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      To my faithful readers who requested my ‘rambling fic tags’. This is for you. I now tag book #4 as:

      More Merrow Lore! There is some banter. More grumpy Loren. More sweet Kei. Aspei is a darling and things are happening in the background. Lots of things. Really. Flowers can be pinkish reds. He hid them in the pond, for Kesmar’s sake!
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      Loren gently pressed a cup of hot tea into Kei's fidgeting hands. It'd taken some effort to get him back inside the house and then to convince him to sit at the table long enough for the time it took to make tea.

      Actual tea.

      A nice, hot, steaming cup of tea that absolutely was only for Kei and no one else. He'd even sprinkled some calming and grounding herbs inside of his usual nighttime blend. The house was quieter than the rustling winds and sprite-filled flowers outside.

      Night was still heavy over the entire property.

      But Kei looked so lost sitting there, in the newly resized dressing gown with its rich dark velvet colors and fat fabric belt knotted haphazardly at one corner. His hands automatically came up to cradle the cup of tea, wrapping around the pastel blue mug with care.

      It took more effort than Loren expected, to stay standing by the kitchen counter, instead of rushing off to find a blanket to wrap around Kei's shoulders. That was half-instinct he knew and half—well, he wasn't sure what the other half was, but it made him restless and he wasn't sure he liked it.

      Kei stared into the steaming mug for a long, silent moment. Eventually, his shoulders drooped with a bit of the tension that hadn't left since Loren had found him in the front yard.

      And that had been a sight he'd never wanted to see again.

      Kei in danger because he wasn't fast enough—clever enough—to keep it from happening. No one should've been able to slip into the property without his notice and especially not to attack his only honored guest.

      "...I am sorry about that," he said, haltingly. "I should have taken better care to-"

      Kei's head snapped up with surprising speed, his eyes unusually bright. "It's fine! Really. It's fine. You don't have to keep apologizing. I just—I let my guard down, that's all. Didn't think that—well, there is a reason that I have Lady Paielda as my bodyguard of sorts. She's very good at what she does. Usually, no one even tries, you know?" He gave a self-deprecative laugh.

      "And yet you didn't call her," Loren said, quietly.

      Kei shrugged. "Sometimes you just forget."

      It seemed like a very important thing to forget, but Loren managed to hold his tongue, just barely. His comments were just that—his own. There was no need to subject Kei to his worried fretting, just because of a situation.

      Alright, a situation that shouldn't have been the least bit possible, but a lot of things hadn't been possible before Kei had come crashing into his life.

      Quite literally too.

      Maybe he needed to rebuild the wards from scratch or something. Or a blood ward. Right. He hated doing those, because it always messed with the soil composition and the things he grew along the warded borders.

      Even if there were ways to offset that, it was still a pain and would cut into the time he needed to prep the upcoming orders in the queue for the week.

      A sigh escaped.

      Loren poured himself a cup of tea and then a small thimbleful for Azpei who came fluttering into the kitchen from the hallway leading further into his little cottage home. "Is she settled?"

      Azpei bobbed happily. "Safe, safe, safe!" she chanted. She darted in quick to pat at his face and then made grabby hands for the little treat of tea.

      "It's hot," he reminded her, setting it down on the table atop the softer cloth placemat with the little flower border embroidered around it.

      He took his own spot, across from Kei, trying not to stare and failing rather terribly at it.

      "What's settled?" Kei wanted to know, the sharpness surfacing again.

      Loren had seen it, briefly, the way he'd steeled himself before using that clever trick to knock out his assailant without so much as a pause. It'd stirred up even more things that he was very much not paying attention to, thank you very much.

      He absolutely couldn't afford to do anything more than look. Respectfully, of course. Kei was a guest and guests deserved respect.

      And protection.

      Especially since his domain was supposed to be a safe space.

      Kesmar. He really would need to double-check the wards, the protective sigils and every other bit of magic he had intertwined through the property to keep outsiders away.

      The protective feelings bubbled up once more, prickling across his skin in a way that promised he'd be stuck at the bottom of a pond for a good long while, if he didn't wrestle them back to an acceptable level.

      "Danya," he said, spinning a finger over the steaming tea to watch it swirl in time with his movements. "She's in the tub."

      Kei blinked. "The—tub? The tub here?"

      "My tub," Loren said, twitching. "It connects to the shop. Just in case of an emergency. She came through when I sent Azpei for her."

      "A-and she's fine?"

      "I'm doing better than you are," Danya said, tartly, from the hallway entrance. She was wrapped in a dressing gown almost as floppy as Kei's had been, but she looked markedly better now.

      Her height took up the excess length and her hair was long and bedraggled, hanging down in long, wet clumps. The fabric belt had doubled around her waist twice, before tangling into a lumpy knot.

      A slight grimace registered.

      "Can't you pull more moisture into the air? It's so dry in here!" she grumbled, easing into the only free space across from Azpei and between both himself and Kei. The dressing gown slipped off of one shoulder to show the thick, navy-blue bandages that wrapped around her body from the chest, downward.

      Her agitation was clear in the way she couldn't sit still, but was perched on the edge of her chair for politeness' sake.

      "I'm glad you were able to get away," Kei said, simply. He sank even further down into his seat, staring bleakly at the tea once more as if it would hold all the answers to every question rattling around in his head. "I'm so—glad. I was worried that-"

      "Did you hear me?" she asked, abruptly. Her blue-tinted eyebrows arched in perfect crescents. "The scream, I mean. It's not meant to be heard, but they caught me off guard and I—sorry about this, Loren. I'm sure it's half my fault. They knew to come straight to the shop and—well, straight for me."

      "They came straight for Kei too," Loren said, flatly. "That's not just aiming for you. There's no need to take on blame for something that is not your fault."

      Danya frowned. "For Kei? Why?"

      Loren's eyes narrowed. "And you are not to take on the guilt for that either, Kei," he said, sternly. "It is no one's fault when horrible people decide to do horrible things. It is their choice and they are the ones making that choice of their own free will."

      A low growl burbled in Danya's throat. "Well. That's a nice way to look at it, but I'd just as soon drown them in a bucket or gut and pin to a sandpit."

      "...a sandpit?" Kei stared at her.

      Danya fiddled with a heavy clump of knotted, dripping hair. "Yeah. You know. The sharp kind of sand you use to clean your scales? That kind. It's usually very—sharp. Melts down to create some wicked cool blades."

      A chirp of approval came from Azpei.

      "Sounds dangerous."

      "It isn't. Not to us." Danya twirled a wet strand of hair around her finger, shaping it into a neat spiral. "Why did you want you? There's nothing particularly noticeable about you. I'd say you're rather good at blending in, really. If someone is actively looking for you beyond face value, that sounds rather problematic."

      Kei sighed, staring resolutely at his tea. "If I had answers for that, I wouldn't be here—hiding," he said, softly. "I'm—sorry. This is probably my fault and I don't know that I can actually explain it. Contractually, I mean. Legally, too, probably."

      Loren couldn't help the half-growl burning in his throat. "I don't care whose fault it is," he said, irritated. "I care that some idiots thought they could casually walk right into my space—into my home—and dare to-!"

      Danya scooted the chair back from the table, cradling her teacup to her chest and watching him with wide eyes. "...do you need to go cool off or something? You're like—spiky. I didn't know you could do spiky like that."

      Loren did growl now. "No," he rumbled. "I don't!"

      Her eyes flickered, shifting a darker blue, before tiny black cracks skittered across her face. "Dunk your head in the sink!" she said, sharply. "Or drown yourself in one of those stupid ponds before you do something thoughtless!"

      Loren's growl deepened.

      "Ignore him, Kei. Seriously. Just pretend he doesn't exist and if he's ever rude to you, feel free to throw something wet in his direction, because it's likely he's dehydrated and being stubborn about it."

      "Stubborn?" Kei asked, gripping his mug tightly. A nervous laugh slipped out. "Right. Nervous and-"

      "A Merrow of any designation and disposition is affected by the moisture content around them at all times. It doesn't matter how well-adjusted they look or project themselves to be. Water is the key. Repeat it."

      Kei blinked.

      "Repeat it!" Danya said, firmly.

      "Water is the key?"

      "I guess that's good enough," she said, half to herself. "Loren—sink!"

      With jerky movements, Loren lurched up from the small kitchen table and stumbled over to the deep, twin-compartment sink set in the kitchen countertop. The detachable nozzle was swiveled to the side as water gushed out as the taps opened.

      Loren stuck his head in the sink.

      The humidity rose significantly to the point that Kei's fingers grew slippery where they cradled the warm mug, every breath feeling wetter than the last.

      Danya relaxed into her chair, dragging her long legs up on the chair and folding herself into an impossible pretzel. She held out a hand, dewy and glistening. "Is it too much for you? I can make a barrier or something, if you want, but I'd really rather not."

      "It's fine," Kei said, squeaking a finger along the edge of his ceramic mug. "Why would they have come for you? If I'm so—average."

      Loren made a noise from the
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