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      To my faithful readers who requested my ‘rambling fic tags’. This is for you. I now tag book #2 as:

      Soft dragels noticing things about each other. Lots of things. Cold Soup. More grumpy Lady Paielda. Loren’s little shop. Kei has feelings and those feelings are a lot. That lovely oh no, he’s hot moment. More slow-burn fluff.
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      Kei woke to a deep chill settled in his bones and toes that he couldn't feel, even though he was fairly certain that all limbs and appendages were properly attached and where they should be.

      His eyes felt as if they'd crusted over with some sort of ice, as puffs of pale white filled the air.

      Cold.

      So cold.

      Something had tugged at the corners of his consciousness, dragging him out from sleep's delightful embrace. Whatever it was, did not make itself known in the first ten seconds of being wide-awake. If it was a nightmare, he couldn't remember a single scrap of horror, and dreams were another thing altogether, which meant it was something else that had pulled him out of a lovely sleep.

      He grimaced, twisting in the silky sheets of the borrowed bed in Loren's magically created guest room. Despite his initial statement, before gallivanting off to his proclaimed pond for the night, Loren had requested a guest room of the cottage and, like a good cottage, it had produced one.

      Kei was simply too startled and amazed to comment more about it. He'd never expected the simple and inviting little room to be all that with its cozy interior and simple furnishings. There were a few touches that let him know it was a Merrow-inclined space, but altogether, it was still a rather charming space that had easily accepted him without any fuss, literal or magical.

      It really was a good stroke of luck.

      Despite the three thick blankets piled on his soft bed and Loren's warnings to call as soon as he was up—or if he needed anything—Kei was just glad to be awake on his own.

      No loud alarms. No warning spells or anything unnecessarily jarring. Just a shift from sleep to wakefulness and a fresh, crisp scent of chilled mountain air.

      And whatever had actually pulled him out of that nice, drowsy, half-asleep state.

      He'd felt a distinct tug, after all. Something that hadn't been there when he'd gone to bed.

      Kei frowned.

      He sat up with some difficulty to discover that a thin layer of frost had blanketed the entire room while he slept. The blankets were heavy, because they were frozen neatly to the bed. Wonderful.

      It was a small room, simply furnished with the basics of a small dresser, a small wardrobe and a large, comfortable bed. The bed was wedged between the walls with a narrow window overlooking the front yard in perfect view of their little picnic area from the day before. It only brought in a little light and no warmth at all.

      From the dark wooden floors to the smooth earthen walls, everything was tinted a little bit of white and grey. Instead of the hues of blues, purples and greens that he remembered.

      There was no mistaking the chill.

      The water in the glass on his nightstand remained unfrozen, along with everything else on the nightstand. A medium-sized, shallow wooden bowl and a thick, clear pitcher of crystal-clear water.

      Glowing orbs of soft blue cast a gentle, cool light over the entire room, chasing away some of the more noticeable shadows. He could sense magic thrumming through the house, running deep underground, waiting to be used. A rich, vibrant thread that hummed away, out of reach of his elemental grasp.

      A different kind of magic, but not a bad sort though. Just not the sort that he was used to.

      Just like the hospitality.

      Loren had indeed gone off to sleep in the pond with very little fanfare. He'd shown Kei the room, explained that he was free to use warming charms and nothing stronger, then poured him a glass of water. Set the pitcher and bowl on the nightstand and instructed him to call—via water—if he needed anything.

      And then he'd scurried off to the pond.

      Kei raked a hand through his hair, wincing at the unexpected dryness. Normally, the chill from the height and the winds rarely ever bothered him. But like most Air dragels, he preferred to sleep in a cuddle pile or a nice, prepped cloud of sorts, where he could be warm and comfortable.

      It was not warm and comfortable right now.

      He could've sworn that everything was humid and hot and comfortable yesterday.

      Easing out from the bed, he retrieved a thin, green and silver plaid dressing gown—warmed with a quick charm—and frowned into the bowl of water. What an odd thing to have on a nightstand in a house with indoor plumbing.

      He couldn't see a thing there.

      Just his reflection looking confused and sleep-mussed, hair sticking up, eyes a bit squinted and dressing gown hanging off one shoulder to show a good chunk of bare, unmarked skin.

      He turned away, abruptly. Sometimes, he really did hate seeing the lack of claim marks or even an intended mark on his own body. Courting was something he'd long since given up when he'd taken up sketching, then painting and inevitably the whole copying-to-forging thing. It'd really happened on accident. He hadn't meant to and then it was too late and then his hand had slipped.

      Slipped to the tune of several dozen to several hundred copies and a hole dug so deep that he couldn't carve his own way out of it. Kei sighed. He'd almost made it for a good handful of minutes without thinking about his gloomy circumstances.

      Padding out from the room, he muffled a yawn in one sleeve and jumped when three sharp knocks sounded on the barred front door.

      He froze.

      The three knocks repeated, followed by a crisp, familiar voice.

      "Kei, I know you're awake—you never sleep past this hour of the morning. Hurry up and open the door, so I can verify your continued wellbeing. Some of us have a schedule to keep and the sooner I keep to it, the sooner you can return to your idyllic quiet."

      Lady Paielda. Of course.

      He could only be so lucky for so long. He should've realized it was too good to be true that she'd let him alone under Loren's care with so little fuss. In the time he'd known her, she wasn't the type to give into such spur-of-the-moment decisions and now, he was seeing proof of that.

      As usual.

      He sighed. In the seven steps it took to reach the front door, the locking spell was already halfway undone. He could see wisps of little bits of silvery-white energy and the crackles and flares that spoke to spell dismantling. Hopefully, Loren wouldn't notice and maybe he could repair the spell after he shooed her off.

      The door swung inward, stopped by his outstretched hand to reveal a wide-awake and decidedly unimpressed Lady Paielda on the other side. Lips pursed, her silver gaze flicked over him from head to toe, before she invited herself in without apology.

      "Nice to see you alive and still in one piece," she said. "Took you forever to get here. What were you doing? You look half-dead. Didn't you sleep well? He's supposed to be a good host, from everything I've heard. I'm sure he would've brought you a cup of tea or warmed milk or something, if he knew you were tossing and turning."

      "I wasn't tossing and—why are you even here?" Kei swallowed down the rest of the words that wanted to bubble up out of his throat. They would only get him into more trouble than he cared to deal with at the moment. He knew why she was there and she knew that he knew.

      Lady Paielda laughed loudly, though the sound seemed harsh in the entryway. "Is that the route we're taking this morning? Alright. Fine. I can live with that. You're clearly alive and that's mainly the important point. The rest of it doesn't matter half as much as you'd think, right now. Remember anything good? Every little bit helps. Where is your wonderful host? Normally, I get booted straight off of the walkway before I even get to the front door. He must really like you-"

      "No, I haven't. There isn't anything left to remember and good morning to you too," Kei said, grumpily.

      He tried to ignore the fact that she was there in a lightly armored Flexi-Suit, reinforced in vital areas, but still allowing easy freedom of movement. It was rare enough to see her out of full armor and this was just another unwanted surprise in the middle of his morning.

      Padded shoulders and hidden sharps on her person meant that she intended to engage in something or the other at some point in the day, but didn't think it was worth the hassle of a full, proper suit of armor.

      A Gheyo's choice, he supposed. Something they ought to know, based on their rank and physical activity levels throughout the day.

      But Lady Paielda didn't seem the least bit worried about anything. She strolled on in, heading straight for the kitchen and bypassing the little wooden dining table. She inspected the four-burner stove and its lack of pots and breakfast dishes with something of a disappointed air.

      "He didn't even leave something on the stove? He usually does. Good grief. He's slipping."

      Reluctantly, Kei trailed after her. "Lady Paielda, not that I am unhappy to see you, but-"

      "You are."

      "What?"

      "Unhappy to see me. You're never happy to see me, but most people aren't, so I don't hold it against you."

      Kei rubbed his ear to hide his warming face. "…why are you even here? You can see that I'm fine, there's no need for you to-"

      "There's plenty need. I'm here to check up on you, of course. I just said that. Despite your I-haven't-slept-in-decades look, it seems you're fine. "She flashed him a grin that said the opposite as she studied the cabinets hanging over the narrow countertops. "Where is our illustrious host?"

      "I don't know. He told me if I needed him to-" Kei paused, biting his lip. If he'd been more awake, perhaps he would've been able to argue her back out the front door and to wherever she'd come from.

      Instead of giving away any sort of information that Loren clearly hadn't shared with Lady Paielda on his own.

      "He told you to-?" Lady Paielda prompted. "Go on. I'm sure it's something that's very easy and simple and uses a whole lot of water for no other reason than he-"

      "He's sleeping
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