that he'd probably made the little room Merrow-friendly.

      Danya stared up at him, expectantly. Even her hair was shimmery, now that he was looking closer. It was as if she'd had something sparkly run through it, though an almost fragile aura clung to the air around her.

      As if he was seeing something that he shouldn't.

      "Danya," Loren said, stepping back from where he'd been doing something at the foot of the tub. "There. You're all set. Happy now? I've gone and brought him like you asked and if you dare traumatize him, I will personally double the cost of your rehydration baths and charge your flameheads an annoyance fee. Be nice!"

      To Kei's surprise, Danya pouted at once.

      "Please don't! We're already paying with those nice service fees and the trading contracts. Besides, I'm always nice! You're just a big ol' grump and I thought I'd help out and keep him company while you do your little shopkeeping things."

      Loren perked a brow.

      "Alright, fine—but I wasn't going to traumatize him," she said, cheeks puffed out. "I would never! He's your friend. I have some semblance of self-preservation."

      Spidery cracks of gleaming redness winked at him, before she sucked her cheeks in, hollowing them out with a wince.

      "Ow."

      Loren sighed. "Don't do that. You know you can't move that much until the first third of it is through. We've been through this before."

      "Bo-ring!" Danya sank a little deeper into the large tub, arms falling back into the tub, sinking beneath the thick slime until her chin nearly touched it. She gave a happy little sigh, blue eyes fluttering half-shut in happiness. "Come in—please come in! I can be polite. I'm Danya Taslong, a starstruck maiden who fell in love with a bunch of flaming idiots. Normally, I'd just talk to this gloomy hermit here, but he was telling me he'd got a roommate and wouldn't be available for gossip. I figured he was just making up another story so I wouldn't keep rambling about things he doesn't want to know about."

      Loren's next sigh was louder than the first. He reached under the raised tub and whisked out a sturdy wooden stool, plopping down on it without any hesitation.

      Another one was produced from the same spot and pushed towards Kei.

      "Don't listen to everything she says and definitely don't believe any of it. Trust me on that. She knows more about things she shouldn't, than ones she should. It's best to pretend you don't understand any of it and if something makes you uncomfortable—tell her. She's a little like me—we both have a terrible sense of what is disturbing to a landwalker and what isn't."

      "Not my fault!" she sang, merrily. "And he wouldn't understand any of it anyway, would you?  Sorry, but you don't look like you've got an ounce of Merrow anything in you."

      "Rude," Loren said, softly. A protective gleam flickered in his blue eyes. "Don't make assumptions."

      "Am not! You got yourself a lovely roommate, how do you expect me to stay quiet about that? He's very easy on the eyes, just a little pale. Pretty, but pale." She grinned; the expression somehow softer than before as she waved Kei forward. "You can come in, really! I don't mind. He's right. I'm just—this works in twelve-hour cycles and it takes far too long for the slime to actually do much good until it's past the second cycle."

      Kei hesitated. "That sounds-"

      "Painful? Agonizing? Really, really annoying? Yes. Yes, it is. I keep telling Loren he should whip up some other kind of potion or something for this kind of problem and that he'd be making a fortune. But oh no, the man's got a heart or some such nonsense. Really, he hasn't got an ounce of Merrow bloodlust in him."

      "And you've got more than enough for all three of us here!" Loren snapped; a different flicker of blue sparked in his eyes. "Leave him alone. If he wants to come in, he can. If he wants to stay out, he can. The choice is his." He threw an apologetic glance to Kei. "Or you can hang out by the counter if you want. I can usually hear customers from there, if the door's propped open."

      "He means, he doesn't normally take other customers when I have to drag this body in here," Danya said, dejectedly. Another wince surfaced and she wriggled for a moment, long finned arms rising out of the tub, her fingers curled in a way that had to be unbearably painful.

      She leaned forward, stretching to catch a bit of the slime on her face.

      "Hey—don't do that," Loren said, frowning. "You'll pull something and then we'll have to add things to the slime and another cycle."

      "Noo-!" Danya whined, but there was no emotion behind
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