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WHAT HAPPENED BEFORE
To return Flint’s magic, Macey travelled to London to meet the mysterious lampads. Deep beneath the city, they came upon Lucian, a daimon who called himself their guide. He rivalled bodiless Malan in being mysterious and vague, which meant Macey got angry quite frequently.
After some harrowing trials, Macey got a flame from the lampads and gave it to Flint. While his magic was restored, Macey also got a bit of his fire magic - making her even more powerful. Hurray! And when she used her markings to take control of all seven elements, she decided they were finally ready to take on the Mahoun.
She learned how to create a portal and used that to get their troops close to the Voice’s castle. Which seemed impenetrable. With a bit of prodding, she managed to get Izban to sneak into the castle (Amber wasn’t impressed) to pretend that he was betraying the Wardens.
While they were all waiting in their camp, a heavily injured man suddenly appeared, claiming he was Malan’s brother, Talon, and that Izban had freed him (yay!). Using the same hidden door Talon used to escape, their forces got into the castle, while Macey went up to the main gate to confront the Mahoun. After a bit of mental torture and torment, they fought with wooden staves (strange choice of weapons, right?) and luckily Luc appeared to fight by Macey’s side. Sadly this wasn’t actually the Mahoun, just an impostor, so they continued on through the castle and the earth beneath until they encountered some zombies. Macey dispatched them with her fancy new fire magic. In a cell, they found a nameless man who was the creator of the Mahoun. Macey leant him her power so that he could banish the Voice back to where he’d come from. She almost died, but then had some celebratory sex with her Wardens. Fun times.




  




       Illustration: Kelpie     






ONE

  
Macey was on the warpath. She’d sent Jared to Belgium to get them some waffles, but instead of waffles, he’d brought a kludde. There was a fricking kludde standing in her bedroom, not fazed by her nakedness in the slightest.
“Jared!” she growled. “What the fucking waves is going on?”
She was tired, she was hungry, and she was not in the mood to deal with politics.
The incubus peeked from behind the kludde. “It’s important,” he whispered with a shrug. “I’ll get you waffles tomorrow.”
Macey felt like lying back down. This day wasn’t starting well at all.
“Apologies, my lady,” the kludde said with a voice that reminded her of stone grating against stone. Why the heck was he calling her a lady?
“What’s the matter?” she asked with a yawn, pulling the duvet higher to cover her breasts. She didn’t have a problem with being nude, she was a shifter after all, but she didn’t want the kludde to return to his people and talk about kelpie princesses running around naked. It didn’t give a good impression.
“The Teacher has sent me. He has unearthed some information that might help you in your quest.”
“What quest is that?” she said, only half in jest. Her to-do list was growing with every waking moment and if she wasn’t careful, she’d commit to far too many missions. Already, there was a kelpie delegation wanting to speak to her, and the fir na ghorma had sent word as well. Ever since her victory over the Mahoun, Macey had become a very busy woman. Not that she hadn’t been busy before, but that had been travelling around, fighting monsters and helping people. Now, it was all about giving advice, being polite, trying to stay out of politics even though everyone seemed to be wanting to drag her into them. The kelpies in particular. If she wasn’t careful, she’d cause a civil war.
The kludde cleared his throat. “Your quest to eradicate all the Mahoun’s siblings, of course.”
Oh yes. That. Yes, that was pretty high up on her to do list. So far, she’d only defeated Self-Doubt and the Mahoun, but she knew that there were many more of them out there.
“The Teacher may have found a way to discover them and draw them out.”
Suddenly, Macey was wide awake. That had been the big problem until now. There could be hundreds of these beings out there, and finding and killing them one by one would take years. They needed a better strategy than going on a wild devil hunt.
“Why didn’t he come himself?” she asked the kludde and he wrung his hands, obviously uncomfortable.
“He’s busy,” the man hedged. “I’m not sure he would want me to tell you…”
“Out with it,” Jared said from behind him, impatience lacing his voice. It seemed the incubus was just as annoyed by the lack of waffles - or maybe the lack of privacy - as Macey was.
“He’s giving birth.”
"He can do that?" she asked, a frown marring her face. Last time she'd talked to the Teacher he'd been noticeably male. Then again, the kludde were shapeshifters, maybe they could shift their gender too. Macey had seen weirder things in her time on land. Sometimes staying in the Loch seemed like the safer option.
"Yes, my lady. The kludde don't procreate like your people do. We're a species born of mitosis."
"Oh."
"It's a very happy occasion." The gash where she reckoned his mouth would be widened, revealing square wooden teeth covered in a green substance she suspected was moss.
"Erm…congratulations?" She returned his smile, hoping she was saying the right thing. This was why she wanted to keep away from politics, it involved far too much working out how different people took different things. A high compliment for one kind of people was an insult to another.
"Thank you, my lady. It's all down to your influence. Without defeating the Orca and the Mahoun, we wouldn't have the restored stability for the Teacher to create more kludde." He clapped his hands together, causing an odd hollow sound to fill the room.
"I'm glad I could help." She clutched the sheet tighter to her chest, wishing the kludde would leave so she could get dressed. This conversation would be a lot better if she wasn't quite so naked.
"And so we want to help you. Especially as we couldn't be part of your fight against the Mahoun."
"Thank you," she replied, perking up slightly and resisting the urge to exchange glances with Jared. He didn't need her to understand the importance of what the kludde was saying.
"He suggests you wait for a blue moon to occur and perform an ancient ceremony using blood cakes."
"Blood cakes?" She blanched thinking of the stories she'd heard about the faeries and their baking skills as a child. It wasn't something she wanted to look into more. Blood magic would lead down a scary path.
"You must leave them out. When the moon begins to wax, you'll know it's time. They'll be drawn to the smell of the blood and the sweetness of the cakes. The Teacher doesn't think they'll all be drawn out but most of them should be."
Macey nodded, her eyes widening as she tried to process what he was telling her. The whole idea filled her with dread. Messing with the faeries was something everyone avoided, even those beings who lived in places the faeries couldn't reach were scared of them.
"Is there anything else?" she asked, hoping there'd be an alternative.
"No, unfortunately we know no more."
"Thank you, anyway." She dipped her head in acknowledgement while thinking it looked ridiculous when she was still sat in bed. "Would you like anything before you leave?" she asked, hastily remembering the manners her Aunt had told her.
She pushed thoughts of her Aunt to the side, knowing she still had to deal with the knowledge that she was her mother. But talking to Nessie wasn't something she was looking forward to. Going into denial was a lot easier.
"No, thank you. I'd like to get back and see to the new births."
"Of course," Macey responded. "Completely understandable."
"Thank you, my lady."
"Jared?"
"Yes, Macey?”
"Would you take our friend back to Belgium?"
"Of course. If you'd like to step this way." The incubus gestured to the door and waited for the kludde to leave before giving Macey a long, lingering look.
She gave him a weak smile and watched with regret as he left the room. She could feel his incubus side getting restless and longed to take care of it for him. Even with more downtime, nothing seemed to be keeping him under control. Almost as if something was triggering it more.
Macey swung her legs around, pushing herself out of bed and pulling on her clothes. If she was going to be organising a trap, then she'd need help from the others.
That was a problem for another day. Just like a lot of her other ones. But first, she needed to work out when the next blue moon was. They could plan from there. If it was far enough away, maybe she'd even be able to deal with Nessie before facing the Mahoun's siblings. Macey pulled a face at the thought. She really didn't want to face up to the truth about her heritage. If she did, she'd probably have to deal with the potential war between the different kelpie factions, though why that was happening while her father still sat on the throne, she wasn't sure. There were a lot of questions that needed answering from her kin. Her best option was probably to abdicate. Her men couldn't live under the water with her and it wasn't fair to the kelpies for her to rule them while living on land. But then, she might be the best option for ruling them all. Which would mean she owed it to them to be their Queen.
"By the waves, I'm screwed," she muttered as she pushed through the door and into the hallway of the men's house. She was glad to be back here, especially with the fresh water pool the place supplied for her.
"Not from what I heard."
She looked up to find Lucian leaning against the wall with a satisfied smirk on his face. Macey scowled at him.
"What are you doing here?"
"Good morning to you too," he responded.
"That didn't answer the question."
"I'd have thought it was obvious. I'm stood outside your bedroom door when I know you're awake. I'm waiting for you so we can talk." His smirk changed into the charming smile she'd grown used to over the past couple of weeks. Sometimes, she found herself wishing her men hadn't invited Luc to stay with them, even if she knew it was for the best.
"Go wait for me somewhere else," she muttered.
"So you can continue avoiding me?" He raised an eyebrow.
He was right. She'd been avoiding him at all cost. Luc confused her. She didn't know who and what he was. Was he a friend? A mentor? A guide? Something else entirely? And most of all: could she trust him implicitly? Just like with Malan, his vagueness made it difficult to read him. She was never sure whether he was telling her the whole truth, even though she didn't doubt that some of what he was saying was true. Maybe it was a strange compulsion that made him be mysterious.
"I want breakfast," she said, realising that she was hungry. "You can join me or not, I don't care."
"You should work on your politeness," Luc grumbled. "You're not going to make a good queen if you can't be polite."
That had Macey stop in her tracks. "I'm not going to be queen," she hurled at him, anger bubbling up in her. Why did she always get angry at Luc? He seemed to rile something up in her that nobody else managed to do. "I have no desire to get involved in kelpie politics, so shut up about being queen."
"Did I hit a sore point?" Luc asked with a smile. "You seem a little touchy about the subject."
"I'm going to show you touchy if you continue going on about it," Macey muttered but her stomach growled again, distracting her.
She continued towards the kitchen where her men were waiting. Luc trailed behind her, much to her distaste. Everyone kept talking to her about politics and all she wanted was for them to shut up.
"Morning!" Cam said cheerfully as she entered the room. "We've got fresh scones!"
He had a giant scone in front of him and was busy breaking it in half. It did so perfectly with hardly any crumbs.
"The best scones break apart in two perfect equal halves," Luc remarked. "That's what my mother always used to say."
Macey was tempted to ask him about his mother - after all, she knew nothing about his family and where he came from - but then decided that eating was the more interesting option. She took a seat next to Cam and stole half of his scone, which he'd already covered in a thick layer of jam and clotted cream.
"Oi!" he complained, but he was smiling.
"Delicious," Macey said between chews. "Who made them?"
"The house," Flint replied. "They just appeared on the kitchen counter when I came in this morning. No idea how and why, but maybe it noticed I was craving scones."
"I wish you'd been craving waffles," Macey muttered, but the scones were good enough to almost make her forget about not getting her beloved Belgian waffles earlier. She realised the guys wouldn't know about the kludde yet, so she filled them in between bites. Cam handed her another half of a scone and she gave him a quick peck on the cheek in return, leaving a sticky lip print on his skin.
"He was actually giving birth?" Rónán asked, grinning widely. "I wish we could have seen that."
"No, we don't," Jared said, entering the kitchen. "I've heard stories about it and trust me, it's better not to even imagine what it looks like. Let's give the kludde a few days to recover before we go there. By then, all the bark should have healed."
That threw up so many questions, but Macey decided on what was actually important.
"Do any of you know when the next blue moon is?"
Immediately, a calendar appeared on the wall to Cam's left. He took it and flicked to the right page.
"Thanks, house," he muttered while searching for the correct date. "Two days from now."
Macey sighed. She'd hoped it would be today, that would have given her the perfect excuse not to deal with the kelpie situation. Now though, it seemed that she would have to do something about it.
"We better find a blood cake recipe then," she said and wasn't surprised in the slightest when a book appeared on the table in front of her. The house had been incredibly supportive recently. Maybe it had missed them, maybe it was glad to be able to be of service again.
The book was ancient and covered in ink - or some other dark fluid.
"I know that one," Jared said, taking it and flicking through its pages. "It's from our library."
"I love this place," Rónán chuckled. "Does it provide anything you ask for?"
"Not waffles," Macey sighed. "I've tried that."
Jared paused, running his finger over one of the pages. "Page five hundred and twenty one, Blood Cakes. The recipe isn't too difficult, except that we need a lot of blood for it."
"Do we have to make that many cakes?" Macey asked.
"No, but we have to distil the blood to make it more potent. I think we're all going to have to pitch in."
"One massive blood donation session? Count me in." Rónán licked his lips.
"Are you suddenly a vampire?" Cam asked, eyeing the selkie warily.
"No, but I like the sensation. I went to donate blood at the Red Cross centre in Oban occasionally. They never complained, so I assume they didn't realise my blood is a little different from human blood."
"You risked exposing your kind to donate blood?" Flint asked, his eyes wide.
"That was a joke," Rónán replied, but Macey wasn't sure if it really had been a lie. "Anyway, how much blood do we need?"
"Six litres."
That made Macey gulp. That was a lot of blood indeed. "If Luc joins us-" she gave him a glare that made sure that he did -"that's more than a litre for each of us. We can't do that in one day."
"No, so let's take some today, tomorrow and then on the day after. That should be enough for our bodies to recover." Jared continued to read through the recipe. "All the other ingredients are things we have here. So how about a quick blood donation now while we're all in one room, and then we can continue with today's tasks?"

AN HOUR LATER, two bottles of blood were cooling in the fridge. That had to be the strangest thing they'd ever done, Macey thought. And with all the adventures they'd had together, that said a lot.
"Kelpie time?" Rónán asked, putting an arm around her shoulders.
"I guess there's no way around it. I'm not sure though whether to talk to my father first or to Nessie."
She refused to call Nessie her mother, nor did she want to think of her father, the King, as anything but her biological dad. Who cared that she might have been fathered by someone else. She had parents, she really didn't need another set, especially not Nessie.





TWO

  
The murky water of the Loch had never filled her with this much apprehension before. There was no doubt what the sick feeling in Macey's stomach was about though.
"Are you okay?" Rónán asked.
"Yes. I'm just not sure I'm ready for this."
He leaned over and squeezed her hand. "You can take any heat off yourself by reminding them you arrived with a selkie."
She gave him a weak smile. It was a risk bringing him with her but the others were busy with the blood cakes and she needed to swim down to the palace before retaking her human form. It was easier to do that with Rónán than with any of the others.
"Not the right thing to say?" He frowned, clearly annoyed with himself for upsetting her.
"I don't think anything is the right thing to say at the moment," she countered. "I wouldn't worry about it too much."
"I'm always going to worry about you, Macey," he countered. "That's part of my job."
Her uneasy smile changed slightly at his words. She loved her men and having them around her always made her feel more secure.
"Thank you for coming with me despite the danger."
"Of course. The others would have done the same if they could breathe underwater."
"Just a small obstacle there." She sighed, worrying about how it would work if she did become the kelpie queen. With three of her men unable to live underwater and the other one hated for what he was by the kelpies, it just didn't seem possible.
"It's time to stop stalling," he urged her. "The sooner we get down there, the sooner we're done with all of this."
She nodded, knowing he was right. Without saying another word, she stepped into the water, letting it lap around her ankles. She was glad she'd already taken her clothes off. That was another way she could have stalled otherwise. She knew Rónán was right. She needed to get this over with or she never would.
The deeper she got, the stronger the pull to shift became but there wasn't enough Loch water around her yet to give in to it.
Rónán splashed around her, already in his seal form. He didn't have the same problems as she did, mostly because his shifted form could breathe above water too.
She smiled at the sight, glad to see him playing and having fun. They did that in the pool at her men's house. No. At their house. It was where she considered home and she should own that.
Taking a deep breath, she plunged under the water and gave in to the shifting urge. Pain racked through her entire body as her limbs lengthened and webbing grew all over her.
The murky water became clearer as her eyesight strengthened and she became attuned to the minute vibrations of the world around her. She could have done with that extra sense above land. Maybe that would have helped her in the Mahoun's castle. She shuddered at the memory. She wanted to pretend she was fine with the events of the past couple of months but really, they consumed every moment of her. She was just grateful her men gave her frequent excuses to escape the thoughts. When they were touching her, she wouldn't have to think about the horrors she'd seen or the unanswered questions that lingered.
It didn't take long for the kelpie palace to rise from the Loch floor before her. It was a squat building, as it had to be. The Loch was reasonably deep but anything taller would have been spotted by humans long ago. The last thing the kelpies wanted was to be discovered that way.
Something was wrong.
Very wrong.
There weren't any kelpies swimming around. There weren't even any fish. Terror filled her as she considered why that might be. Normally the whole place was swimming with life. If her brothers had returned, then what else could have happened? It didn't make any kind of sense.
She gestured to Rónán, pointing her head towards where the window to her rooms was. It wasn't where she'd normally enter the palace but with something so clearly going wrong, she didn't want to risk the normal ways.
The two of them swam quickly, the water from Rónán's fins hitting her sides as he came closer. It wasn't ideal but she preferred having him this close given the circumstances.
She swam through the window, feeling the bubble which surrounded the palace slip past her skin. It wasn't quite the same as the one the na fir ghorma used but she imagined it worked in a similar way. She could stay in her kelpie form in her rooms if she wanted but she didn't have to, so she swiftly shifted back into her human body. She'd spent so much time in it recently that it was becoming the more comfortable of the two.
"I wondered when you'd show up," Aunt Nessie's voice said.
Macey jumped. She hadn't expected her Aunt to be waiting for her.
Slowly, she turned around to find the older woman sitting on her bed, a drawn look in her eyes. The woman was a lot thinner than she had been, but it didn't suit her. Quite the opposite. She looked ill which only increased Macey's unease.
"What's happened?" she croaked, dimly aware of Rónán shifting behind her.
"The King is dead."
"No," Macey blurted and shook her head wildly. "No. No. No. He can't be. No."
Strong arms wrapped around her as the sobs took over. The King. Her father. The man who'd raised her and made her into the woman she was today. Other than locking her powers when she'd first gone to land, he'd never done anything to stunt or control her. Far from it. He'd loved her.
"I'm sorry, Macey, but it's true."
"Why?" she wailed, not looking at her Aunt, only burying her face further into Rónán's chest as the tears fell. She didn't want to believe what she was hearing.
"We don't know," Nessie answered.
"How?" More questions were forming in her head but she couldn't find the words to say them out loud over the grief."
"Bruce..."
"Bruce?" Macey demanded, the tears drying up almost instantly. What had her brother done?
Concern and anger warred within her heart as she tried to make sense of what could be going on.
"We don't know exactly what happened. But Bruce and Jerry came home. A few days later, Bruce had a meeting with your father and when he came out, he told everyone the King had died."
Macey's mouth fell open. It was good they were underwater and her fire rage couldn't be unleashed. It wasn't Nessie's fault. At least, other than not giving her father enough protection.
"What did he do?" A coldness settled over her, completely at odds with the remains of the tears on her cheek.
"We were hoping you'd be able to tell us. What happened to you all on land?"
"I don't know what happened to them," Macey admitted. "We've been apart for months and the only thing I know about them is that they were released and came back here."
And if they'd done what she suspected they had, she was going to kill them herself.
"Where is everyone?" she asked, the last of her tears giving way to the stillness within her. All warmth was leaking out of her, disappearing into the murky waters that had once been her home. Right now, she wanted to be as far from here as possible.
"In mourning," Nessie explained. "They're taking his body to the Spring of Life to be buried there."
That made her sit up straight.
"The Spring? But he's a king! He should have a big state funeral here in the Loch, with everyone assembled, all the dignitaries and ambassadors and..." Her voice broke. "Why didn't anyone tell me? There have been kelpies coming to my house for days now, but none of them have said anything."
"Yes, why didn't anyone inform us?" Rónán asked heatedly. "We would have come. We could have prepared for this. It wouldn't have come as such a surprise."
He hugged Macey tighter. She appreciated his touch, his closeness. It stopped her from going ballistic and tearing the room apart. And Nessie with it. Nobody had told her, and now, she wasn't even going to be at her own father's funeral. And they were burying him at the Spring! That was a place were common kelpies took their dead to be washed in the purifying waters before being buried in the marshland surrounding the Spring. But her father was a king! Not just any kelpie. A king!
"Shortly before your father died, a group of kelpies left the Loch," Nessie said without looking at Macey. "They'd heard about your victory and decided they wanted to support you rather than your brothers." She cleared her throat. "Your father wanted to avoid trouble, so he asked them to leave. He didn't want civil unrest."
"And then he died," Macey said tonelessly. "How long ago?"
"Five days."
"Five days?!" This time, Macey didn't even try and hold back her anger. It flooded out of her with the power of twenty strong kelpies, smashing through the walls of the Palace, destroying everything in its path. Power roared in her ears and everything around her blurred as more and more magic streamed out of her. She dimly felt both water and wind magic combining, but she didn't care. The anger controlling her heart was better than grief. So much easier to bear than the thought of never seeing her father again.
Never again.
His deep laugh as he rocked her on his knees. His praise when she shifted for the first time. The sadness in his eyes when she told him she intended to leave the Loch.
"Macey!"
She knew it was Rónán shouting, but she didn't care. She couldn't. All that was left in her was anger and the coldness spreading through her body. Soon, she was going to be nothing but ice.
The magic within her was turning into a tsunami, pressing against her mind. It would be so easy to give in. To let the magic take its course. To no longer prevent it from destroying everything in its path. It had always wanted to do that. She just hadn't realised. All that anger in her wasn't hers. It was her magic's.
"Macey, snap out of it!"
Her father was dead.
She was never going to see him again.
Her brothers had done it.
She roared in anger, expelling the last of her magic. Something crashed in the distance but she couldn't have cared less. Now she was even emptier than before. She needed to fill the hole gaping in her heart. Everything was so empty.
She took a deep breath and pulled.
Power rushed into her, taking her with it, sweeping her away in its arms.





THREE

  
She was sitting on a swing made from seagrass, gently rocking in the current. Her father had built it for her. Now, he was watching her with a smile as she tried it out for the first time. She knew most kings wouldn't take the time to build something as whimsical as a swing for their daughters. But her father had. Even with all the important business he had to do, he'd still built it with his own hands.
"Do you like it?" he asked, even though the answer was obvious. She was using her own intuitive water magic to make the swing go higher and higher, even against the current. She laughed in delight, grinning at the fish watching her in awe.
"Be careful," her father warned, but it was too late. The rope snapped and she was catapulted upwards towards the water's surface, away from the king.
"Don't leave me!" he called, his voice full of pain and loss.
Macey tried to turn back, swim to her father and never let go, but the water ripped her away from the remains of the swing and spit her out. Breathing hard, she lay on the surface of the water, unable to move, unable to shift even while she was slowly suffocating.

SHE WOKE WITH A GASP, breathing in as much air as she could.
"Macey!"
Immediately, warm hands were all over her body, touching her as if to make sure she wasn't going anywhere.
Her eyelids felt heavier than they should. The ground was hard, cold, and the air smelled slightly of chlorine.
"What?" was all she managed to say, her voice barely more than a croak.
Jared laughed hysterically. "What? You don't remember?"
She blinked open one eye. Flint was above her, holding her head, and she could just about make out the others. All her men were surrounding her.
"What?" she repeated. The last she remembered was being underwater with Aunt Nessie and Rónán. She'd been told something terrible, something she still knew but kept locked in a corner of her mind she daren't yet examine.
"You drained the lake," Flint replied gently. "You made the entire Loch evaporate."
This time, she opened both eyes. Were they making fun of her?
"Your aunt was injured," Cam said from her right. His hand squeezed her upper arm. "She's fine now, she's in one of the guest rooms."
"I drained the Loch?" Macey asked weakly. "How did I do that?"
All four of them laughed.
"We have no idea," Rónán admitted. "I'm just glad Nessie was able to summon the Staran to get us back here. You were shifting from kelpie to human and back again, so we had to keep you here in the swimming pool until you recovered."
She closed her eyes. The ice within her was spreading even further. She'd drained a Loch without dying from exhaustion. That wasn't possible. It was unheard of. And it made her a monster much worse than her brothers.
"The other kelpies?" she asked, worry filling her at the thought. Nessie would understand what had happened but the others wouldn't have had the warning. If anyone was in kelpie form like she was...
"Everyone is fine. The Loch is fine."
"How do you know?" she demanded, trying to get to her feet and wanting to collapse almost instantly. She didn't feel as exhausted as she should but something still made her limbs feel like heavy weights dragging her body down.
The men exchanged glances.
"Tell me," she growled.
"We refilled it," Cam whispered.
"What? How?"
"Izban made a lot of ice and Flint melted it," he admitted.
Macey's eyes widened as the implications of that sunk in. "But that won't have created Loch water."
"We know, but it gave the kelpies enough water to be able to refill it themselves. Other than you and your Aunt, everyone else is fine," Flint assured her. "Izban and I included. It didn't take up too much power for us either."
"My brothers..."
"Are confused but have no idea what happened. We didn't tell anyone," Rónán assured her.
She scowled. Maybe they should be told. Then they'd be scared of her and what she was capable of and stop messing with the kelpies all in the name of power.
"We need to get your anger under control," Cam whispered.
"I don't have an anger issue," Macey muttered, resenting the implication even if she knew there was some truth in it. First the flames, now the Loch. If she carried on this way she'd destroy the world rather than saving it. That wasn't what she wanted her legacy to be. Not when the Wardens' job was to save not condemn.
"It doesn't matter," Flint soothed. "The Loch is fine now. Everything is back to normal..."
"Nothing will ever be normal again," Macey bit out, magic crackling throughout her limbs. "My father is dead."
"We know. We're sorry..."
"Sorry doesn't cut it." She finally succeeded in rising to her feet, the rage within her giving her a strength she hadn't expected. "I will bring the world to its knees to bring his murderers to justice."
No one said a word and she tried to ignore the concerned looks on her men's faces. She could tell they didn't believe she was capable of doing that. But everything she did seemed to make the world worse anyway so it barely mattered. Why bother to save what she was destroying accidentally? It seemed like a colossal waste of time.
"Macey..."
"Don't Macey me," she snapped. "Where's Nessie?"
They exchanged more glances, probably trying to work out why she wanted to know.
"Third room down," Cam said eventually. "But Macey..."
She didn't wait for him to finish and pushed past them all. Her Aunt had a lot of questions she needed to answer and it was about time she started. Macey was fed up of the hiding and the lies and it would stop.
Now.

   
MACEY BARGED INTO THE ROOM, not caring about knocking. Nessie had forfeited the right to anything approaching decency with all the lies and Macey was determined to get the truth out of her now. There wasn't any more space for hiding things.
"Macey?" Nessie croaked.
"I want the truth," she demanded, not even trying to dress her words up better. There was no room for that in her mind. Not when she was as hurt as this.
"I told you, your brothers..."
"Not about Dad. Though I have questions about that too." Like how it had been allowed to happen. How no one had thought to keep an eye on her brothers once they'd suddenly reappeared. And how her weakling brothers had managed to overpower the kelpie king.
"Then what about?" Nessie frowned.
"Are you my mother?"
The blood drained from the older kelpie's face as the question sunk in but she didn't say a word. She didn't need to. Macey could tell from her reaction what the answer was.
"Why did no one ever tell me?"
"We didn't know how to, Macey."
"So lying to me about it was the best option? Only for me to find out from the ghost of one of the previous Wardens? What was my real father like?" If she focused on this, maybe it would stem the pain over her Dad's death. Just because he hadn't been her biological father, it didn't mean she hadn't loved him. That she didn't love him still. Or that there wouldn't be a hole in her heart where he should be.
"We didn't know what else to do," Nessie replied. "Your real father wasn't a kelpie and we didn't want any rumours about you getting around. Can you imagine how people would have treated you if they thought you weren't a full kelpie?"
"Which maybe explains the first ten years. But couldn't you have told me after that? What about when I was fully grown? Or when I'd gone to live on land with the humans? Wouldn't it have been common decency to tell me then?"
"We didn't know how, Macey." The older woman pushed herself up in bed, groaning at the effort.
A softer part of Macey wanted to go to her and lend her a helping hand. The part that loved Nessie. Yet the rage inside her kept her stood stock still in the doorway, not wanting to fully enter the room or to leave it. Her anger was the only thing keeping her going at this stage.
"I'm not saying it would have been easy, but that doesn't mean you should have kept it secret. How would you feel if you suddenly learned that the people you thought of as your family suddenly weren't? Are you even related to my Dad?"
"Yes, he's my brother-in-law. My sister..."
"Right. So your response to having a child with a human was to hide that child as a member of the royal family?" Macey raised an eyebrow, interested to see how Nessie would try and talk her way out of that one.
"We thought it would raise fewer questions if you didn't exhibit normal kelpie behaviour. Neither Bruce or Jerry showed particularly strong powers. They were just normal kelpie strength."
"Right."
"Macey..."
"And when it became clear I was stronger than my brothers?"
"We didn't understand why. Your father was as human as they come and yet there you were with all the powers a kelpie should have. Not just that, you were always so much stronger than everyone else. I guess that makes sense now."
"That I inherited my father's position as Water Warden? Yes, I guess it does," Macey muttered bitterly. "Did it not cross your mind to tell me when there was a chance of that happening?"
"It's never happened before. In all the years, Wardens have never been related. And they've never been anything more than human before. The chances of you becoming one were so slim it didn't even cross my mind."
"And yet, when I became one, you still didn't tell me my real father had been one. Or that you were my mother."
"Just how long have you known?"
"Since we went to St Kilda," she responded honestly. "I found out while we were in the Warden chamber."
"Macey..."
She waited for the older kelpie to say more. Whether she liked it or not, some of the anger that had been filling her had waned a little, now she was just left with a burning desire to understand.
"I'm sorry," Nessie said eventually. "I know nothing I can say can make up for the hurt we've caused by not telling you, but it was necessary to protect you..."
"And it would have protected me more if you'd been honest. Especially with what I've been through recently." Tears pricked at the corners of Macey's eyes but she blinked them away, unwilling to let them take over completely.
"We were so proud of you. Me and your Dad both. He may not have been your real father, but he loved you like a daughter. He truly did."
"I know," Macey whispered. "And now he's gone."
"We've lost a good man," Nessie agreed.
"No. Not a good man, a great man. No one could possibly live up to him," she swore.
"I can think of one person but she needs to accept her destiny."
"I can't be Queen," Macey insisted. "As much as my brothers need to pay, I can't put the kelpies through a civil war just to give them a Queen who doesn't even live in the Loch. That isn't fair to any of them."
"I think you need to give them a chance, Macey. You'd be surprised what they'd do for you."
Macey sighed and finally moved from her spot in the door, sitting herself down on the chair next to Nessie's bed. "I don't think I have what it takes."
"You're the strongest kelpie, it's yours by right." A proud look crossed over the older woman's face. "My beautiful daughter. I've waited forever to be able to admit that to someone. I'm sorry we lied to you. I am. But we did what we thought was best for you. If you're willing to forgive me, then I'll do everything in my power to help you honour your Dad's memory. And I'll never take him away from you. Just because you're not his by birth doesn't mean you're not his by heart. I know that."
"I'm not sure I completely understand why you did it," Macey started. "But there's nothing we can change now. I'm sorry I was so angry..."
"You don't need to be sorry about your emotions, Macey. You need to own them, even the negative ones. If you don't, they'll eat you up and control you."
"I think they're doing that anyway," Macey admitted, hanging her head in shame as she thought about the state of the Loch.
Nessie placed a hand over Macey's and gave it a quick squeeze. "Then learn to harness them. Control them like you control the elements. You have good men beside you. They'll help you no matter what."
"They will." Macey smiled at the thought of her men, each of them staying with her despite the mistakes. Despite the anger. Despite the stupidity of her actions.
"So use them. Build up something better. From what they've been saying, you have bigger things to worry about than the kelpies now anyway. But you can deal with them and then come back for us. I'll push for the funeral your Dad deserved. Maybe I'll tell them it was me who drained the lake and they'll be so scared they'll just do what I say."
Macey tittered. "Not the worst plan."
"Until they ask me how I did it."
"Even I can't give you an answer to that one," she admitted. "I have no idea how I did that."
"You only could because you're a Warden. You have control over all the elements unlike any other."
"But why me?" Macey whined.
"Because you're the daughter of a past Warden. The position isn't a hereditary one. As far as I know, you're the first child of one to come into the power. That makes you stronger than any who have been in the past or are coming in the future."
"I'm not worthy of that," Macey said.
"It doesn't matter whether you think you're worthy or not," Nessie said. "You have this power. You have the responsibility. Nothing is going to change the fact it's yours. All you can do is try your best to make sure you do the right thing and you change the world for the better."
"Everything just seems to be going wrong."
"At the moment, maybe so. But that's because you're still learning how to channel your powers and what to use them for. Give it time, Macey. I know it feels like you don't have any, but you need to relax and trust yourself a little bit more. Then, the right things will start to happen and you won't need to worry about draining any more Lochs."
"Or burning houses to the ground," she muttered.
Nessie chuckled. "Did you do that?"
"Not quite. But nearly." She filled her in on what had happened after she'd been given a flame from the lampads, leaving her Aunt nodding along in understanding.
"That's exactly what I mean. Trust in yourself and your instincts and things like that will stop getting out of hand. I promise."
"I really hope so," Macey responded.





FOUR

  
Macey left her aunt, deep in thought. She hadn't dared ask about her brothers. It was bad enough knowing that her father was dead. Thinking about her brothers being his potential murderers wasn't going to make things better. Nessie'd asked her to come back later so they could talk about the succession problem. Even if Macey refused to become Queen - which she intended - that still meant that someone had to decide between Bruce and Jerry. They were similar in power and age, so it wasn't a straightforward situation. None of this was.
She almost bumped into Cam, who was waiting for her near the kitchen.
"How are you holding up?" he asked softly and spread out his arms. Gratefully, she stepped into his embrace, closing her eyes. All she wanted was for him to hold her and never let go. She wasn't ready to face the world. Her heart was broken and there was no way to fix it. Her father would never come back. She'd never be able to ask him for advice again.
"It will be alright," Cam whispered. "I know it doesn't feel like it just now, but you're strong. You've managed to achieve so much, you've saved so many lives. The world needs you."
She huffed, trying to suppress the tears that were once again threatening to spill.
"The world doesn't need me. I don't want it to. I just want to be Macey, the kelpie, your girlfriend. I don't want any monsters, wars, problems. I just want everything to go back to how it used to be."
He ran his hands over her back, somehow managing to soothe her tight muscles with just a touch.
"I know that," he muttered gently, his lips so close to her ear that she could feel his breath. "We're here for you, all of us, and we're going to get through this together."
As if to prove a point, the front door banged open and Jared shouted, "I've got a surprise!"
Cam chuckled. "I think you're going to like this."
Macey didn't imagine that she'd be able to feel anything positive, but she didn't want to disappoint the guys. They'd refilled a Loch for her, after all. If that wasn't evidence of their love, then what was?
Together, they walked into the kitchen, where Jared was already unpacking a large basket.
He smiled at them when they entered.
"I thought you needed a pick-me-up," he said with a grin. "Something to help you forget."
She was about to protest that she didn't want to forget when he pulled out a small parcel wrapped in tin foil. That smell... she knew that smell.
Her mouth began to water as she breathed in the scent.
"Waffles?" she asked weakly, almost not believing it.
Jared nodded, still grinning. "I took the Staran to Belgium to get some. Jerimiah made them himself."
Flint appeared behind them. "Did I hear the magic word?"
"You did indeed. Get us some plates," Jared ordered. "And maple syrup. And icing sugar. And whatever else you can find. Let's make this a proper feast."
A tiny spot in Macey's heart began to fill with warmth. It wasn't enough to thaw the rest of it, but still enough to reassure her that life wasn't over yet. There was still something to live for. Even if it was something as simple as her men bringing her waffles.
She just stood there, Cam's arm around her shoulders, watching as the guys laid the kitchen table. Jared even added some pretty napkins he found in a drawer. The house was providing for them once again.
Rónán arrived just when they were all sitting down. He put a small box on the table.
"Fudge," he explained. "One of the selkies made it back home. I've been saving it for a special occasion."
Macey almost smiled, but her mouth didn't quite comply yet. There was too much pain within her. Still, she could appreciate the gesture. Her eyes were drawn in by the waffles though. They were thick, the perfect shade of golden brown, and sprinkled with a layer of sugar, half of which had turned into syrup. Perfection in a honeycomb shape.
Cam put one of them on her plate and handed it to her. Wordlessly, she took it, unable to speak. Finally, after all those attempts of getting waffles, she'd finally got one. The occasion was the most terrible she could imagine, but they did work to make her feel a little less empty.
"Enjoy," Jared said cheerily and began to pour maple syrup over his waffle.
She knew they were all trying hard to be happy and cheery, and she appreciated it. She wasn't able to join in, but she knew they'd accept that.
Slowly, she took a first bite. The waffle was sweet, but not overly so, no, it was the perfect level of sweetness. Slightly crunchy on the outside and soft inside.
She closed her eyes as she chewed, savouring the taste. She felt a tear running down her cheek, but that was okay. She didn't mind.
"Those are excellent," Rónán praised. "We need to do this more often."
Cam laughed. "Believe me, we've been trying this ever since we met Macey. It's never worked out... until today."
Yes, until now. If only it could have been a happier occasion. A birthday perhaps, or celebrating their victory over the Mahoun. Instead, this was more like a funeral feast. She both loved and hated it. Her emotions were all over the place, but concentrating on the sweet taste of the waffles helped.
When she was done, another waffle appeared on her plate. She didn't look up to see which of the men had given it to her. It didn't matter.
"Should we ask your aunt to join us?" Flint asked carefully. "She's all alone in her room right now."
Macey hated that he'd asked that. She could have ignored her aunt, but now that he'd mentioned her, she couldn't. It wasn't fair for Nessie to be on her own. She'd lost her brother-in-law. Macey wasn't the only one grieving.
She nodded and Flint got up, returning with Nessie a moment later.
The kelpie didn't say much, just sat down while Flint was getting her a plate and a cup.
"Would you like some fudge?" Rónán offered and pointed at the little box.
"I would love to," Nessie replied with a smile, but there wasn't any humour or happiness in it. "It's my favourite."
Wordlessly, Macey reached out across the table and took her aunt's - no, her mother's hand.
"Thank you," Nessie said and even though Macey didn't know why, she nodded.
She squeezed the older kelpie's hand, then went back to eating her third waffle, hoping that the sweetness of it was some kind of omen of what was to come. That things were going to get better.





FIVE

  
She couldn't remember the last time she'd felt this rested. She didn't know if it was something her men had put on her waffles or if the grief and exhaustion had finally gotten the better of her, but she'd slept like a rock and felt so much better for it.
"Ah, the prodigal kelpie has awoken."
"Luc!" she cried, clutching the sheet to her chest. "What are you doing in here?"
"Someone had to keep an eye on you while the others try and track down more waffles."
"What?" Her eyes widened as she thought about more fluffy goodness.
"I thought that would get your attention."
Her smile turned into a scowl. "How well do you know Malan?" she muttered under her breath. She could have sworn the two of them were related. Annoyingly cryptic was in their blood.
"Not at all," he responded.
"What are you doing here?" she repeated.
"I told you, I'm keeping an eye on you."
"I'm not about to burn the place down." She rolled her eyes.
"We have experience that suggests otherwise." He crossed his arms and smirked, making her feel like the kind of errant teen who did things like that.
Macey swung her legs out of bed, trying not to think too much about the fact she was naked. It wasn't anything Luc hadn't seen before and it might just drive into him that she deserved privacy as much as the next person.
"I have more control now." She grabbed a shirt from the end of the bed and slipped it on.
Sniffing deeply, she inhaled Jared's recognisable scent and relaxed into it. "Are they seriously looking for more waffles?"
"Yes, among other things."
"Like?"
"Sage leaves picked under the light of a full moon."
She choked on the laughter bubbling up within her. "What?"
"Something to do with the blood cakes. I think they want to use it to ward off ghosts."
"We do seem to have a bit of a haunting problem," she muttered thinking about the various ghostly prophets who caused nothing more than trouble.
Luc chuckled. "Not that kind of ghost. The malicious type."
"Poltergeists?" She raised an eyebrow.
"Something like that. They asked us to do some more work with the blood though."
"Of course they did, let's get on with it then." She didn't wait for him to respond and walked out of the room, towards the kitchen.
No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't forget what she was having to do. It wasn't the most enjoyable of tasks working with so much blood.
"Do we know what we have to do with it?" she asked.
"I think there's a recipe," Luc replied, seemingly unconcerned by the task.
Walking into the kitchen, Macey spotted an old book lying open on the counter. They really had found her a recipe. Warily, she made her way over to it and looked down the list of ingredients and method. She wrinkled her nose, wishing it was as simple as just taking blood out of them. That was what they'd told her earlier but maybe that was to keep her from freaking out. That would be in line with everything they'd told her so far.
"I thought we wouldn't have to do anything to the blood?"
"I think it depends on what kind of blood cakes you want. But the faeries normally make them from blood mixed with other things and then hide them around the house."
"Yes, I know. The owners have to find them and eat them or they'll waste away and die from the faeries’ magic. But we're not trying to do that..."
"We are trying to attract beings that will eat them though."
"Can things like the Mahoun even eat?" she asked as she pulled several dried spices from the rack and placed them on the side along with some flour. She had to admit that other than the fact it was made with blood, the recipe sounded almost enjoyable. The spice combination would be delicious.
"I have no idea." Luc shrugged. "But I have to assume they can or we wouldn't be doing this." He pulled one of the blood containers out of the fridge and brought it to her other ingredients.
"We're going to need more than that," she said, pulling up her nose at the imaginary smell.
"I thought we'd try a smaller amount first and see how that works."
She grimaced. That would take longer but it was a good idea. None of them would be able to afford more blood being drawn if this didn't work.
"Good plan."
"What do we need to do first?" he asked.
"Heat the blood to seventy-two degrees."
"That's very specific."
"Isn't magic always?" she muttered. "How come you don't know what needs doing for these?" she asked as she measured some blood into the pan, a slight sickness starting as she watched it plop into the pan as a congealed mess.
"I don't know everything. I'm a guide, not an all-knowing deity."
"One of those would come in useful."
"You're telling me. All the answers and none of the work. That definitely sounds like my kind of team player.”
"Do you know any?" She shook a couple of the spices over the pan, hoping she got the right amount. In hindsight, she should have measured them too but it was impossible to do such tiny amounts accurately.
"Gods?"
"Yes."
"Not anymore."
"Cryptic." She was really beginning to hate the non-answers people were giving her. Especially as she suspected most of them came about because they didn't think she could deal with the truth. She'd show them.
The blood began to bubble, filling the kitchen with a tangy metal scent that did nothing for the sick feeling in her stomach. Next time, one of the others was going to do have to do this. She didn't like it at all.
"Do you have a thermometer?" Luc asked.
"There's a meat probe in the second drawer to the left," she answered before remembering the house would provide one the moment the words had left Luc's mouth.
Sure enough, a thermometer waited for them on the side. Handling it carefully, she slipped it into the blood mixture to keep an eye on it, hoping they weren't already over the needed heat.

"SIXTY-NINE," Luc said. "Not long now."
"No." She sighed in relief. She should have thought of that earlier. Something was up with her and she didn't know what.
"What's next?" Luc asked while Macey kept her eye fixed on the thermometer. "Is there something I can prepare while you do that?"
"You could sift the flour into a bowl," she said, remembering what it said in the recipe. "And then weigh up the sugar I need for the blood syrup."
Even those words felt weird on her tongue. Blood syrup. Of all the things she'd imagined herself doing, making blood cakes was not one of them.
"I think I read somewhere that blood can be used instead of eggs," Luc said from behind her. "They have the same properties."
Macey shivered. "Thanks for that bit of useless information. I'm never going to exchange eggs for blood. Imagine, blood waffles. Yuck."
"I concur," the daimon chuckled and put a bowl of sugar next to her. "Here you go, a hundred and twenty-eight grams of sugar. Are you sure we need to follow the recipe this precisely?"
She shrugged. "I have no idea, but let's do it just in case. I don't want them to have to take more of my blood. It already feels like I'm living with vampires."
"I assume you don't have a blood fetish then. Not at all like the kelpies of old."
Macey sighed. "We're vegetarians. All those legends are rubbish. We don't eat meat, never have."
He laughed again. "I wouldn't be so sure about that. Most myths have an ounce of truth in them."
She was saved from replying by the thermometer finally reaching the correct temperature. She took a whisk from a hook on the wall - she was sure it hadn't been there earlier - and begin to slowly add the sugar to the blood, watching as it dissolved. While she stirred the strange mixture, Luc was preparing the other ingredients on the kitchen counter.
"It says here that you need to stir the blood counterclockwise," he suddenly said. "Have you been doing that?"
Macey froze, then realised that luckily, she had indeed.
"Yes," she replied as if that had been her intention all along. "Of course."
"Good. We don't want to anger the Gods." She could hear the grin in his voice, but she didn't smile. The blood slowly congealing in the pot was making her feel queasy. She had been a little hungry when she woke up, but she certainly wasn't any longer. Her stomach shifted uneasily at the very thought of eating. As a vegetarian, stirring blood was the worst food-related thing she'd ever done.
"That smells delicious!"
Macey almost dropped her spoon. Aunt Nessie had sneaked into the kitchen. The older kelpie sniffed the air. "What is that beautiful smell? Some sort of dough? Are you making cake?"
Luc burst into laughter. "Yes, in a way we are."
"Let me know when it's done," Nessie said. "I want a piece."
"Yes, a-" Macey said, almost calling her 'aunt'. No, that was wrong. Nessie was her mother, and now that she'd heard it from her mother's mouth, it was true. She couldn't ignore it any longer. Still, that didn't mean that she had to call her 'mum'.
"Where are you going?" Macey asked, covering her blunder.
"For a walk. I feel like getting some fresh air."
Macey shook her head. "I don't think that's a good idea. Have you been outside yet? It's nothing but fog out there. You'd get lost immediately."
"Tsk, tsk, don't underestimate an old lady," Nessie snickered. "I can find my way around murky waters. A little bit of fog won't stop me."
Macey knew better than to try and argue. There was no point. If Nessie had set her mind on something, she would do it. Nothing Macey said would make any difference. Besides, she had a cake to bake.
With a quick "see you later", Nessie left and Macey was able to concentrate on her task again. The blood had boiled down to a thick, sludgy mixture, just like the cookbook had predicted.
"Is the flour sifted and mixed with baking powder?" she asked Luc.
"All's ready, my lady," he said with a grin. "Let's see how this will turn out."
A pair of oven gloves appeared next to the hob. Macey wasn't surprised in the slightest. She put them on and carried the hot pan over to the counter, pouring the blood syrup over the flour.
"Stir," she instructed the daimon and quickly put the pan into the sink. She didn't want to look at it ever again. There were tiny congealed blood dollops hanging to the sides of it and she should have probably spooned them into the dough, but no, it would have to work without that. There was only so much blood she could stomach in one day.
She got a tin out of a cupboard and greased it with some butter.
"Did you preheat the oven?" she asked and her heart sank when Luc shook his head.
"I thought you did."
"Urgh." She sighed. "Let's hope it heats really quickly."
She opened the oven door - and realised it was already warm inside.
"Thank you, house," she whispered. How had she survived before moving into a sentient building?
Luc poured the dough into the tin. It was just enough to fill it halfway up. Again, just like the recipe had said. This was going rather well.
She took a quick look at the cookbook. "Bake for forty-five minutes, then test with a skewer." Her insides contracted. "I'm not going to try it."
Luc sighed. "I can do it. That's what I'm here for. Your guide and food tester."
When the dough was in the oven, she turned to him. "Why are you here, exactly? Why haven't you left? You helped us defeat the Mahoun, but what now? Do I still need you?"
His expression darkened. "Do you want me to leave?"
"No, that's not what I meant," she said quickly, realising that it was true. Even though he was cryptic and weird, she did like having him around. Not just because he came in handy when making blood cakes. She chose her next words more carefully. Insulting her daimon wasn't on today's agenda. "I just mean, don't you have more important things to do? We won the battle, so the biggest danger is over."
Slowly, he extended a hand and cupped her cheek. She froze, unsure what to do. His hand was warm but she could feel that his skin was callused and scarred in places.
"If I'm still here, what does that mean?"
Her eyes widened. "That the biggest danger is yet to come?"
His thumb drew small circles on her cheek. She was tempted to close her eyes and lean into the touch, but his words troubled her. She'd assumed that the Mahoun had been the largest and most dangerous of the strange beings they were fighting. He was the one who'd started to change the world, to affect the supernatural community. He'd taken the name of the devil, the best known evil personification of all. So how could anything to come be worse?
"I don't know the answer to that," he said quietly. "But all my instincts are telling me to stay. Believe me, I really hope they're wrong. I don't want to see you in danger again."
That confused her even more. He was talking as if she meant something to him. Maybe that was because she was his charge. It was his job to keep her safe. That had to be it. She was just a job to him. She couldn't be more than that.
"We'll know more once we use those cakes," he continued after a pause. "Let's wait until then before we jump to any conclusions."
She nodded and he took his hand from her cheek as if burned. As if he realised that it may have been inappropriate.
"What shall we do until the cake is done?" Macey asked, avoiding his eyes.
"How about we make sure your aunt doesn't get lost?" Luc replied with a grimace. "I bet she's wandering somewhere in the fog by now with no idea how to get back."
Macey sighed. "I think you may be right. Let's wait until the cake is out of the oven, and then we go and look for my... for Nessie."





SIX

  
Nessie was sat on a cloud swinging her legs back and forth when Macey found her. Not lost then, but not exactly doing anything sane either. Though that shouldn't surprise her. None of this was fully sane and she couldn't expect this day to be any different from the rest.
"Why are you making blood cakes, dear?" Nessie asked.
Macey jumped. She hadn't realised the older kelpie even knew she was there.
"Blood cakes?" Macey squeaked.
"Yes. In the kitchen with one of your men. You were making blood cakes."
"No, we...one of my men? Luc isn't one of mine."
"Isn't he?" Nessie looked over her shoulder and arched an eyebrow, making Macey very aware of how the two of them had been acting with one another. She wasn't as oblivious to Luc's presence in the house as she wanted to be, yet she was desperate for him not to leave.
"No." She sat next to the other kelpie and dangled her legs over the cloud, enjoying the weightless sensation more than she expected to.
"I wouldn't be so sure about that."
"Have you become a clairvoyant now, too?" Macey joked.
"I wish. Then maybe I could have stopped some of this."
The grief dripping from the kelpie's words had guilt welling up within Macey. She'd been so angry for the lies she'd almost forgotten Nessie had lost someone too. Her nephews had betrayed her as much as Macey's brothers had.
"I'm sorry," she whispered.
"You have nothing to be sorry for. We should have told you who you really were. Your father should never have blocked your powers. If he had, maybe none of this would have happened."
"Why did he block my powers?" It had bothered Macey ever since she'd realised how detrimental it was to her health. The whole thing had been completely out of character for her Dad. He'd never have done anything to stop them protecting themselves before.
"We didn't like the idea of you going on land in the first place. We worried about the Warden powers drawing bad things to you."
"You were right on that front," Macey muttered.
"And so wrong at the same time. When they came, you weren't able to defend yourself."
"I managed once I found a little help." What she wouldn't give for those early days back. When there was nothing more than trying to figure out her magic and no pressure to save the entire world. She'd even take on the lampads again if it meant she could shed some of the responsibilities she'd gained.
"I'm glad you found them," Nessie said. "That you have people to love you as much as they do."
"Thank you. I'm glad too," Macey responded.
"How are you feeling?" The question came out as a whisper, almost like Nessie didn't really want to know but felt she had to ask.
"Tired," she answered honestly. "I've felt like it's been one thing after another and it never stops. I want to help everyone. I really do, but I don't think I have what it takes. Not really."
"It doesn't matter. You're the one who took up the mantle, you have to see it through now."
"I know." She stared into the distance, trying not to think about it too much. "My anger is making it difficult though."
"Your anger?"
"It controls me. Anything can trigger it. I nearly burned Malan's house to the ground. I drained the Loch..."
"That wasn't the first time?" Nessie's eyes widened.
"No. It wasn't. I don't know what's happening to me."
Nessie tapped her chin, deep in thought. "Kelpies weren't always the peaceful people we are now, Macey. There's a chance it's some of the ancient urges coming out in you."
"Ancient urges?" she repeated, not understanding what Nessie was suggesting.
The older kelpie sighed. "When I was your age, I set out on my own quest, determined to find myself as a person. I travelled all over the world meeting all kinds of people."
"Like I did?" Macey briefly wondered whether she'd experienced relationships like hers too.
"Almost exactly like you. With less of the responsibility and more of the fun."
"That sounds good," Macey responded.
"It was," Nessie answered. "But in some ways, I feel that a situation like yours would have created a better person than I turned into. As soon as I got pregnant, I abandoned the people who loved me and ran home to my people. I shouldn't have done that. When I went to try and find them again..." she trailed off with tears in her eyes.
Not knowing what else to do, Macey rested her hand on the other woman's leg.
"I'm sorry, it's hard for me to remember my mistakes. Some of them sting more than others."
Macey nodded, understanding exactly what she meant. While her men had been about to do damage control, she wasn't naive enough to think that her mistakes hadn't rippled out to affect others. Amber's distress over Izban being bait in their siege against the Mahoun was one example of that. Which reminded her that she should send a message to the beithir. They'd need the other two Wardens back from their holiday before they took on the Mahoun's siblings.
"While I was travelling, I met so many different people. The selkies, the seelie, even a ceasg..."
"Was she as useless as the one we met?" Macey muttered, the ceasg's refusal to help with their big fight.
"I wouldn't say useless but my understanding is that they're restricted and cursed, maybe even more so than the rest of us."
"That's sad."
"It's just life," Nessie said. "All of us come with blessings and curses. It's what you do with them that matters."
"And my anger is my curse?"
Nessie chuckled. "Not as much as you seem to think it is. When put to use correctly, your anger can be a tool. Don't let it rule you, Macey."
"You were telling me about ancient urges?" she reminded the other woman, not wanting to focus too much on her own shortcomings.
"Ah, so I was. Forgive me, the past always makes me talkative. Where was I? Oh yes, meeting all kinds of creatures. One of the most interesting peoples I encountered was on the far coast, by the sea."
Macey was on the edge of her cloud, unable to hold back the excitement of the story. Hopefully, it would also give her some answers she'd been craving. Even if it didn't, it had still distracted her from the rage and grief for a while.
"I met some kelpies."
"In the sea?"
"Yes."
"Were they storm kelpies?" Macey's eyes widened as she remembered the blue men but she was certain they weren't related.
"No. Kelpies like you and me. Well, like me. I'm not sure there are any kelpies like you."
A blush rose to Macey's cheeks at the compliment. "I didn't think there were any kelpies living in the sea," she prompted.
"Neither did I, but there was no mistaking what they were. They invited me into their home and showed me their ways. They weren't anything like ours. They ate meat, they chased boats just to scare the fishermen..."
"You did that yourself," Macey pointed out.
"Yes, in a Loch where it was safe for them if they fell in, not in the dangerous sea. Never mistake the ocean for what it is, Macey. It is a vicious mistress who will turn on you in a second."
Macey shivered as she recalled her own adventures with the sea, not doubting Nessie's words for a moment.
"The sea kelpies were violent. Angry. Their emotions were wild. We were born of the same line ultimately. I think some of the rage of the sea lives in you."
"What?"
"You're the Water Warden, Macey. The sea is part of that. Just as much as the Lochs, rivers, and rains. The sea is part of you and that comes with her beauty and her rage."
Nessie fell quiet for a moment, then she looked up and grinned. "You never told me why you're making blood cakes. Are you trying to gain a fairy lover?"
Macey shook her head. "No. We're going to catch some monsters."

   
BY THE TIME they returned to the house, it was close to nightfall. Nessie offered to help with baking the rest of the blood cakes. Now that they knew that the recipe seemed to work, they were going to have to make more. Macey refused to try one. They actually looked quite appetising, almost like gingerbread, but just the thought of eating her own blood and that of her men made her feel queasy. It was bad enough that some of the dark creatures they were trying to attract would eat the cakes. Hopefully, they wouldn't gain any kind of power over the Wardens. She never knew with blood... it was an ancient kind of magic that was rarely practised nowadays.
Luc had disappeared without saying where he was planning to go, so the two women were alone in the house. Macey made a mental note to talk to Luc about walking off without telling her where he was going. If he wanted to be part of the team, he needed to be less secretive. And a whole lot less cryptic.
Her men hadn't returned yet. She hoped they were busy getting waffles, not just weird magic ingredients for their ritual. Although sage sounded a lot more harmless than the blood cakes she was baking right now.
"You have to admit, they smell delicious," Nessie said with a wide smile as she took the new batch of cakes from the oven. "Perfect colouring, too. Mary Berry would be impressed."
"I don't think you'll find any blood recipes in her cookbooks," Macey replied drily.
"No, she's a bit conservative. How many more cakes do we need to make?"
Macey checked their blood supplies in the fridge. "I think we have enough ingredients for two more tins. Let's make those just in case; we don't actually know how many we're going to need. The kludde didn't give us a lot of information."
"I met a kludde once," Nessie said dreamily. "He was very tall with very barky skin."
Macey snickered. "Barky?"
Her mother shrugged. "Not sure there's a better word for skin that's hard as rock and one inch thick. He was such a gentleman though. I've always had a soft spot for green hair."
Macey pushed the thought of her aunt, no, her mother ogling a kludde out of her mind. That thought was going to lead to imagining the Teacher giving birth, and that really was going to make her brain explode.
"What are you going to do with the cakes once we're done?" Nessie asked.
"We're going to put them outside during the Blue Moon tomorrow night. Hopefully, that will attract at least some of the beings we hunt. We're going to try and destroy them. If we're lucky, we might find out more about them as well, to figure out how to deal with them in the future."
Nessie frowned. "Am I right in thinking that so far, you've only ever faced one of the creatures at once? And that you needed all of your Wardens to defeat them?"
"Yes." Macey sighed. "I'm hoping that the ones who will be called here by the blood cakes will be weaker ones. We knew about both the Mahoun and Self-Doubt because they'd caused a lot of damage already. At the moment, we're not aware of any other beings as strong as them, so hopefully, the ones we're facing tomorrow will be easier to defeat."
"And if not?" Nessie had stopped kneading the dough and was looking intently at Macey. The younger kelpie was tempted to look away, but that would mean admitting to her own insecurities. "What if they're going to overwhelm you?"
Macey shrugged more nonchalantly than she felt. "Then we're going to fight as hard as we can. I'm going to let my anger take over and use it as a weapon just like you suggested. We're going to prevail. We have to. That's why we were chosen for this role."
Nessie smiled and opened her arms, inviting Macey in for a hug. "Spoken like a true Warden. I may not have been able to tell you, but I'm incredibly proud of you, Macey. Not just because you're my daughter. You're one of the most important people in this country right now, even though almost nobody knows that. You're helping to keep everyone safe." Macey blushed and she was glad that she was able to hide her face as she stepped into Nessie's embrace.
"I'm just doing what I need to do," she muttered.
"Nonsense," Nessie admonished her. "You're going above and beyond. I can see why some kelpies would like you to be their Queen. And we need to talk about that soon. Right now, the Council of the Elders has taken over the day to day kelpie business, but we need a ruler again soon."
"What about you?" Macey asked, surprised that she hadn't asked that before. "Everyone knows and admires you. You'd be perfect."
Nessie chuckled. "They don't admire me, they fear me. Besides, I'm old. We need a young King or Queen who can introduce change. We've been stuck in our Loch for too long. We let our traditions dictate us rather than define us. Things need to change before we start going backwards rather than forwards."
Macey was surprised by the passion in the older woman's voice. She couldn't remember Nessie ever taking much interest in politics. On the contrary, she was known as someone who would always say what she wanted and didn't care a wet fart for diplomacy.
"The situation has become simpler now, though," Macey said. "I'm not actually the King's daughter, which means I have no right to the throne. My brothers are the only ones eligible, so all that needs to be decided is who of them is going to be King."
Nessie stepped back, looking a little sad. "If only that was true, Macey. I think you need to take a closer look at your family tree. You're of Royal blood, too. Actually, you have a stronger claim to the throne than Bruce and Jerry. Of course, the two of us are the only ones who know. The King and his wife-"
"My mum," Macey interrupted and Nessie cringed as if she'd been slapped.
"Yes, the woman who brought you up because I couldn't," Nessie whispered. "They knew. It was one of the reasons we decided that they would bring you up as their daughter. So that you would get the best possible education as well as political experience. You're younger than Bruce and Jerry, but if people knew who your real parents were, then they would accept that your claim is the stronger one."
"But why?" Macey asked. "Why is mine stronger?"
Nessie smiled sadly. "Because my mother was the Empress of Kelpies."





SEVEN

  
Macey tried not to scream out in frustration. Just when she was getting to grips with some major change in her life and the family history she'd been sure she knew, something would come out and shatter every illusion she had of sanity. This was no different. The Empress of Kelpies. It wasn't some empty thing that meant nothing. There were so many legends and stories about the position of empress, though Macey had been sure no one had held the position in at least two hundred years.
Why her? The thought wouldn't leave her mind as she tried to work out what to do with the information. She didn't want to be an empress, that seemed even worse than just being the queen. But then, she didn't particularly want to be a Warden either.
She sighed.
"What's bothering you now?" Luc asked, leaning against yet another doorway. That seemed to be all he did, apart from disappearing when it suited him and not answering questions. Yet another thing that bugged Macey to no end. If she couldn't rely on the people around her, then she was going to have some big problems once tomorrow came and they had to face the Mahoun's siblings.
"Everything," she said, flopping down onto a chair and giving up the crazy pacing she'd been doing. It wasn't going to get her anywhere. Besides, she was best saving up the angry energy and putting it towards the fight they were sure to have. As Nessie had said, her anger was the most useful when she tried to actually use it rather than just ignoring it and waiting for it to explode. Though there was some fun in that too. She'd have to make sure to store plenty of outrage up.
"You might want to break it down into smaller chunks than everything," Luc suggested.
"Why bother?" she muttered. "I'll only end up with a lot more added to the list if I start breaking it down."
"That may be true, but if you keep thinking of it all together, you'll quickly find yourself overwhelmed and useless."
"For a guide, you really know how to make a girl feel good," she accused.
"I can make a woman feel very good." There was a glint in his eye as he looked at her that she didn't want to put a name to. That path led to dangerous thoughts and expectations she wasn't sure she was ready for.
"Whatever you say."
Luc sighed and stepped into the room properly. "I want you to do something for me."
Macey raised an eyebrow, not saying a word. She wasn't sure what he could want and didn't intend to promise something she couldn't deliver.
"Close your eyes."
Intrigued, she did as he instructed.
"Take a deep breath and focus on the peace inside you."

HER EYEBROWS KNIT TOGETHER as she focused on what he was saying, not seeing how it would do anything except cause more confusion.
"Picture a white ball in front of you."
She did, the air around her heating up, surprising her to no end. What was he getting her to do? And how? Her eyes flickered as she fought against the temptation to open them. She wasn't sure how she knew, but opening them seemed like the wrong path to take.
"Spin the ball, Macey."
Without meaning to, she reached out a hand, almost touching where she imagined the ball to be. Heat licked at her skin, almost like it had when she'd lost control of the flames, except different. This felt less like it was out of control and safer. This heat wouldn't burn her.
"You can open your eyes when you're ready," Luc said softly, sounding far closer than he had before. Macey tried not to let that affect her but the tingles down her spine were hard to ignore. Part of her wanted him to come even closer, the rest wanted him to back off completely and leave her be.
Slowly, she blinked, taking in the sight before her and sucking in a deep breath. Whatever she'd been expected, it wasn't to have a bright ball of white fire floating in front of her face and pulsing along with her own heartbeat.
"What is it?" she asked quietly.
"It's how you see your anger," Luc replied, an authoritative note in his voice. "When it consumes you, this is what you feel inside you."
Macey nodded, recognising what he was saying as true. "But what's it doing here?" She bit her lip as she waited for a reply, eager to know how this would help her.
"We're going to work on controlling it," he replied. "Make it bigger."
She paused for a moment, not quite knowing how he expected her to do that before settling on one of the many causes of anger that came to mind. Focusing on the way she kept being called up to have more and more responsibility despite her young age and inexperience, the ball in front of her grew.
It pulsed quicker and it took a few seconds for Macey to realise her heartbeat had sped up alongside it.
"How has that thing been inside me?" Her eyes felt like they were as wide as they could go, but even that wasn't enough to convey the slight horror she was feeling. The thing in front of her felt dangerous. Like it could set fires and destroy lives in an instant.
"It's not actually real," Luc answered, not even looking at the ball very closely. "You're just projecting what you think of your anger as. To you, it feels like a white-hot ball of rage, so that's how it appears. To me..." He held out his hands and called up what she assumed was his own anger.
Luc's ball was almost the complete opposite to hers. Black and sticky, she could feel its coldness from where she was sitting, even the heat of her own ball wasn't helping.
"Ah."
"Yes." He clapped his hands together, making his ball disappear completely. "The first thing you need to do is accept your anger and that you can be angry."
She nodded, though she wasn't sure she quite understood. Anger wasn't a pleasant emotion and she didn't want to feel it unless she had to. Even then, she became torn between unleashing it on the world and squashing it down so no one would even know it was there...
"I'm serious, Macey, you need to accept the anger or it will control you."
His words echoed those Nessie had said earlier, which made her take notice. If two people were saying it to her in the course of one day, maybe there was some truth in it. Maybe.
Slowly, she looked into the ball, trying to convince herself it really was okay that it lived inside her.
"Your anger will evolve with you," Luc warned. "It won't be like this for longer than today."
"Then what's the point?" she spat, the white ball pulsing as she spoke. Her eyes widened further from seeing the effect of her emotions. Maybe this was helping after all.
Luc shrugged. "There isn't one if you're too stubborn to try."
"I'm not stubborn," she snapped.
Luc only raised an eyebrow.
"Okay, maybe I am. But it's a good trait if I ever become queen. If they force me to. Although I could be stubborn and refuse to take on that role."
The daimon chuckled. "You're distracting yourself. Focus on that ball of anger. Feed it, make it bigger. See how you can control it without being controlled by it."
His voice was surprisingly soothing. She'd planned to use the anger she felt towards Luc, but it had all but dissipated. She needed something else. She thought back to when Flint had been injured when his magic had been taken from him. She still hadn't avenged him. They still didn't know if it had been the seelie or something else, but the thought of anyone hurting one of her men made her more than just angry. She was raging inside and before she could react, the white ball in front of her exploded into a million sparks, filling the room like confetti.
Luc didn't even blink. "Try again," he said. "If you feel a lot of anger, you can pull it apart into smaller portions and feed those into the ball one after the other. Every time you feel angry, there will be multiple causes. It's never just one single thing. There are connections, relations to other events and people. Use those to split your anger into smaller parts."
Macey nodded and conjured the white ball again. She didn't even need to close her eyes for it to appear in front of her. She thought of Flint's injury and the ball began to glow dangerously.
"Pull it apart," Luc said soothingly. "Think of all the individual elements that led to this anger."
She nodded, not taking her eyes off the ball. She was angry at whoever had hurt Flint, but she was also angry at herself because she hadn't been able to do anything about it. She was angry at Jared, although just a tiny bit, because he'd been with Flint when it all happened. She was angry at the lampads for not healing him immediately, for making her go through all sorts of trials. And then, just when she thought she'd covered all the bases, she realised that there was even more anger at herself. For losing control. For almost hurting Amber.
Her eyes were wet with unshed tears, but she focussed on the anger rather than the sadness that accompanied it.
"Now feed one of the parts into the ball," Luc advised quietly as if he didn't want to distract her.
Macey took the smallest part - the anger at Flint - and carefully pushed it into the white ball. It flared up brightly and expanded in size until it was almost twice as large. If this was what happened with just a small portion of her anger, how big would it grow once all her anger was fed to it?
"Do you still feel in control?" Luc asked and Macey nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She was concentrating hard, unwilling to even risk giving in to her anger again. This was essential. She needed to learn how to deal with her emotions.
"Good. Now add another part. Slowly."
Herself almost hurting Amber. Just like before, the ball flashed and grew, still pulsing at the same rate as her beating hard."
"Well done," Luc praised. "And another one, if you feel like you can do it."
Her confidence growing, she pushed another part - the lampads - into the ball, and then the one about her feeling helpless shortly after.
By now, the ball was almost as tall as herself, and the largest bit was yet to come.
"I think we should stop now," Luc said, a crease appearing between his perfectly curved eyebrows. "It's getting too big."
"No," Macey protested. "I can do this."
Luc looked as if he was about to protest, but then nodded curtly, stepping back until he was pressed against the wall. That was probably a wise move. If the ball was going to grow even further, it would soon fill the entire room.
The seelie. The beings who hadn't come to their aid against the Mahoun. Who probably gave Flint the object that took his magic.
Even before she fed the anger to the ball, she could feel it burn bright hot inside of her. It was a lot of anger and pain, likely enough for one medium-sized ball all by itself. Still, she was not going to give up. She tightened her grip on the emotion and carefully pushed it out of her and into the ball.
It almost threatened to rip away from her, but she managed to keep it under control. When she was done, the ball slowly began to grow, not stopping until it touched her skin. It was no longer a solid white, but more of a translucent sphere the colour of pearls. She didn't feel the touch as the sphere went through her. Only when she was standing inside of it, did it suddenly pop like a soap bubble. Sparks were all over the place once again, leaving small tingles on Macey's skin wherever they landed on her.
"That was amazing," Luc gasped, his eyes wide and fixed on Macey. "I didn't think you'd have this much control."
Macey shrugged, hoping she wasn't going to blush at the obvious pride Luc radiated. "I'm full of surprises," she said lightly. "Now that I can summon white balls, how does that help me with fighting the Mahoun's siblings?"
The daimon smoothed his expression, taking on his usual slightly arrogant look.
"Summon the ball again. A small one this time, please."
Macey was tempted to create a really big one just to mess with Luc but then decided not to. This was a serious situation. She did as he asked, imagining her anger until a white sphere popped into existence in front of her.
"Now instead of feeding anger into it, I want you to think of the ball as a source of energy. A battery, if you like. You've been charging it earlier, so now you can use the energy to fuel your magic. Try to do some magic and instead of taking it from within you, use the ball's power."
Macey frowned, not quite sure if this was going to work. This new ball hadn't been fed with anything and the really big one had disappeared. She closed her eyes and felt for the ball. There it was, so close that she could almost feel its heat on her face. It was bursting with energy, just like Luc had said. Strange. But then, she should know by now that magic rarely complied with the normal laws of nature.
Trying to use just the energy in the ball and not her own, she conjured a few drops of water and let them hover above the palm of her right hand.
"Open your eyes," Luc said.
Oh, the fricking waves. Three massive drops of water, each at least four foot long, were flying close to the ceiling, ready to drench the entire room.
Luc sighed. "I think this will make you realise that your anger is a valuable source of power."
Macey could only nod.





EIGHT

  
"Is it me, or does something smell delicious?" Jared asked as Macey's men walked back into the kitchen.
Luc and Macey exchanged a panicked glance as Jared stepped towards the cakes sitting on the counter. She had to admit they looked tasty, if she didn't ponder too much on what was in them.
The incubus didn't think twice about it and picked one of them up, bringing it to his mouth.
"No!" Macey shouted, making everyone in the room jump. "They're blood cakes," she explained.
Jared's eyes widened as what she'd said sunk in. He dropped the blood cake hastily and pushed it even further away, a disgusted look on his face.
"You couldn't have told me that sooner?" he asked as Flint, Cam, and Rónán chuckled away behind him, clearly amused by his almost misfortune.
"I didn't think you'd actually eat it." Macey smothered her smile with her hand.
"It smells too damn good," Jared grumbled.
"We just followed the recipe," she responded.
Jared eyed the cakes as if they would bite him.
"They do smell far better than they should," Flint admitted.
"It's the spices," Luc replied.
"Maybe put a label on them next time," Jared grumbled.
"Oh yes, next time I make food with our congealed blood, I'll write out a nutrition table to go with it."
Macey shrugged, not understanding what the big deal was. He'd known they were going to make blood cakes, it shouldn't surprise him they'd done just that.
"That would be appreciated."
"Did you get what you needed?" Macey asked, eyeing them all to see if they had any paper bags with them. Or anything else to suggest they might have some waffles hiding. She could do with them after how her day had turned out.
"Yes, though the right kind of sage was difficult to track down," Cam said.
"How many types of sage are there?" Macey could only think of the one people cooked with and all that would come in would be dried or fresh.
"Hundreds," Flint said dramatically.
"What do we even need it for?" she asked.
"To trap the Mahoun's siblings once we have them," Cam answered instantly. "It's not just as easy as luring them to us."
"Of course it isn't." Macey rolled her eyes, hating the complications that always seemed to come with their position as Wardens.
"But with this, we should be able to trap them while we defeat them."
"Will we be able to use it to separate them too?" Plans flew through Macey's mind. If they didn't have to defeat all of them at once, then it could be a deal breaker.
"Potentially," Cam admitted. "But we'll have to plan it carefully or we won't be able to pull it off. Or we'll scare them off."
"They really don't like sage then?"
"No." It was Rónán who spoke this time. "I can't say I'm particularly a fan of it either."
"Why not?" Cam turned to him with a frown on his face. "I didn't think selkies were affected by it."
"Oh, we're not. I just don't like the taste but one of the women who made the bread really loved it, so we had to eat a lot of it as a child."
"That's no fun." Macey thought back to all the things she'd been forced to eat that she didn't like during her childhood. Why did people do that? It seemed cruel.
"It's really not," Rónán replied.
"Okay, enough about what we do and don't like to eat," Jared interrupted. "What do we do now?"
"Sleep," Cam responded.
"I can think of a few better things." Jared winked at Macey and a blush rose to her cheeks at the implications. That would be a good use of their time.
"No." Luc's face said there was no arguing with what he was about to say. "All of us need our strength for tomorrow. It's going to take everything and more to do what you need to."
Macey scowled but didn't say anything, she couldn't when she knew he was right. "Has anyone got hold of Amber and Izban?" she asked them all.
Luc shook his head. "I'm going to get them tomorrow morning. They know we need them but they want one more night of their break together."
Macey nodded. She could understand that. She'd have liked to have spent more time with her men without having to do anything crazy like saving the world, too, but that never seemed to happen. Instead, they had stolen moments of pleasure in a life full of none stop action. At least she had that. From what other people had said, the past Wardens hadn't had that luxury. They'd just been seven humans picked at random and forced to take on the task of saving the world. There hadn't been any romance from what she'd heard either.
"Thank you." She nodded then shifted from side to side. With so many people in the kitchen, she was suddenly feeling rather awkward and out of place. It didn't matter that four of them knew her as intimately as any man could, it was the other one making her feel at odds with herself.
Not for the first time, she found herself wondering where Luc fit into her life and their mission. He wasn't a Warden. Nor had he been with them when they'd defeated the first of the Mahoun's siblings like the others. That, and his infuriating need to be as cryptic as Malan.
"Right, we should all get going," she muttered and turned to leave the kitchen and the awkwardness she was creating in her own mind. "I'm going to go for a swim," she added as an afterthought.
"Can I come with you?" Rónán asked.
She nodded instantly. Swimming would help clear her head and Rónán being there would make it that much more enjoyable. They walked down the corridor, knowing the house would fill the pool with the right kind of water before they even got there. She was starting to get used to the way the house worked and had to admit she loved it.
"Are you okay? You didn't look too comfortable in there?" Rónán placed a hand on her lower back.
She leaned into him, enjoying the reassuring feel of his palm against her.
"Just overwhelmed," she admitted. "Everything seems to be happening at once and I'm not sure what to do with any of that."
"I get that. I felt the same when I first met you. What the six of you are doing is truly amazing and being around you is kind of intimidating. But being a part of that is an honour. Being let into your inner circle, even more so. Thank you for taking a chance on me."
A weak smile played at Macey's lips.
"Macey, a word?"
Her smile disappeared as she turned back to Luc, who'd followed them unnoticed.
"What do you want?" she asked, sounding harsher than she meant to. It wasn't Luc's fault that she didn't know how to feel about him. It wasn't his fault that her emotions were all over the place, not to mention her hormones. That reminded her, wasn't her period due soon? That was going to be fun, being surrounded by four sexy guys while not being able to have as much fun as she wanted to.
"Could we talk for a minute?" Luc asked, his expression serious.
"I really need to swim," Macey complained, but when he saw his face fall even further, she sighed and turned to Rónán. "You go on, I'll be with you in a moment."
The selkie nodded and left them, heading towards the swimming pool that was calling Macey's name.
She faced Luc again. "What's the problem?"
He looked around as if to make sure that nobody was listening in.
"I've been asked to leave."
For a moment, Macey's heart stopped. "What? By whom?"
Had one of her men become jealous? Was there some rivalry going on behind the scenes that she wasn't aware of?
Luc's eyes turned sad. "By my superiors. They are going to assign you a new daimon. I failed their tests."
"Tests?" Macey was confused, her mind racing faster than she could fathom.
He sighed. "I've become too emotionally involved. We're not supposed to do that. We're supposed to guide and advise, but never overstep the line. Even if it only happens in our minds."
He looked so sad that Macey was tempted to reach out to him, but she resisted that urge. He looked like he was barely holding it together already.
"I don't want anyone else," she said softly. "Not that I need a guide, but if I did, I would want it to be you."
He averted his eyes. "And that's precisely why I need to leave and face my punishment."
Macey looked up in alarm. "Wait, what? Punishment? Why?"
"Daimons are trained to have excellent control of their minds and bodies. We cannot be examples and guides without our minds being pure. For us, not only our actions count but also our thoughts. I have had thoughts that go against the rules of my people and for that, I need to be punished."
She could almost feel her heartbreak. He looked so sad, so lost.
"What thoughts?" she asked, although she could imagine. She wanted to hear it from him. She wanted to know whether it had been just her imagination.
"Does it need saying?"
She nodded. "Yes. Unless you can get punished for it even further."
"No, it won't make any difference. But I think you know already."
"Say it," she begged. "Say it and stay."
"I can't," he whispered. "It's wrong."
She grabbed his arms, just about managing to hold in her anger. She wanted to shake him for giving in so easily. For not fighting.
"It's not wrong. Can't you just ignore them? Stop being my guide and just be Luc, my friend?"
"Your friend?" he repeated quietly. "Is that what I am?"
She locked eyes with him, her gaze a challenge. "You tell me."
He blinked but kept his eyes fixed on hers. "I'm not sure. We shouldn't even be having this conversation."
"Tell me," she said again. "Please."
He groaned. "If I wasn't a daimon - your daimon - I'd like to be more than a friend. Much more. But I can't change who I am. I can't change the rules." He broke eye contact and looked at the floor. "I'm going to have to leave, Macey. They will send someone else, someone more experienced who won't succumb to his weakness like I did."
This time, she actually shook him by the shoulders.
"You are not weak, you hear me? This is not a weakness, it's a strength. You're able to help me much more by being my friend. Fuck the rules. I'm not going to let you leave."
His lips quivered into a smirk. "I don't think you're going to be able to stop me."
And just like that, he disappeared into thin air, leaving nothing but his scent.

   
MACEY DIVED into the pool while still dressed. She needed the water. The cool water that was going to calm her mind, her heart. She was close to exploding, her anger bubbling beneath the surface. If she wasn't careful, she was going to break something. Or hurt someone. Luc's superiors, preferably, whoever they were. He'd never even mentioned them until today, but now, he was gone and she wasn't sure if she'd ever get to see him again.
Rónán swam towards her, his chestnut seal fur shimmering in the water. They weren't able to communicate when he was in this form, but he bumped his snout against her hip as if asking what was going on.
She shook her head and undressed, struggling to get out of her wet clothes that were clinging to her body. She didn't want to talk about it. She just wanted to forget and push away the anger that was making it hard to breathe. If Luc was here, he'd tell her to be calm and to think rationally. But he wasn't here. That was the point. He'd left her, just after he told her that he wanted to be more than just her friend. She'd been dreaming of him for a while now, thinking about adding him to her group of men. He would have fit in well. She was sure the others wouldn't mind him either. They'd accepted Rónán, waves, they'd even told her to make him hers.

SHE DIDN'T BOTHER TAKING off her underwear. She shifted, feeling the satisfying rip of the fabric as her body grew and scales covered her skin. Instead of diving right away, she kept her head above the water's surface, enjoying the burn as her gills started to crave oxygen. Rónán bumped into her again.
She closed her eyes and dived to the bottom of the pool. It wasn't quite the same as being at the bottom of a lake, but it was better than nothing. She lay down onto the tiled ground and closed her eyes. The water gently moved against her, a gentle hug that she was grateful for. The antenna on her forehead picked up Rónán's approaching form before she felt him lay down beside her. His seal was almost as big as herself and probably at least as wide. He snuggled against her, his fur touching her scales. He was so much warmer than the water around him and she imagined some of his heat reaching her heart, flowing into the broken pieces of it that Luc's departure had shattered.
They lay there for a long time, their breathing the only movement. In her mind, Macey was replaying the conversation she'd had with Luc. All this time, she'd been wondering about what he was to her. Whether she had feelings about him. Only now that he had gone was she able to admit to herself that there were indeed feelings. Lots of them. So many that it made her want to kill the people who'd taken Luc away from her.
Rónán seemed to notice her agitation and gently rubbed his body against hers. It made Macey calm down a little. It wasn't as if she was alone. She had four amazing men, all of them standing beside her no matter what. Even Rónán, who wasn't actually one of the Wardens. She couldn't put her love for him down to some kind of magic Warden bond. No, it was real, natural attraction, the same she'd now realised she felt for Luc.
Blasting waves. She was an idiot. Why didn't she realise this before? Why was her heart too stupid to understand what it was feeling? She needed to do something. She couldn't just give him up.
Suddenly, defeating a bunch of evil beings didn't seem as much of a priority. Luc was more important.





NINE

  
The library was massive. Though she assumed that was because she needed it to be massive to stand any kind of chance of finding what she needed. The only thing that would help more was an actual way of working out what was stored where but without asking Cam, she had no clue.
"Macey? Are you in here?" Flint called.
"Over here," she replied, not looking up from the book she was flicking through. "Do you know if any of these books have anything about daimon law in them?" she asked him.
"I doubt it, you're looking in the Kenyan mythology section."
"Oh." She hadn't really been looking at what she'd pulled off the shelves, so long as it looked like it might include information on daimons. With her limited knowledge of everything, it was almost impossible to locate which of the books was the right one.
"Try this one." He placed a thin volume in front of her and she finally looked up.
"Thank you."
"Don't thank me yet, it might not have the information you need..."
"It's something at least." She flipped through the pages, looking for any recognisable words or pictures. Just something that made it clear she was looking in the right place.
"Can I get you anything?" Flint asked, rocking back and forth in front of her.
"I don't think so, thank you."
"Macey..."
She looked up sharply, meeting his gaze with a steely one of her own. Fire burned within the pit of her stomach and not in a good way. Especially not when they were stood in a room full of easy kindling. Her men would forgive her a lot but burning down their house would be asking a lot from them.
"He wouldn't want this to consume you. He'd want you to do what you need to and only then try and get him back."
"I doubt he wants me to get him back at all," she said darkly, the fire burning hotter within her. "Otherwise he wouldn't have gone."
Flint sighed and pulled back the chair and sat down opposite her. "That's not how men work, Macey."
"Then they should work that way."
"We don't want the game. Or working out who wants what. All we want is a woman who loves us and shows that. Did you show him?"
She paused, not quite sure how to answer him. In her opinion, she'd been more than clear with her body language. And the fact she hadn't kicked him out of the room more often than not. But if what Flint said was true, then that might not have been enough for Luc. Stupid daimon not just reading her mind and working out how she felt.
"Trust me, Macey. If you go after him before you deal with the Mahoun's siblings, you'll lose him."
"How do I know you're not just saying that because you don't want him to be around anymore?" The fire made her lash out at him despite what she truly wanted and felt but she couldn't focus enough on the ball of anger trick Luc had talked about. She was too mad at him.
Flint chuckled deeply. "Have I ever been the kind of man who gets jealous?"
Macey shook her head vigorously.
"Then what makes you think I'll start now?" He cocked his head to the side, surprisingly calm given what she'd just accused him of.
"I don't know. I can't explain it."
"Dealing with the creatures will be good for you too," Flint told her. "You can get some of the anger inside you out."
"Did Luc tell you to tell me that before he left?" she demanded.
"He didn't need to. We're all aware of your anger, Macey. No matter what, at the moment, it's in the room when you are. We can feel it affecting us all. You need to do something about it. Now."
She wanted to bite back. To tell him he was wrong and let him feel the sharp edge of her tongue, and yet she couldn't. She knew it was wrong even if the anger inside her was in control.
Her eyes widened as a realisation came over her. The anger she was feeling was far more potent than any emotions she'd felt before. Save for one. And that one hadn't exactly been fun to deal with. Could her anger be the same kind of creature as Self-Doubt?
"Macey? Are you okay?"
"Sorry, I was just thinking." She didn't want to tell him the direction her thoughts had taken, not until she knew for sure. "I think you're right about dealing with the Mahoun's siblings first. Though I need to do it alone."
She rose to her feet, not waiting for him to reply and voice the no which was written all over his face. He wasn't very good at hiding his emotions in this case.
"I don't think..."
"I need to do this alone," she insisted, abandoning the books and walking out of the library and heading towards the kitchen where the rest of her men no doubt still were, having their lunch. They needed to know what was going to happen and they needed to accept it. The more time they had to get used to it, the easier that would be.
"You can't," Cam blurted as soon as she walked in.
"That mind to mind communication thing is annoying," she responded.
"You can't do this alone," he tried again.
"I can and I will," she insisted.
"What's going on?" Jared's brows knitted together in confusion. He didn't quite have the same advantage as the other two and that made it all the easier.
"I need to go and place the blood cakes on my own. I'll face the Mahoun's siblings once they emerge."
"Absolutely not," Jared roared. "This needs to be stopped."
"Don't you think I told her that?" Flint defended himself. "She seems to be set on this."
"We can't let her go on her own," Jared countered.
"And why not?" Macey tapped her foot on the ground, trying to keep the anger down within her. If she was right about it, then she didn't want to unleash it before that.
"It's too dangerous..."
"Really? It's too dangerous for someone who can control all seven elements to go up against beings that don't even really exist."
"And last time you went up against one, you nearly died," Rónán put in from the doorway, his hair still wet from the swim they'd taken.
"Which is why I'm not going to this time. I know what I'm doing."
All four of them shut their mouths, clearly not wanting to bring out the worst in her. Frustrated she grunted and stormed out of the room. The house would give her somewhere to prepare when she needed it. If they weren't going to help her then they'd at least stay out of the way until it was time to go.
Reaching an empty room, she slumped down on the bed and rubbed her hands over her face, not quite knowing what she needed to do now. How could she prepare for a battle she had no idea how to win?
A knock sounded at the door and she looked up, preparing to shout at whoever it was and tell them to leave her be. She didn't want to deal with their concerns right now.
"Macey?" Nessie's voice had her pausing. There was no way she could snap at the woman she was only just starting to come to terms with as her mother.
"What?" The word came out softly. Far more than she wanted it to.
"Are you okay?"
Macey sighed. "Have you ever felt like you don't even know who you are anymore?" she whispered.
"Yes," Nessie responded instantly. "Every time I looked at you while you were growing up."
Macey glanced away, unsure how to process that one.
"What's really bothering you, Macey?"
"Everything," she admitted. "Nothing seems to be going to plan. Luc has left me, I think there's a thing inside me that I can't control, and the others are mad at me."
"I doubt they're mad at you. I've seen the way they look at you. They'd follow you to the end of the world and back."
"That's what scares me," she admitted. "They'd follow me into any danger imaginable and I just can't do that to them. Not when it could mean..."
"Don't let that scare you away from them, Macey. They're part of your team. You need to trust in them."
"I trust them, but that's precisely why I think I need to do this on my own. They will try to stop me and I can't let that happen. There's more at stake here than just my life."
Nessie took a sigh and put her hands on Macey's shoulders.
"What is it you think you need to do?"
"I've always been emotional, but recently, there's been this anger thing inside of me. I've tried to control it and I'm getting better at it, but sometimes, I feel like it's more than just an emotion. I've almost killed because of that anger. I drained the Loch. That's not normal, not even with my Warden powers."
Nessie nodded slowly. "So you think it's not actually your anger but something else?"
Macey sighed. "Maybe I'm just looking for excuses for my own bad behaviour. Maybe it really is my anger and Luc was right when he said that I could use it as a tool, as an extra power source. But somehow, I know deep inside that it's not true. That there is more to it. I think there's something living inside of me, like a parasite."
The older kelpie shuddered visibly. "Then we better find out what it is. I really hope we can simply put you on an anger management course and be done with it." She grinned. "Although I do love a good fight."
"Fight?" Macey looked at her cluelessly.
"My dear daughter, you don't think I'd let you go out there on your own? No, if you refuse your men to stand by your side, then I will be the one to help you. And no, you can't protest. Them or me, decide."
Macey swallowed her surprise. She knew her mother was powerful, but she wasn't sure about how powerful exactly. Besides, she didn't want to endanger Nessie, just like she didn't want her men to fight alongside her. No, this was something she had to do on her own. Luckily, she still had a bit of time to figure out a way to get rid of them all. It was only early afternoon and the blood cakes wouldn't work until nightfall, at least that's what she'd read. Midnight was the best time for them to be used, but maybe she could do it before then. If one of the Mahoun's siblings was really living inside of her, it wouldn't have a long way to travel. In fact, she had no idea if it would even leave her body or stay in there.
She shuddered at the thought, but every time she thought about the possibility, she became more and more convinced that one of the evil beings was, in fact, the reason for her anger. She had to coax it out and defeat it. It might be dangerous, it might hurt her. Even kill her. Macey knew that her men would never let her get in that sort of danger. They'd stop her from even beginning the ritual. That's why she couldn't tell them. She'd only told Nessie to get it off her chest, never expecting that her mother would actually consider fighting by her side.
"You," she said, fully intending this not to happen. She was going to find a way to do this by herself. Nobody was going to get hurt. Except for herself, perhaps, but she was willing to take that risk.
It was much easier keeping track of one person rather than four. Hopefully, the guys would back down once she told them that her mother would be accompanying her.
It took forever for Nessie to leave Macey alone. When she finally left the room, Macey took a deep breath of relief. Time to think. Time to come up with a plan. She knew it wasn't going to be as easy as simply to tell the anger entity to go away. She was going to have to fight. She thought back to her very first battle with one of the Mahoun's siblings. Self-doubt. She'd almost died, but this time, she was better prepared. She knew what she was facing. Her magic was stronger. She'd practised all seven kinds of magic she had access to. And she was more confident in her own abilities as well. Now that she thought of it, things didn't look as bleak as they had before. She could do this. The blood cakes were ready, she was in the right mindset, now all that had to happen was for evening to arrive. There was nothing she could do about that.
She pulled out the book she'd taken from the library. Yes, Flint had said that she shouldn't occupy her mind with Luc right now, but she had time. If she found a way to get the daimon back, she'd feel better and that would help in the battle, right?
She opened the book - and realised that she couldn't read a single word. It was written in a foreign language she couldn't even identify, let alone make sense of. The letters didn't look like anything she'd ever seen before.
Fucking waves. Had Flint known this when he handed her the book? She jumped off the bed and prowled out of the room. There was going to be one very dead wraith.
She felt the anger bubbling up in her but she didn't care. She'd thought she might have a chance of learning more about Luc's culture, about how to get him back, but it had all just been a practical joke. Flint was going to burn.
She ran towards the kitchen, where she'd seen most of the men earlier. The room lay abandoned. She roared in fury when nobody was there who she could let out her anger on. Instead, she used her wind magic to bang all the cabinets open. Plates and glasses were thrown out of it and against the walls, showering the room in shards. The sound of shattering crockery only made her even more furious. Why did these things break so easily? She was running out of things to smash.
"What the fuck are you doing?" Cam shouted from behind her. "What's happened?"
She didn't turn to him but directed a few kitchen knives in his direction. She was almost disappointed when he easily deflected them with his magic.
"Macey! Why are you destroying our kitchen?"
"Get me Flint," she seethed.
"Not if you're going to kill him. You need to calm the hell down."
"I will not," she spat. "He betrayed me."
A white-hot stab of pain lanced through her and she screamed in pain. This was almost as bad as when the Voice had spoken inside her head. She clutched her hands to her head and shook it back and forth, trying to remove all traces of the pain she was feeling. No way could she deal with this. Why was it happening? She needed to get on her way and face off against the rest of the Mahoun's siblings. Crumpling into a heap of pain on the floor wasn't part of that plan. Nor should it be.
"Macey?"
She wasn't sure who it was that said her name. He sounded familiar, comforting almost, but she couldn't put a name to him. Images flashed through her mind as she tried to work out who he was.
The scent of salt filled the air and the taste of it coated her tongue as the distant sound of waves crashing against the shore reached her ears. Macey frowned, unable to do more than that. She was too focused on the pain, though the sea was starting to chase it away and she could only sense the dim prickle of discomfort at the edge of her thoughts.
Moonlight streamed through her mind and she tried to look around, reaching for the answers she knew where around and yet just out of reach.
What did the sea have to do with anything? Only one of her men came from the sea and she doubted Rónán had anything to do with this. He was the least clued in on what had to happen with the Wardens. Probably even less so than she was.
Macey's eyes fluttered closed and when she opened them again, she found herself stood in the sand with tiny waves of water licking at her feet, tickling her toes. The whole atmosphere was surprisingly peaceful. She didn't think she'd felt like this at all for so long. It had been all go, all of the time.
"Macey?"
She spun around, sure she must be dreaming if she was hearing his voice.
"Luc?" Her eyes widened as she took him in. It really was him, with his strong features and the large black wings arching up from his back in elegant sweeps.
"What are you doing here?" He frowned, as if unsure what to make of the situation.
"I'm not sure. I was hoping you'd tell me," she replied. "You brought me here."
He shook his head. "I can't bring anyone anywhere." He turned around slowly.
Macey gasped, horror filling her as she took in the heavy chains linking Lucien's wings together. If he couldn't fly, he didn't have any freedom. How could anyone do that to him?
"What happened?"
"It's part of my punishment. It's only temporary while they work out what to do with me."
"They're going to do more?" Anger should have flared within her and yet it didn't. At first, she felt a sense of loss but it was swiftly followed by an overwhelming feeling of freedom. She hadn't realised just how much it had been weighing her down. But then, why didn't she feel it now? Nothing had changed except the slight pain in the corners of her mind.
"Of course they're going to do more. My kind can't get away with doing what I did."
"And what did you do?" she asked. "Are you ready to tell me?"
"I think you know, Macey."
The air between them filled with promise. They both knew the answer to her question but neither of them were willing to say it out loud quite yet. She couldn't explain why.
"Where are we?" she asked instead.
"In my mind," he responded with a shrug. "Each daimon has the ability to create their own world. A place they can be at peace and escape from the pressures of the world. Sometimes, our jobs get too much or even too boring when we haven't found our charge yet. So we create worlds in between."
"Like the house?"
Luc frowned. "In some ways, I guess. In others, not at all. We're not really here, Macey. I'm not even sure you're here at all either. You certainly shouldn't be. There's no way for you to get here."
"I assure you, I'm as here as you are." As the words slipped out, she realised she had no idea if he was real here or not. "But I have no way of knowing just how true that is." She sighed and rubbed a hand over her face.
"Is there something I can do to prove this is real?"
She thought for a moment, the prickles around the edges of her mind reminding her of why she'd ended up here in the first place. "Flint gave me a book about your people. How do I read it?"
Luc frowned. "Why do you want it?"
"To find a way to free you," she answered instantly. "You've done nothing more than help me since the moment we met. I want to repay that debt."
"Macey..."
"Please."
"You should be focusing on the task you need to."
"And I will, once I know there's a way I can get you back with us. We need you, Luc. You know things about the world the rest of us don't. Even Cam's knowledge pales in comparison to yours. We need that support. We need you."
"We?"
"I," she corrected herself, choking back the emotions growing within her. "I need you. Just as I need the others."
A slow smile spread over Luc's face as he processed what she was saying. "I hoped as much. Come closer, Macey."
She closed the gap between them, her feet sinking into the soft sand as she moved. As romantic as the beach sounded in her head, it wasn't the most practical of places for a moment like this.
"I'm going to give you some of my knowledge. Please forgive me for how I must do it."
She nodded. "Always."
He cupped her cheek in his hand, smoothing his thumb over the soft skin and staring into her eyes. "I've wanted to do this since the moment we met. Please don't hold it against me when you wake up."
Without waiting for her to respond, he leaned in and pressed his lips against hers. She kissed him back instantly, loving the feel of his body pressed against hers. She wouldn't lie to herself, she'd thought about this too many times for the kiss to warrant forgiveness.
Just like he'd said it would, knowledge flowed into her, lighting up her mind and removing some of the pain she'd been feeling. Images of strange symbols and letters flashed in front of her eyes, but she ignored them in favour of focusing on the taste of Luc's lips against hers and his strong arm around her waist.
They broke apart, both breathing heavily as they looked into one another's eyes.
"You need to go now, Macey. But I have faith in you. You can do this."
"Thank you." She reached up and traced his face with her fingers. "I'll come back for you," she vowed.
"There's only one way you can do that." Sadness tinged his voice. "But I think it's unlikely to happen. You'll know for sure once you've read the book. You might get certain markings if its possible. If not..." He looked away, unable to finish his thought.
"I'll come back for you," she repeated. "Always."
He opened his mouth to respond but no sound came out as he was ripped away from her, disappearing into nothingness in front of her eyes.
"NO!" she screamed, opening her hands and trying to grab hold of him once more. Why did he have to go again? Why?
Bright lights flashed through her mind again followed by the sharp pains she'd experienced before. She fought against them blindly, knowing it would mean the end of any chance of seeing Luc. She hated being parted like that.
"Macey?" Cam's voice cut through the thrashing and slowly she opened her eyes again.
The four of them were crowded around her, each looking more concerned than the last.
"The book," she croaked. "Please pass me the book?"
They exchanged confused glances, probably due to the crazy about turn she'd just done. They should be happy she no longer wanted to kill Flint. That was a win for him.
"Here." Jared passed it to her and she sat up, eager to pursue it.
Rónán sucked in a deep breath behind her and she craned her head around to look at him. "You okay?"
"Macey..."
The other men moved around so they could see what he was looking at, each of their eyes conveying shock at whatever it was they'd noticed.
"What? What is it?"
Rónán cleared his throat. "You seem to have wings."





TEN

  
She'd never planned to get tattooed back when she was living in the Loch. It wasn't something that was done. Even when she moved to land, she'd found the idea of letting herself be stung by a little needle thousands of times thoroughly unappealing. Now, however, she had eight tattoos. Eight! And not a single one of them had asked whether she wanted it on her skin. Not that she minded that much. They didn't look bad, on the contrary. She turned from side to side, inspecting her latest addition. Wings. Black, feathery, beautiful wings that were carved onto her shoulder blades. They almost looked as if they were about to break out from under her skin and make her fly high into the air. They were so lifelike! Had Luc known that this was going to happen? He'd said something about a marking but if he'd know it would be massive angel wings, he would surely have warned her, right?
She contorted her arms over her shoulders, trying to run her hands over the tattoo. The skin wasn't raised where the colour was lingering beneath her skin, but she did feel a slight tingle in her fingertips as she brushed over the marking.
"It's beautiful," Cam said from behind her. "Really stunning."
"But why is his symbol the biggest?" Jared complained. "He's not even a Warden."
Macey suppressed a smile. In a way, she was glad Luc's mark was different from that of the Wardens. It meant he wasn't part of the whole Warden business. Otherwise, they'd have a problem. The prophecies only ever spoke of seven Wardens, not eight. Luc wasn't one of them, but that didn't mean he couldn't become part of her men, just like Rónán had. Macey was making her own rules and she was going to love whoever she wanted.
She turned, realising belatedly that she'd taken off her shirt and that all of her men were now staring at her breasts. Oh well, it wasn't like they'd never seen them before. Jared stepped forward, his eyes shimmering with desire. His incubus drew her in, making her walk into his arms. The pull was strong and she didn't even try to resist it. Why would she? They still had time until nightfall and the moment she'd have to face the Mahoun's siblings.
Or not.
She only now realised that the only light in the room was coming from the bright ceiling lamp above her. The curtains were drawn, just like the house always did automatically once it became dark outside.
"How long was I out earlier?" she asked before Jared could kiss her.
"Too bloody long," Flint muttered.
"A while," Cam replied more helpfully. "An hour maybe? Ninety minutes?"
Fuck. That meant time was running out. If she wanted to face the evil beings on her own, she'd need to get rid of her men and fast. And then evade Nessie as well. She was going to do this by herself. Question was, how to do it without burning any bridges?
"I've got the book here," Rónán said, "but I assume you might have some other entertainment in mind right now?"
Her face was pressed against Jared's hot chest, but she could hear the wink in the selkie's voice.
The book! That was her answer. With a pang of regret, she pushed Jared away, leaving the incubus staring down at her in disappointment. His pupils were dilated and she'd be able to feel his hardness just before she broke the embrace. Damn. Why did she have to be so responsible?
"I need to read this first, sorry," she said, regret lacing her voice. "And Luc said I'd need to be alone for it."
"Why?" Cam asked and she hoped he wasn't being suspicious.
"Only I understand the language the book is written in, but it might not translate for me if others are watching." She made the lie up as she went along, but she felt bad for it. She didn't like deceiving her men. Sadly, it was necessary. She was saving the world, after all.
Jared stormed out of the room, but she knew he wasn't angry. He was just trying to control his incubus, which was always easier by putting some distance in between himself and temptation. Which, usually, was Macey.
The others left, with Cam giving her another strange look. She cringed once he shut the door behind him. She was going to make it up to them. Soon. After this battle was over. Hopefully, they'd have a bit of a break then. And more waffles.
She sat down on the bed and put on her shirt again which she'd thrown there earlier. Before she let the fabric fall over her naked back, she took one last look at her wing tattoos. They were gorgeous. While the other ones were pretty, they were more functional than decorative. Luc's though was made to look amazing.
She opened the book and flicked through the pages until she found the table of contents, which was set in the middle of the book for some reason. Daimons had a weird way of structuring their books, apparently. Or maybe it was just this one. If she was lucky, this was the first and only time she'd have to study daimon society and politics.
She gave herself half an hour before she needed to leave the room and ready the blood cakes. By then, the guys would hopefully be relaxing in the games room as they often did in the evening, and she could sneak outside.
She wasn't surprised that she was able to read the book now. The text almost looked as if it was written in English, and only a strange occasional shimmer across the letters betrayed that perception.
The first few chapters were about daimons in general, where they came from, what their purpose was. It sounded fascinating, but she was in a hurry, so she skipped them and flicked to chapter five, A Daimon Guardian's Responsibilities. That sounded like just the knowledge she needed.
Half an hour later, Macey threw the book across the room. She'd learned nothing. Not a single helpful thing. Of course, she'd read a lot about daimons, but there was nothing that would help her free Luc. She still had two chapters to go, but now it was time to get the cakes and kill a few monsters. She walked to the wardrobe and wasn't amazed in the slightest when it was filled with her clothes, even though this wasn’t her room. Once again, the house was providing for her.
She put on some comfortable but thick jeans, a leather coat and boots without heels. She may have to run tonight, so she wanted to be prepared. She hoped she looked as badass as she felt. A warrior on the way to battle.
Seeing how the house had rearranged her wardrobe, she had an idea.
"House, could you transport the blood cakes from the kitchen into this room?" she asked with a pleasant smile. She didn't know if the house could see her, after all, and she wanted to be polite.
A second later, a plate appeared on the bed, filled with all the blood cakes they'd made. There were about thirty of them, all slightly bigger than muffins. Great, that meant she didn't have to sneak through the house and risk detection. The next task was going to be hiding the cakes all around the outside of the building. She doubted the house itself could help with that. So far, all it had done had been inside the house, not in the misty garden.
She stuffed the blood cakes in her coat pockets, trying to ignore that she was touching cakes made from blood, both her own and that of her men. She wasn't squeamish, but still...
Macey didn't even try and walk out of the house. Instead, she opened the window and climbed out of it, lightly dropping onto the grass outside. Thank the waves she'd randomly run into a room on the ground floor.
It was dark, but the strange mist surrounding her gave a little bit of light. She used some of her kelpie magic to improve her vision as well, just to be sure. She didn't want to miss any enemies in the darkness.
Staying out of sight from the windows, she began to walk around the house, dropping a blood cake every few feet. She wasn't quite sure if this was the right way to do it, but there was nobody to tell her otherwise. Hopefully, the creatures would smell them and come to her. Most importantly, though, she hoped that the anger within herself would come out as well. If it really was one of the Mahoun's siblings and not just her own emotion. If that was the case, she'd need the help of Luc soon to help her manage her anger. Once she was done here and returned to the useless daimon book, she was sure she was going to get very angry once more.
When she had dropped all her blood cakes, she stood in front of the main door, where the light was the brightest. Warily, she kept glancing all around her. Not just for the monsters, but also for her men. Hopefully, they'd not realised what she'd done yet.
A change in the mist's smell was the first sign that something was happening. It no longer smelled faintly of aniseed, but of something rank and rotten. Yuck.





ELEVEN

  
Macey breathed in and out slowly, trying not to let fear take over. If she did that, her anger would probably retreat rather than come out to join the party. The mist had thickened but she could still make out two dark shapes moving towards her in the mist. The Mahoun's siblings were calling for her, she just wasn't quite ready to answer yet.
The anger deep inside her started to struggle against its bounds, trying to escape the confines within her. Macey's eyes widened as she truly understood what that meant. She'd been right. The anger wasn't hers, she'd been infected and had turned against everyone she knew in the process.
She'd made a terrible mistake, she just hoped her men would be able to forgive her, she didn't want this to come between them.
"Leave me," she whispered, clutching her stomach as pain ripped through her. She really needed to work out how to increase her pain tolerance. At the moment she was getting hurt a little too often for her liking and it was starting to take its toll.
A scream ripped from her throat, aggravating it even more after her cries from earlier. If they didn't get a chance to have a rest after this, she was going to do something stupid. Though she had no idea what that was. It wasn't like she could dramatically resign from being a Warden, no matter how enticing that prospect sounded.
A ripping sound filled the air, filling Macey with fear. It wasn't until a few moments later she realised it was coming from her as pain in her midriff ripped through her. She clutched her stomach, trying to fight against the intensity of the sensation. What was happening?
The urge to shift crept up on her and it was all she could do to push it back down. She couldn't shift. Her kelpie form couldn't breathe on land. If she gave in to the feeling there was no doubt she'd die and she wasn't ready for that. She had so much left to do, including rescuing Luc from whatever fate was being forced upon him. She hated that all this was happening because of her.
"Ah!" she screamed out as another tearing sound filled the air and a stab through her stomach grabbed her attention.
No, no, no, this couldn't be happening. The words kept spinning around in her head. She had too much she wanted to do still, she wasn't ready to give up.
All she had to do was convince herself the pain wasn't real.
Another scream ripped from her throat.
"Macey!" Cam called.
"NO! Stay back!" She held up her hands and shook her head. She didn't want them to come any closer, she didn't want them to move into danger, she couldn't stand it if they were hurt because of her. Not again. Flint had already nearly lost his life. Jared too. Luc had lost his freedom. Rónán could never go home...
Tears started to stream down her face as she thought about them all in danger. This couldn't be happening.
Another slice of pain ripped through her stomach and she collapsed to her knees, clutching her stomach. Wetness met her touch. Confused, she lifted her hand and hovered it in front of her face. Dark red liquid coated her fingers and it took her longer than she'd have liked to realise what it was.
Tears fell faster. She didn't know what to do. How she could stop this. Another tear ripped through the air. She was dimly aware of her men moving towards her but she couldn't find the words to send them away. She needed them too much.
At least she wasn't as angry anymore. A bitter laugh escaped from her lips. She was getting rid of the parasite inside her like she'd wanted to, just not in the way she'd wanted.
Macey's head began to swim as she lost focus. The shirt bunched around her waist was starting to feel slicker, as if even more blood was escaping from her. There was a good chance she wouldn't survive this, but if that was the case then she had to make this count. Not knowing what else to do, she removed her hands from her stomach and reached them up into the air, towards the black creatures that she somehow just knew were still coming towards them all at an alarming rate.
She reached inside herself, searching for the magic she knew was there. She would control all seven elements and defeat the two creatures here, whether it was the last thing she did or not. And it probably would be.
Taking in a deep breath, she tried to sit up straight, waving her hand at the men so they didn't come and help her. They were safer in the house and not potentially caught up in what she was about to unleash. She knew she only had one shot at this, with the amount of blood she was losing and the amount of power she needed, she'd be down to her last breath before this ended.
Magic crackled around her fingertips as she screwed up her face in concentration, trying to ignore the pain in her stomach.
"Please, please, work," she whispered to herself, desperate for this to make a difference.
She pulled on all the power she had as quickly as possible, unleashing it into the sky and begging it not to hurt the people she loved. Her eyes fluttered shut as she poured the magic into the sky, lighting the mist in a way she was sure was beautiful to anyone watching. That couldn't be her though. She was fading faster than she'd like.
Hoping her magic had done what she needed it to, she let the rest of her strength drain away and collapsed into a heap. She was dimly aware of curling up around her bleeding stomach, trying to hold it all in and failing miserably.
This was it. The end. There was no coming back from this. She just wished it hadn't meant having to leave her men behind.

   
"OH, Macey. I'd hoped you wouldn't figure it out."
Slowly, she opened her eyes. Was this heaven? It sure looked like it. Waves, pristine sand, a clear blue sky. But it also seemed familiar somehow. If only her mind wasn't so foggy, then she could probably remember.
"I should never have given you the skill to read that book. I knew it was selfish yet I did it anyway. Can you forgive me?"
A hand gently stroked her cheek and she looked up into Luc's sad, worried face. Now it all came back to her. This beach, the sea, it was Luc's mind! Where she'd only been a few hours ago. How could she forget!
"Luc?" she muttered, a stabbing pain in her stomach stopping her from speaking.
Oh yes, she'd forgotten about that bit too. About anger climbing out of her belly, quite literally. She'd seen a human film once where something similar had happened, but she'd always thought it was a little far-fetched. Not anymore.
"You silly, silly kelpie," he whispered, "you should know that I am very angry with you."
She stared at him in confusion.
"But I am also grateful," he added, making her even more confused. He was grateful that she got killed? If she was dead, she hadn't quite decided that one yet. She didn't feel dead, but how was she supposed to know what it actually felt like? She didn't have any experience with being dead.
"What are you on about?" she asked despite the pain in her stomach.
"You sacrificed yourself for me! I'd hoped you wouldn't realise that this was the only way to get me back. When the Elders saw that you were close to death, they allowed me to step in, since they didn't have anyone else to do it. You're lucky that they hadn't chosen a successor for me yet."
Oh no. He thought she'd done this for him. Well, she probably would have if she'd actually figured out that this was how to keep Luc, but she hadn't. She'd never had the time to finish reading the book. Now she was stuck. Was she supposed to tell him? Burst his bubble? Admit that she only got killed because she misjudged how deep the anger monster was rooted within her?
"Am I dead?" she asked instead, deciding that knowing her state of life was most important just now.
"Yes and no," Luc said with a sad smile. "You died, but I have the power to bring you back. Right now, you're safe here in my mind. When you're ready, we can return to the moment of your death and make sure that you survive."
"You can do that?"
Awe filled her at the thought of Luc being able to actually resurrect her.
"Tricks of the trade," he replied, the smile still not quite reaching his eyes. "I will be able to appear a few seconds before you die and make sure that you don't. It's not risk-free, but I'm sure it's going to work."
That made Macey sit up, although she sank back onto the soft ground moments later, holding her pounding stomach.
"Why does it hurt when I'm in your mind?" she whimpered.
"Because your body is dying. We need to get you back there faster than I would like."
She frowned. "Why's that?"
In response, he leaned down and pressed his lips onto her forehead. Not where she really wanted to feel them.
"Because I would have liked to spend some time with you," he whispered, his breath hot against her skin.
He kissed her between her eyebrows.
"To show you..."
Another kiss, this time on the ridge of her nose.
"...how much..."
On the tip of her nose.
"...I've wanted..."
Her chin, just below her lower lip.
"...do this."
He kissed her on the lips, finally. It was clear that he was trying to be gentle with her, but after a short breathless moment, he lost that restraint and began to kiss her passionately, his lips hard against hers.
She returned the kiss, but she didn't have the energy to wrap her arms around him like she wanted to. Her strength was waning quickly and she knew that she wasn't going to last long. Best to enjoy this moment while it lasted.
She drank up his kiss as if she was starving. She'd dreamed of this moment, she'd pictured it, and she'd had a tiny taste of it once before, but it was so much more than she could have imagined. He was full of heat and fire, the way he cupped her face, the way his lips claimed hers. She didn't want it to end.
When he pulled back, she gasped, breathless from both the kiss and the pain.
"This is but a preview of what's to come," he promised. "But first we need to get you back onto your feet and deal with the battle that's currently raging around you."
"Battle?" she asked, confused. He'd not mentioned that before now.
He grinned a little sheepishly. "I may have forgotten to tell you. They're fighting, slaughtering all the creatures that are being attracted by the blood cakes. They think you're dead, so they're raging with lust for revenge. When you wake up, try not to make any sound. We don't want to draw any attention to you while I try and heal you."
She raised an eyebrow. "Try?"
He shrugged, sitting up from his crouched position. "I told you there are risks. As your daimon, I have been given the power to save you from death before it happens, but there can always be complications. If someone stops me while I heal you, if someone kills me before I can complete the process, then we might both die."
She looked at him for a moment, then nodded. "I guess I have nothing to lose."
"That's the spirit. Now close your eyes and think of Scotland."





TWELVE

  
Cold.
So so cold.
She didn't think she'd ever been so frozen and that said something. She lived underwater. In Scotland. It was always cold.
Her mind wouldn't focus on anything other than the temperature. Why couldn't she get it to work? She was sure there was something important she needed to remember but she couldn't work out what it was. She needed to though. Of that she was sure. How did she get to this stage? What was even going on?
Loud noises crashed around her. Was that fire crackling through the air and warming her face? That made no sense. How was there fire underwater?
Taking a deep breath she realised she wasn't underwater at all. She was in her human form. But why? Had she left the Loch? What was going on there? And why couldn't she make all of this make sense?
"Just hold on, Macey. Keep quiet and I'll have you fixed in no time," a familiar voice whispered.
Who did it belong to? With every second there seemed to be more questions raised than she liked.
Warm hands pressed against her stomach, sending lances of pain through her. Whatever had happened to her, it hurt like crazy. A calm soothing balm flowed over her, sending her into a trance-like state. The pressure on her stomach stayed the same but the pain lessened a little, giving her a moment of clarity in the haze.
Slowly, things came back into focus and the memories came flooding back. Excitement rose within her as the pain faded away. Luc would be waiting for her when she was ready to open her eyes. So would her other men. But she needed to do something to help them. They weren't going to survive without them all working together, especially not without Izban and Amber.
Her mind seemed clearer already, which she was unbelievably grateful for. Whatever Luc was doing it must have been working.
A sense of peace settled through her and the pain disappeared completely from her stomach. Slowly, and not wanting to jinx what was happening, she opened her eyes and looked up, relieved to meet the adoring eyes of her daimon.
"Welcome back to the land of the living," he whispered, trailing a bloody finger down her cheek. At this point, she didn't even care about that. with all the pain and mess from the injury, a little blood on her cheek wasn't an issue.
"I should be saying that to you too," she croaked back.
He smiled. "You ready to stand?"
Thinking about it for a moment, she tried to assess the damage that had been done. While the pain had pretty much disappeared, her body was the kind of tired she recognised as magical exhaustion. It had a unique tinge to it that she'd never felt as the result of anything else before.
Eventually, she nodded. "Yes. We need to get this over with." Her voice came out as nothing more than a whisper, she didn't think she was capable of much more.
"You're going to need to perform more magic once you're standing," Luc warned her.
"I'm not sure I have it in me." She grimaced as she took his arm, hoping this could be over quickly. "Did my initial blast not do much damage?"
"It did enough to get things started but there's still plenty to do."
She nodded and leaned against his chest, surveying what was happening around her. Each of her men was battling the Mahoun's siblings. There were four in total but she couldn't really tell them apart, or even which one had been living inside her. It was probably best she didn't know after all.
Flint fell to the ground and something protective rose up within Macey, desperate to protect him. She lifted her hand and sent out a ball of lightning infused water towards the black ball creature.
It squealed as the magic hit and stumbled backwards. If a dark blob could stumble that was. She didn't have the time to focus on anything like that right at this moment, not when it could result in one of her other men being hurt in the process.
Flint glanced back in her direction, his eyes meeting hers and relief flooding through him. She gave him a weak smile, hoping that would be enough to reassure him she was fine. She didn't want to worry him too much at this stage. They had too much they needed to do for that.
He summoned a flaming baton and held it out towards the creature in front of him. Macey nodded, satisfied he would be alright for the moment.
Turning in the opposite direction, she found Rónán and Cam working together on one of the other creatures. She frowned, she hadn't even realised Rónán had enough magic for this, but he was spurting water into the air while Cam turned it into a weapon using his wind. It was certainly something to behold.
Deciding they were doing fine on their own, she turned again to find Jared squaring off against two of the creatures at the same time. Panic filled her. None of them should be taking on two of the creatures on their own. Though it did beg the question of where Nessie had got to. She'd supposed to have been helping Macey and yet was nowhere to be found. Then again, she supposed she hadn't told the older kelpie she was going outside in the first place.
One of the dark creatures knocked Jared down. Macey screamed without intending to, drawing the attention of all four of the creatures to her.
Oops.
That hadn't been intentional but at least it meant all of her men were safe. Well, except for Luc who had the disadvantage of being the one stood next to her.
She reached for his hand, squeezing it tightly and seeking the reassurance she was certain he could give her. This wasn't quite how she'd intended to reveal to her men she was alive.
As tired as she was, magic bubbled just beneath the surface of her skin, ready to be unleashed upon the Mahoun's siblings. She just hoped she had enough to truly finish them off this time. If not, she might end up with another one of them inside her.
"You may have to help me stand upright," she whispered to Luc. "I'll be needing all my strength for my magic."
"Don't worry, I've got you," the daimon replied, tightening his grip around her waist. Gratefully, she let him take more of her weight, focusing on her magic.
The four creatures were moving towards her, black energy sparking all around them. They hadn't attacked yet, they were just floating closer. Were they trying to get inside her again? Was that their aim? Or did they have something even more sinister planned?
"Who are you?" she shouted, mainly to buy herself time.
"Anger."
"Self-Pity."
"Jealousy."
"Darkness."
She couldn't make out which black blob had said what. Their voices were in her head rather than coming from them directly. Rather than being entities people believed in like the Mahoun had been, these were all feelings. Well, except for darkness. But that one made sense for once. People all over the world were scared of darkness. The dark held something mysterious, dangerous, frightening.
She'd asked them so she could decide on which one to focus, but they all seemed equally bad. That meant she was simply going to have to fight them all at once and hope that her men were going to choose one each to help her.
She readied her magic, forming four perfect lightning bolts, then rammed them into each of the blobs, adding some water at the very last moment. All of them screeched, but they kept coming forward, despite the smoke rising from their glutenous bodies.
Her men were shouting in the distance, but she couldn't hear it. She was having a hard time keeping her legs from buckling. Her next attempt to stop the creatures was a wall of ice. Izban would have been proud of her. It was at least a foot thick and slowly began to curve around the blobs. Her aim was to enshrine them into an ice dome, but she felt her magic declining to a trickle. It wasn't going to be enough. She sighed and let go of her brilliant plan. Instead, she summoned some strong wind and shattered the wall, raining sharp shards onto the creatures. They screamed in an unearthly, eardrum shattering way. Macey was tempted to blast them with even more wind just to make those screams stop.
The guys had finally reached the blobs and began to attack one each, perfectly coordinating their assault. Macey knew she had to keep the creatures' attention focused on her so that her men would be less of a target. If only she wasn't so tired. All she wanted to do was sleep.
"I've got you," Luc whispered from behind her. "You're doing great."
She wasn't so sure about that. All four of the blobs were still alive and none of them looked like they were about to die. She needed a new strategy. Instead of attacking all four at once, she was going to have to focus on one. Hopefully, her men were going to be able to deal with the others. She knew they all had strong magic, but she was also aware that she was far stronger than them, with the magic of all seven elements living inside of her.
"Let me try something," Luc suddenly said. One of his hands left her hip and reappeared on her chest a second later, right between her boobs. Was this really the time and place? As much as she loved him, having wild sex on a battlefield while the battle was still raging wasn't a good idea.
Before she could say something, warmth flowed into her from where Luc was touching her. Strange, beautiful warmth that went straight into her heart. Magic. Energy. Just what she needed. She didn't hesitate and used this new energy to create the biggest attack yet.
She flung three lances of fire at the blob on the right, followed by a lightning bolt from above and a barrage of stones from all sides. To top it off, she added wind that squeezed from two sides.
Her legs buckled at the same time as the blob exploded into a thousand slimy pieces. Her men cheered loudly, still fighting the other three creatures, but Macey's vision was flickering, the edges going dark. She wasn't going to be able to stay conscious for long.
"What the bloody waves are you doing?"
Nessie! Macey had never been happier to hear the old kelpie's voice. A massive wave appeared out of thin air and crashed into the blobs, miraculously leaving her men dry.
"Explain," Nessie said sharply, turning to her daughter. "Why didn't you invite me? It seems I've missed half the fun."
Her eyes were twinkling with excitement.
Macey smiled weakly. "Didn't have a chance," she muttered, which was kind of the truth.
"We're going to talk about this later," Nessie announced. "But first, let's kill those bastards."
She flung her hands into the air and conjured more water magic. Macey had never seen her mother in action, but now she realised why people were afraid of her. It wasn't just her sharp tongue and wit, but her magical power as well. No wonder Macey had such strong magic. It was in her genes.
"Keep them busy, I'll kill the one on the left," she called to her mother, who nodded while giggling as she drenched all three blobs in icy water. They were no longer advancing, but busy defending themselves with cracks of black lightning. None of the guys seemed injured, but Jared's movements were beginning to slow. The incubus's earth magic always used a lot of energy; it was much harder for him to only use small amounts of his magic. The others had a clear advantage there, but Rónán was already fighting on Jared's side.
Macey pulled her gaze off her men and concentrated on the blob on the left. It was trying to evade Nessie's water attacks by swerving to the side. That made it easier for Macey to target it directly without wasting energy on hitting the other creatures as well. She drew on her anger and was surprised when there was none. Of course, she shouldn't have been, after all, the anger had very painfully crawled out of her body. But she was feeling angry, right? Angry at the blobs for attacking her men. For putting them all in danger. For threatening the peace of the world she was supposed to protect. Yes, there was anger in her, but it wasn't nearly enough to fuel her magic. She was stunned. All this time she'd thought she had an anger problem but now, it was so much less than she'd expected. She was going to have to celebrate that. After the battle. Not now.
This time, she opted for some air magic. She compressed the air around the blob, making it heavy and lethal. Like two prongs, she squeezed the creature from four sides, fighting its resistance with even more air and wind magic. It tried to escape her grip, but she didn't let go, despite the darkness creeping around the edge of her vision. This was probably going to be the last blob she was able to defeat, even with Luc's boost of magic, but hopefully, the others would be able to deal with the remaining two without her help.
Now that the blob was trapped, she threw lightning from above and fire from below at it. It exploded, although this time, the blast was contained within her air prison.
She was getting the hang of it! She smiled and turned around, looking at Luc.
"I think you're going to need to catch me," she whispered, before sinking to the ground, gently held by her daimon.
"Don't worry, we've got this," he muttered, stroking her cheek. "When you wake up, everything will be sorted."
She smiled and let the darkness take her.





THIRTEEN

  
This was getting old. The same white sands, the same beautiful wild waves. She was back in Luc's mind. This time, being here didn't hurt at all. On the contrary, she felt warm and relaxed.
"What am I doing here?" she asked, slowly sitting up.
"Taking a break."
Luc was lying in the sand by her side, his arms crossed beneath his head, his wings spread wide, the tips of his right one touching Macey's shoulder. He was gorgeous.
He turned onto his side and looked her straight in the eyes. "I wanted some privacy and the others agreed that this was the best way to do it. Your body is still exhausted, but your mind isn't."
Heat pooled low in her belly as he stared into his eyes. "And they're okay with..."
"Yes. You know they are."
She nodded. She did know that, but she didn't want to do anything without knowing if he was aware of the situation too. "Are you alright with it too?" she asked after a moment.
A smug smile crossed Luc's face before he leaned in and kissed her gently on the lips. It wasn't a kiss full of passion, it was so much more. Something that spoke of feelings a lot deeper than either of them were probably able to admit aloud at that point.
She grasped hold of his shirt, pulling him closer to her with all the strength she could muster. Their kiss deepened as a result and she moaned into his mouth, eager for him to take even more than that from her. She'd give it willingly, there was no doubt about that.
"Off," she grunted, pushing at the stiff leather of his coat.
Luc chuckled. "Oh, Macey. There are so many easier ways." He blinked a couple of times and within moments, their clothes had disappeared.
"How?" she gasped.
"We're in my mind, Macey. I could make a banana sprout wings and a clown wig while singing the national anthem if I wanted to."
"The national anthem of where?" she retorted.
"Anywhere you want. But are you really going to go down this path when the alternative is to have me naked next to you?"
A blush rose to her cheeks. In her distraction, she hadn't taken in as much of Luc as she should have done. His sculpted abs were a sight to behold but what really had her eyes widening was much, much, lower. His cock was bigger than Jared's, she hadn't even thought that possible. At least with all the practice she'd had with her other men, she wouldn't have any problems with him fitting inside her. At least, she hoped she wouldn't.
"Like what you see?" Luc quirked an eyebrow.
"Is it like that in real life?"
"Yes. Or maybe a little bigger. We always tend to be hard on ourselves in our minds." He shrugged as if it wasn't important.
"You can be hard on me in your mind too," she suggested, reaching down and taking his cock in her hand.
He moaned, tipping his head back and urging her onwards with a gentle thrust.
Luc reached over and trailed a finger along her collarbone, tracing her skin as if it was made of the most exquisite patterns imaginable.
Macey arched off the sand, pushing herself towards him, hoping he'd take the hint and touch her more. He obliged and it was all she could do to remember to move her hand against his cock. Even if his deep moans urged her on in that case.
"Are you sure you want to do this?" he murmured against her ear.
"Yes," she responded instantly. "Please."
"You know it counts even if we're just in my mind?"
She nodded. She hadn't imagined it wouldn't count. If he was there and she was there then it was a beautiful moment between the two of them, even if it wasn't their bodies touching. She'd been around this world long enough to know the difference between the physical world and the mental world was much smaller than anyone imagined.
"Please," she begged him.
He leaned in and pressed a kiss against her lips, taking her with a surprisingly forceful passion. There was no denying she wanted him as much as he wanted her.
Not wanting to waste any more time, she tugged on one of his shoulders, encouraging him to move so he was perched over her. With the hand still on his cock, she urged him to fill her completely but he resisted.
"We don't have to go straight for sex," he whispered against her lips.
"I want to," she responded. "I don't want to wait."
"But..."
"Trust me, I'm ready." She'd only ever felt this ready with her other men before, yet another way she knew he was right for her. He deserved his place among her men.
"Macey..."
"Luc, please. Fill me." She tipped her head back and he took advantage, kissing along the soft skin and nibbling as he went.
She tried to manoeuvre him closer to her again and this time, it worked. Slowly, Luc pushed his cock into her. She held as still as she could until he'd seated himself in her completely, holding in the moan that was begging to escape her. She didn't want to spook him and end the moment between them. The last thing she wanted was for him to run away and never come back.
With the two of them finally joined, she rocked back and forth, rubbing herself against him. His cock filled her so beautifully, hitting places inside her only a few had managed to reach. How she'd gotten lucky five times over was beyond her, but she certainly was. No one who knew how Luc was making her feel would doubt they were meant to be together.
A long groan escaped from her. "Lucien," she murmured.
"I'm here, Macey," he whispered against her ear, his hot breath sending shivers of desire through her. There was no doubt in Macey's mind that she was doing the right thing. Nothing that felt this delicious could be wrong.
He thrust into her, keeping the tempo excruciatingly slow as he moved. To her surprise, she found it worked for her, and the coil of pleasure deep within her only grew in size as he hit the spot inside her that sent her crazy.
"More," she whimpered.
He moved faster, the way his cock filled her only sending her higher and higher.
Macey's mind blanked as he thrust again and it was all she could do to stop herself from giving into the pleasure. She wanted this to last longer, she couldn't give in when it had only just started, that wasn't fair to either of them. They'd been through so much.
"Macey, I can't hold back much longer." The strain in his voice from holding back was unmistakable.
She thrashed her head from side to side, unable to voice anything else.
"Don't...stop..." she panted out through her ragged breathing.
Luc took that as an invitation and slipped his arms under her, lifting her hips and thrusting inside her. A moan slipped out, the change in position hitting something within her that would be making her explode within seconds. She hoped he didn't want this to last much longer.
"Luc..." she warned him, raking her nails down his back, between the spot where his wings met flesh. She wanted to reach out and touch them but she couldn't hold on to the desire for long enough to do that.
Her eyes rolled back in her head and a wave of pleasure drew back inside her. She knew what was coming next and there was no stopping it.
The wave crashed through her as her body began to tremble. Unable to hold back, moans and whimpers exploded from her lips with no sign of stopping. Dimly, she was aware of Luc's movements slowing above her as he joined her in their pleasure.
Exhausted in the best possible way, she collapsed back on the sand. Spent but feeling as rested as she thought was possible, despite just having battled for their lives.

   
SHE RETURNED to the land of the living with a big smile curving her lips. When she opened her eyes, all of her men were looking down at her. All five of them. Cam, Flint, Jared, Rónán and Luc. Five men. How the waves had she managed that? When she was younger, she couldn't even imagine herself having one boyfriend. She'd always been too independent to see herself in a long-term relationship. Now, she had five guys surrounding her, all of them loving her. She was the luckiest kelpie in the world. And the happiest.
"Hi," she said weakly. "Good to be back."
Cam smiled, then his expression turned serious. "Don't you ever do that again."
She didn't pretend not to know what he was on about. She'd deceived them, she'd put them in danger by not warning them of her plans. Now, in retrospective, it seemed silly. Maybe that anger creature had influenced her even more than she had realised. She focused inwardly, concentrating on her emotions. Something had changed. Before, there had been that red energy inside of her, always threatening to spill over and make her do and say things she later regretted. Now, that energy was gone.
How had she never noticed that her anger wasn't her own? How had she convinced herself that she was an angry person not in control of her emotions? It was unlikely that she’d ever get proper answers to this. Who knew what the Mahoun's sibling had done while it'd lived within her. She thought back to when she'd returned from London to find Flint almost dead. That rage she'd felt then, the way she'd attacked Amber... now, doing something like that was unthinkable. That just wasn't her.
"Are you alright?" Cam was no longer looking cross but worried.
She nodded. "Yes, just getting used to feeling not angry." She laughed. "It's very strange."
Jared grinned. "Maybe we should use this chance to be really angry with you while you can't retaliate."
She groaned. "Don't. If you do, I'm going to tell you about Luc's dick and who of you has the longest one."
The words just blurted out of her like that. She stopped, shocked by her own brazenness, then started laughing with the others. Flint was laughing so hard that tears were running down his cheeks.
"Are you seriously going to compare our dicks?" Rónán asked in between chuckles. "Macey, Macey."
She didn't think her blush could get any worse. What the fucking waves had she been thinking when she'd said that? Well, she'd clearly been remembering Luc and how amazing he'd felt deep inside her. She was going to repeat that experience soon, that much was for sure. She didn't know whether he would like any of the others to join, or whether he preferred to have her on his own. Now that she had five men and only seven days in a week, they were going to have to come up with a schedule. What a strange problem to have.
Once they'd all calmed down more or less, Jared helped Macey up from where she'd been lying on the sofa. "We've got a surprise for you."
Her first thought was waffles, but she doubted that was true. They'd already be gathered in the kitchen if that was.
"Let's head to the basement," Jared said, wrapping an arm around her waist. She didn't need his help, she felt steady enough on her feet, almost as if she'd never been torn apart by a parasitic creature, but she liked the feeling of having him close.
She'd never been in the basement before. She didn't even know the house had one. Maybe there hadn't been a cellar until there was a need for one.
"What's down there?" she asked as Jared opened a door she'd never noticed previously. It led to a dark staircase.
"You'll see. Nessie is waiting for us."
Her mother was down there? This was getting more and more intriguing by the second. She noticed how easily the word 'mother' flowed over her mental tongue. She no longer thought of Nessie as her aunt. When had that changed? She couldn't remember.
At the bottom of the stairs, Jared led her around the corner towards another door. It looked very different from the rest of the house. Everything in this place was pretty, well made and homely. This door, however, looked like it belonged into a medieval dungeon. It was made of thick, dark wood with a small window at the top, cut into four parts with rusty iron bars.
"Did you put my mum in prison?" Macey asked incredulously. The men behind her snickered.
"You'll see," Jared chuckled.
The door magically opened and Jared let Macey go in first. There was a tiny room on the other side, split in two by yet another row of iron bars, however, these were reaching from the floor all the way up to the ceiling. Luckily, her mother was standing on their side of the cell. She wasn't a prisoner. She was the jailer.
"Macey! I'm glad to see you up and about!" she said cheerily. "How are you feeling?"
"Fine," Macey replied absentmindedly. Her gaze was drawn to what was waiting on the other side of the iron bars. One of the black blobs. They'd not killed them all. They'd left one for her. She waited for the anger to come and overwhelm her so that she could launch herself at the creature, but nothing happened. Wow. She was going to need some time getting used to this. She was so calm now, so relaxed. She could compete with any Buddhist monk in terms of tranquillity.
"Did you keep that one for me?" she asked Jared. "How sweet of you."
He laughed. "Not quite. We thought it would be nice to get some more information. Once we're done with that though, I'm sure none of us are going to stop you from murdering it."
Murdering didn't sound as ethical as killing. Maybe she was going to have to rethink her plans.
"It's not said anything so far," Nessie reported. "But I've waited with the torture until you were all here with me."
Torture? Did her mother just mention torture as if it was nothing but a nice little chat? She was slightly scared of her just now. Macey wasn't squeamish but she didn't feel like watching this blob being cut into pieces to get information.
That kind of sounded hypocritical after killing two of them earlier today, but that had been different. In battle, cutting monsters into pieces was allowed. In a dark dungeon, not so much.
"Do we know which one this is?" Macey asked.
Cam shook his head. "I think Anger and Self-Pity are dead, but we can't be sure. They all looked the same. They're not like the Mahoun who had a form to take on. These just seem to be their natural shape, which sadly means that they're identical in terms of looks."
Macey sighed. They were right, they needed more information on how to proceed. The blood cakes had worked and they'd managed to attract four creatures, but she was sure that there were more out there. Before she could focus on other issues, like kelpie civil war and integrating Luc into her relationship with the other men, they had to deal with the continued presence of the Mahoun's siblings.
"Who are you?" she asked the black blob that was hovering slightly above the ground. It didn't even look injured. How were the simple iron bars holding it?
Cackling filled the air and she had to refrain from rolling her eyes at the sound. The creatures might all represent different things, but they were all the same in the infuriating scale. They really seemed to have the evil and vague thing down. Maybe they took a training course on it before they could become an evil being.
Macey snorted. The mere thought of that was ridiculous. Why the waves would they do that? They had enough control as it was.
"Tell me!" she growled, letting the shifter in herself come out. But not anger. That was gone now, replaced with nothing more than a mild annoyance. The creature didn't want to play her game. That was fine by Macey but she needed answers from it or they'd just end up going around in circles trying to defeat the remaining creatures. She didn't imagine blood cakes would work more than once. Not when they'd only brought out four of the creatures anyway.
"Why should I?" The words vibrated around her head but she just knew the others had been able to hear them too. This creature wasn't as well practised as the Mahoun, which worked in her favour at least. If they could defeat the most complex of these things, then the ones who couldn't take a form would be easy. At least that's what she hoped.
"Because we have you in a cage and are willing to do anything it takes to get the information out of you," Jared threatened.
Macey held up her hand, hoping it wouldn't insult him that she wanted him to stop talking. It wasn't that his words were untrue, she just wanted to play this out rather differently and implicit threats weren't the way she wanted to go.
"You're going to tell us because we'll let you go if you do," she promised sweetly.
One of her men moved behind her and she held her hand up once more, not wanting him to say anything to contradict what she was saying, no matter which one of them it was. What she wasn't mentioning was that while they'd let the creature go, they wouldn't be letting it out of their sight and would have a plan to destroy it ready to go before they even unlocked the cell.
The creature chuckled. "And how do I know you're going to keep your word, little kelpie?"
Macey shrugged, trying to go for the nonchalant look. "I suppose you don't but your options are limited. Die this very second, or tell us what you know and get out of this cell."
"And after that?"
"I can make no promises. If our paths cross, we won't give you any leniency." She didn't mention they wouldn't be able to from a practical point of view either. She wasn't able to tell the blobs apart and as far as she knew, neither could her men. They didn't even know which of them the one in the cell was.
Fighting so many enemies was hard. Fighting them when they couldn't even be told apart was even worse. She took a deep breath, trying to think of the best way to proceed without showing her hand.
"How many of you are there?" she asked instead of pressing the creature on its name. At the end of the day, that didn't matter too much in the grand scheme of things. It wasn't like they had a bingo card of evil beings they could tick off when they defeated one. Though that would be handy. She'd have to look into making one.
The thing laughed again, a peculiar empty sound that both filled the room and nothing at the same time.
Macey couldn't be rid of the creatures fast enough. They were one of the worst bits about being a Warden.
"You don't know, do you?" Her eyes widened as she realised the truth of the matter. It wasn't just that they didn't know how many of the creatures needed fighting, the creatures themselves didn't know how numerous they were. That could present some problems. On the other hand, if they didn't know about one another then they couldn't work together. Which was completely consistent with what Macey had experienced so far. They hadn't encountered them working together, not even outside the house.
"Of course not. We are everywhere. We lurk in every person's mind and every person's heart. We are the poison in the world and the thing that will destroy it."
Macey balled her hands into fists, digging her nails into the soft skin of her palms to stop her blurting out the wrong thing. She still wasn't angry but she was definitely something. The way these creatures clearly thought about living beings was despicable. They had to be stopped no matter what it took to make that happen.
"Where did you come from?" she asked it instead.
"I told you already," he responded. "The minds and hearts of men."
"That's not a good enough answer," Flint burst in. "Where did you take on a corporeal form?"
Macey frowned as she realised she could feel Flint's emotions hitting against her mind. They weren't about to take over or influence her own, but she could definitely feel the frustration within him. And something else too. Almost like concern. Hopefully, it was just as a result of her near-death experience and not just some other worry he had. She couldn't know for sure though and didn't want to risk asking him in front of the creature. In all likelihood, this was just another side effect of the knowledge Luc had shared with her.
"I don't remember. We just come into being when we're needed. Or when someone believes that we're real." The thing smiled. Kind of. It actually didn't change in appearance but the air was filled with a smugness that couldn't be imagined. The creature was pleased with itself.
"You're not real?" Macey asked it.
"I am now. I must thank you for that."
The water in Macey's body turned to ice, her blood running cold as a result. She was the one responsible for the creatures? But that would mean the anger really had been hers and it only manifested because she believed it had. If that was true, then everything she'd done, everything she'd said, was actually her.
She'd deal with that later.
"That can't be right. Creatures have been affecting things since before I was born," she insisted.
"You humans are all the same. You believe you're the only ones, that you're special. Just because you've brought a couple of us into the world, it doesn't mean you're responsible for the rest."
She didn't know whether that made things better or worse. "Which ones have I created?"
"How would I know?" the creature asked. "All I know was that I didn't have a corporeal form and now I do."





FOURTEEN

  
Macey didn't let go of the whisky bottle. No, she was clutching it like it was the only thing that mattered in the world. Which was kind of true. She wanted to forget what the evil thing down in the basement had said. She wanted to believe that it was just a lie. And most of all, she wanted to get really, really pissed.
"Can't you get drunk on the cheap stuff?" Rónán complained. "This whisky should be celebrated and drunk in small doses, not like you're doing it at the moment."
She didn't deign to reply. All she cared about was that the whisky was full of alcohol. If she was lucky, she was going to replicate her very first hangover. It had been one of the first nights on land and her brothers had taken her to the local pub. They gave her random drinks to try and she drank them all. Of course, they hadn't told her that human drinks were a lot stronger than the kelp wine they had underwater. She got so drunk that she was missing several hours of her memory. Right now, that's what she was trying to achieve. Forget that she was the one who'd given the blobs a body. Forget that she'd created the anger which had lived within her. Because she'd believed in it. How silly was that!
She took another long sip. The whisky burned down her throat and she coughed.
"I think that's enough now," Luc said sternly and tried to take the bottle from her. She resisted, gripping it as hard as she could. He was not going to take away her magical memory eraser. Her mind had started going sluggish, but she wasn't nearly where she wanted to be.
Luc sighed and suddenly, the bottle disappeared into nothingness. Macey stared at her empty hand.
"What the fuck?"
"Don't worry, it's not gone completely," Luc told Rónán who was beginning to make angry noises at the waste of such good Scotch. "Now, Macey, let's talk."
She groaned and threw herself onto one of the sofas. "I don't want to."
The daimon chuckled. "And that's exactly why we have to. I think you got the wrong end of the stick."
"Huh?"
Her head was spinning slightly, even though sitting felt a lot better than standing.
Luc sat down next to her. Their thighs touched and Macey was tempted to touch more of him, but then she remembered that she was cross at him for taking her whisky away.
"I went over what the creature said," Luc began. "And I think what you're assuming is wrong."
Macey didn't respond. How the fucking waves did he presume to know what she was thinking?
"When we made the blood cakes, we assumed that they would attract the evil entities, right?"
Grudgingly, she nodded.
"That means that you expected something to happen. You expected to fight them. I think that they were going to be drawn here anyway because of the cakes, but I think they took on this particular shape because you expected them to look like that. If I had been the first to encounter them, they may have looked like massive scorpions."
Macey giggled. "You're afraid of scorpions?"
"I am," he whispered, "but don't tell anyone."
"That's a good theory," Rónán said, dropping onto the sofa on Macey's other side. He casually put an arm around her shoulders. It seemed he was no longer angry with her for wasting all that whisky.
"So I didn't create them, I just gave them a specific shape?" Macey repeated slowly. "It's not my fault?"
The daimon shook his head. "It's not your fault."
She nodded, saying that sentence over and over in my head. "So that means I drank all that whisky for nothing?"
Rónán laughed. "Yes, you did. And you're going to have a hell of a hangover tomorrow. Let's get you to bed."
Suddenly tired, she snuggled against him, using his shoulder as a pillow.
"I can sleep here," she mumbled. "You're comfy."
The selkie chuckled, which made him less comfortable because his shoulder moved up and down. Macey growled in annoyance.
"No, I think you need a bed to sober up. Or a cold shower. You choose."
"I vote for the shower," Cam said from the doorway, entering the living room. Behind him, Flint and Jared followed. They'd stayed behind when she'd stormed up the stairs, away from the creepy basement and the even creepier creature.
"We could ask the house to make one big enough for all of us," Jared suggested with a wink. "I'm becoming a little hungry."
Macey's eyes widened. She hadn't considered his incubus. She'd had sex with Luc, but it had been in the daimon's mind. Jared wouldn't have been able to feed off that.
"I'm sorry," she muttered, her eyelids drooping even though she was trying to stay awake. "Come here, I'll make you feel better."
He laughed. "Right now, all you need is a bed. You can make good on your promise tomorrow."
She nodded tiredly. "Did the creature say anything else?"
Her brain wasn't exhausted enough yet to forget about the prisoner down below. She felt rather uncomfortable knowing that there was a monster in their house, even if it was trapped behind bars.
"Yes," Cam said. "But it's nothing that's urgent."
He walked towards her and before she could protest, picked her up from the sofa. She squeaked but then realised how nice it was to be held in his arms. She relaxed into his embrace and was fast asleep before they even left the room.

   
HER HEAD HURT LIKE HELL. Light was painful. Everything was painful.
"Here, drink this."
Someone lifted her head and put a cold glass to her lips. She drank but stopped after a few sips.
"That's disgusting," she spat, some of the liquid running down her chin.
"Yes, it is, but it's also the best hangover cure there is. Drink up."

HE PUT the glass back to her mouth and she drank, trying to keep down the nausea that was spreading through her belly.
"Good girl."
She finally opened her eyes. Flint was sitting on her bedside, holding a now empty glass. There were some last drops of a weird puke green liquid in there. She almost threw up at the thought of having drunk that.
"I'm not a girl," she muttered.
"Yeah, you're not. You're very cute though when you're drunk."
"I'm not."
"Yes, you are. The potion should take effect in a few minutes. Do you need help getting dressed?"
She gave him a glare.
"Obviously not. See you downstairs."
She waited until he'd closed the door behind him, then flopped back onto the mattress, waiting for her head to stop pounding.





FIFTEEN

  
She knew she had to get up and dressed, but the desire to fall back into her pillows and sleep more was incredibly strong. So much so that her eyes began to drift close without her even deciding that was what she was going to do.
Her mind wandered, but not enough to make her think it was real sleep. She was aware of what she was thinking, she just had no control over it. If she hadn't been through all the crazy things she had been, she might not have believed it.
Waves lapped against her dream skin and she relaxed into them, loving the feel of the water against her, even if it was filled with salt. Maybe she'd go for a swim once she woke up. No one would blame her for that.
Maceyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy.
She jumped, but not enough to wake her up completely. Why was the wind in her dream calling her name? Normally, she didn't remember what went on in her head when she slept but somehow, she knew this was different from normal. It was more of a vision than a dream
Maceyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy.
"Who are you?" she shouted into the nothingness of her mind.
Maceyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy.
She shuddered. With no idea what was going on, she did the only thing she could think of, she began to walk into the sea. The water rose up her legs, the cold sting of the salt still surprisingly soothing. She went deeper still, the urge to shift missing despite the proximity of water. That wasn't normal and she had to wonder what was going on in that case.
Maceyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy.
A low hum accompanied the sound of her name and she walked deeper into the water. The sea lapped at her breasts and she only then noticed how naked she was. Given this was all happening in her head, she didn't give it too much thought. Being naked wasn't an issue for her anyway, not when she could shift forms at will. For kelpies, nudity was just a thing.
Maceyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy.
She couldn't ignore the sing-song nature of the word. It called to her in ways she'd never expected before. She wished her men could be in her vision too, so they could hear the beauty in the word and how enticing it was to her. The lyrical tone was unmistakable and she wished she knew what was making it. Maybe then she'd be able to find it in real life too.
The water reached her neck, the odd wave crashing against her face and filling her mouth with the salty tang of the sea. She ignored it. The salt wouldn't harm her. Water wouldn't harm her. She'd been born of it and was the Water Warden, this was the safest she'd ever been.
Maceyyyyyyyyyyyyyy.
The urge to shift was still missing, despite how high up the water was around her. Her limbs began to feel weightless as she got deeper, the temperature dropping. Maybe she should shift despite the missing urge?
Concentrating on her kelpie form, she tried to induce the shift, pulling the creature out of her and turning herself into the water being she truly was.
Except it didn't come.
More water filled her mouth and this time it was harder for her to empty it. The water was all around her, taking over every part of her.
Macey kicked her legs, straining to get to the surface and take in several lungfuls of air. Why couldn't she breathe? Even in her human form, she shouldn't be struggling this much.
She pulled on her inner kelpie again, desperate to force a shift, then she could be safe, even in the sea. It still refused to come and Macey screamed inside her own head. Where was her kelpie? Why was it failing like this? She'd always been able to shift at will. It was one of the great things about having as much control over her magic as she did.
Where were her men? Why weren't they waking her up? She needed them, didn't they know that? Rónán would be able to change into his seal form and swim in to save her. The sea was even more his domain than it was hers.
Not knowing what else to do, she called on the Air Warden inside her, hoping she'd be able to use those powers to thrust herself out of the water.
It wasn't there.
Panic began to set in as she looked for the other elemental powers. There had to be something she could do to get herself out of this situation. She didn't even know what was going on.
Wait...if she was dreaming, then all she needed to do was wake herself up. If this really was a dream. She had no idea.
She took in a deep breath just as another wave crashed over her and she sunk deeper into the sea. If she wasn't careful, this could go incredibly wrong but she had to trust in herself. She had to wake herself up.
Ideas raced through her head but none of them would be possible. Until she remembered something she'd read in a magazine. People always woke up from their dreams before they actually died.
Not knowing if what she was about to would work or not, she gulped down mouthfuls of water, filling her lungs and causing them to burn. For the first time in her life, water was the enemy and not something to help her in herself and her quest.
Her lungs began to burn as the lack of oxygen started to kick in. Her vision blurred and she wasn't able to see more than a few centimetres in front of her. Not that there was much to see. Considering she was in the ocean, there was surprisingly little about. No fish, no plants, no nothing. That was odd in itself. Then again, she was in her own mind. Technically, everything was normal here.
Blackness overtook her. It was difficult not to fight against it but she knew she had to give in if she wanted to wake up. Dying was her only option.
Blank.
Nothing.
Void.
Maybe she'd gotten it wrong and she really was dead. People couldn't die in dreams though? Right?
Blank.
Nothing.
Void.
Macey blinked a couple of times, the brightness of the room around her almost too much. At least it wasn't because of her hangover this time, though something told her that the truth was much much worse than that.
Slowly, she pushed herself upwards, taking in the soaking wet shirt she was wearing. Her eyes widened as she lifted her hands to her head. Her face was wet to touch and her hair was hanging in damp strands around her face.
Without thinking, she opened her mouth and screamed.
It took mere seconds for her men to crowd into her bedroom. Flint conjured some fire and helped dry her hair and clothes, while she told them what had happened. She couldn't stop shaking. Her teeth were chattering and her skin was still itching with the feeling of harsh waves pulling her under.
Eventually, they all ended up in a huddle on the bed, with Macey in the middle. She tried and touch all of them, to make sure that both they and her were alright. She'd not felt this scared in a long time and it frightened her terribly. What had just happened? Had it all been a dream and she'd conjured the water herself? Or was it something else, something far more sinister? Had she really been in the water? Transported there somehow?
"Malan might know," Jared said eventually. "He knows about visions and stuff like that."
Macey didn't have much of a desire to see the bodiless prophet again, but she knew the incubus was right. She needed some advice, some reassurance that they didn't have yet another mysterious enemy, and Malan would probably know. The question was whether he would actually tell them or just be his usual cryptic self.
They'd not heard from the prophet since the battle against the Mahoun. He was probably busy looking after his brother, who'd been one of the Voice's prisoners.
"Yes, let's visit Malan," she replied. "He might even have waffles."
There were noises down below and she sat up with a start.
"The blob?" she asked, suddenly scared again.
Cam jumped off the bed and ran out of the room. A second later, he was back.
"Amber and Izban are back!" he said with a wide grin. "Finally the Wardens are all together again."
"We also need to tell you something," Flint whispered slowly. "The creature in the basement..."
"Yes?"
"Well, it's no longer there."
Macey gasped. "It escaped?"
He shook his head. "No. Quite the opposite. It's dead."
She almost stopped breathing. "How?"
Flint grimaced. "Your mother."
Relief and anger warred in Macey's mind. Relief that the creature was not going to be able to hurt anyone, and anger that Nessie had broken a promise Macey had given the blob. Yes, she'd never intended to truly free the creature, but she'd also not wanted to kill it... right away.
She sighed. "Why?"
"It said some very impolite things."
Macey stared at Flint. "Nessie killed it because it wasn't polite to her?"
He shrugged. "You know how she is. She's one proud kelpie."
Yeah, he was right about that.
"At least we now have four less of those monsters to deal with," Jared said cheerily. "That's something, right?"
"Only one million to go," Rónán muttered. "We need a new strategy. The blood cakes worked once, but I doubt we're going to catch any if we try it again."
"You look cosy," Amber laughed as she entered the room. Macey had already forgotten that her friend had returned. "I wish Izban loved cuddling as much as your guys."
Macey smiled involuntarily. She wasn't going to tell Amber yet that this hadn't been a happy cuddle. She didn't want to think of whatever had happened to her in the water.
"Good to have you back," she said instead. "Did you have a nice time?"
Amber grinned. "We did indeed, right, darling?"
Izban looked like he wanted to run away. He hadn't changed, then, that was something at least. Sometimes, Macey liked constancy, even if it was just the mage's grumpiness.
"We saw the Eiffel Tower, but Izban didn't want me to fly around it. Humans wouldn't like that, he said." She snickered. "But we also met a really interesting mage who runs a patisserie on the outskirts of Paris."
"He's my godfather," Izban explained. "He's always been labelled as the black sheep of the family, but he was really helpful."
"He told us about how to find more of those terrible creatures," Amber said happily. "And how to make defeating them easier."
That made Macey sit up straight.
"How?"
Izban took a deep breath. "There's a ritual where you bind your belief in certain things to an object, which you can then destroy. My godfather thinks that if we can find out what the creatures embody, we can use that way to kill them without ever actually having to fight them."
That sounded almost too good to be true.
"The problem is," Izban began and Macey's heart dropped a little. She'd known there was going to be a catch. "There needs to be a sacrifice. The ritual is ancient and back then, they usually used some Royal blood to drench the object in. There was always a king or queen willing to donate some blood as a sacrifice."
Macey shuddered. It always came back to blood, just like the cakes they'd made.
"Where are we supposed to get Royal blood from?" she asked, slightly annoyed. Once again, she realised that she wasn't angry though. Her annoyance didn't automatically lead to full-blown fury like it had before. It felt good to have her emotions under control. Maybe having her belly ripped open had been worth it.
Jared cleared his throat. "Macey... you're a Princess."
Oh yes. She'd forgotten that bit. "Will my blood be enough?" she asked Izban.
He shook his head. "I asked my godfather about that and he was quite clear that it had to be the blood of a ruler, not an heir. We could sacrifice something else, but all the other things he listed involved killing animals or cutting off limbs. Royal blood is definitely the easiest and least violent option."
"We're not going to kill animals," Amber said sharply and looked straight into Macey's eyes. "You're going to have to become Queen, Macey. It's the only way to end the war against these creatures and save the world from their destruction."
Wow. Was the beithir just being overly dramatic or was this really the only way? Macey felt a little sick. She didn't want to be the Queen of the kelpies. It would start a civil war and she was not prepared to have any of her kind injured or killed because of something as silly as the succession to the kelpie throne.
"You have to do it," Cam said, leaning against the doorway. "You knew that it was going to come to this."
He was right. She'd known for a while now, ever since some kelpies had talked to her back at Malan's house. She knew her brothers weren't going to satisfy the kelpie community. They weren't strong enough to be kings. She still didn't know what the Mahoun had done to them. Had he corrupted them? Brainwashed them? Or simply let them go because he didn't see any use for them?
She needed to meet them and find out more. Maybe she could come to some kind of agreement with them. Have her be Queen until things were settled and the creatures defeated, and then slowly have them take over from her.
"I don't want to be Queen," she said but held up her hand when the others were starting to protest. "But I know it's the right thing to do. Let's see Malan first, then I'm going to have a chat with my brothers."
Cam smiled at her. "And that's why you're going to make an amazing ruler, Macey. You're not doing this for the power. You're doing it to protect others."
He made her feel all warm and fuzzy. Maybe this really was what she was born for.
She sighed. It was time to grow up.





SIXTEEN

  
Malan's house was so much emptier than it had been the last time she was there. It was almost unsettling to see so few people about but she knew it was for the best. This way they might actually get some proper answers out of the prophet.
Macey snickered. That was unlikely. Malan didn't know the meaning of the word transparent. Ironic, given that's exactly what he was.
"I really need to get you a phone," the prophet said by way of greeting.
"It wouldn't work at the house anyway," Macey countered. "Snail mail might work better."
"And when you didn't have an answer quickly enough, you'd end up at my door anyway."
"We're sorry to bother you, but we need to..."
"Yes, yes, I know. I can see it all over the kelpie's aura. She's been marked."
"Marked?" Macey echoed. "You mean like my tattoos?"
"Such a crude word," Malan observed. "And not at all what you have. Markings actually have power. The ink humans use on their skin does not."
She grimaced. Of course, that was the case. She shouldn't be surprised there was more to her markings than met the eye. That was always the case for her.
"Are you telling me I've been having bad dreams because of the markings?" she demanded, somehow doubting that was really the case. It had been far too real to be something caused by her Warden marks or by daimons wings. The only one that could even have conjured water was her own and she doubted it would be leading her into danger like that.
"Of course not. Markings don't create dreams."
Macey counted to three in her head, trying not to let the words she was thinking out. She needed straight answers from Malan, not more crypticness but yelling that at him wasn't going to get her anywhere. Making an enemy of someone as connected as Malan wasn't in their best interest.
"Then what did?" Luc asked.
"Ahh, you're still around, I see. Aren't you treading a dangerous path, daimon?"
Luc shifted from side to side, clearly not enjoying the question. "Yes. I am. But at the moment, no one is aware I'm treading it."
Malan raised an eyebrow, bobbing along in the air and looking ridiculous in the process. "They don't know?"
"I thought you knew everything," Macey countered.
"I know a lot. Not everything. The daimons guard things well and I can not see past their veil. Such is the curse of all-knowingness."
Macey scowled. Visiting the prophet was becoming less and less useful as time went on.
"What can you tell me about my dream?"
"It wasn't a dream," he said simply.
"Thank you, I got that already though," she replied as evenly as possible. "Anything else you can tell us?"
One of her men placed a comforting hand on her back and she relaxed slightly into his touch, not caring which one of them it was. She got the same amount of pleasure and love from each of them after all.
"You've been marked."
Macey closed her eyes, not wanting to point out he'd already said that.
"By what?" Jared asked, a lot more calmly than Macey would have been able to herself.
"Now there is a question."
"Yes, there is," Macey snapped.
"And what exactly would you like me to say, little kelpie?" An angry glint in Malan's eyes had her wondering whether she'd pushed too far this time. But she was tired of word games and riddles. She needed answers and it was only fair that she was given them. Especially when the things had nearly killed her.
"I'm sorry, Malan, I just need some answers. It's getting to the point where things are really dangerous and I can't move around them without knowing all the things I need to."
"Has it ever crossed your mind that you are learning the things you need to know when you need to know them. If you had all the information at once, you wouldn't have a clue where to start or what needed to be done first."
Macey scowled, though she had to admit that a tiny part of her believed what Malan was saying. Even so, when it came to her life, she felt a little more entitled to know answers. No one could blame her for that.
"The one who marked you has not yet made herself known but she will in time."
"In time?" Flint repeated. "Does that mean Macey will be in danger every time she goes to sleep?"
"I believe the kelpie princess is in danger every time she goes to sleep anyway, is she not?"
Macey scowled, but couldn't deny that. Her entire life had become one long stream of dangerous situations with the odd bit of downtime she could spend with her men.
"I won't actually die in the dreams, will I?" she asked Malan, hoping the fear in her voice wasn't as obvious to the others as she worried it was. They'd understand, she had no doubt of that, but she didn't want them to think she was weak. Especially as she was was the Warden with all the markings. She didn't know if that technically made her the lead Warden.
A soft hand landed on her shoulder. "We're not going to think any less of you for being scared," Amber whispered. "We're with you no matter what."
"Even Izban?" Macey tried not to laugh as she asked. The mage hated her, even if they'd come to some kind of understanding after their attack on the Mahoun's castle.
"Of course. He just hates people," Amber countered with an amused and loving smile. Somehow, despite it all, Izban's heart had melted for the beithir.
"I cannot tell you if the dreams could prove fatal. The only thing I am able to tell you. The creature behind this is related to those that lurk in the Bog of Allen."
Cam sucked in a deep breath and Macey tried not to panic at the sound. He clearly knew what Malan was on about, even if Macey didn't.
"You're not talking about the watershee, are you?" he asked, his voice straining.
"Please tell me you're not," Macey added. For once, she actually knew something of one of the creatures she was facing against. The watershee were the things of nightmares, at least, they were from the stories young kelpies were told.
"Yes and no. The creature seems to be a watershee of some kind, but it is difficult to see her clearly," Malan replied, bobbing along happily as if he wasn't giving them devastating news.
Again.
"Wait..." Jared started. "Isn't the Bog of Allen in Ireland? Do we have time for that?"
"We can use the Staran, I doubt we have to worry about the time it takes to get there," Flint told him.
"Your watershee is much closer to home, but I doubt you'll find her any time soon. I would focus on your other tasks and find her later," Malan advised.
Macey scowled. At least they had more information than they arrived with. That was always something.
"So what's my next task?" Macey asked. "Kill something? Become Queen? Listen to yet another damn prophecy?"
She felt so frustrated. Whatever she did, there was still something else to do. It never stopped. At least she'd had a few days at the house with her men, and Amber had managed to spend some time with Izban as well. They'd not had that ever since they first met. And of course, she now had Luc by her side. Not just as her guardian daimon, but as a lot more than that. Maybe things were actually looking up a little. Now all she needed was waffles. The one taste she'd had just hadn't been enough.
"Becoming Queen won't be as easy as you imagine, little kelpie," Malan said ominously. "While there are many who will support you, there are also those who will stay on your brothers' side. Your brothers have changed since last you saw them. They will try to get the throne, no matter what they'll have to do for that."
Macey laughed. "No, that can't be true. They may be buffoons, but we've always had quite a good relationship. Of course, we've fought, but all siblings do, right?"
For a moment, she remembered that they weren't her biological brothers, but that didn't really matter. They'd grown up together, she knew them as well as you could know anybody.
"I'm afraid they've changed," a new, familiar voice said behind her and she swirled around. Behind her was Talon, the exact mirror image of Malan, except that he actually had a body and was made of flesh and blood. His skin was pale though and he was leaning heavily on his walking stick.
"Good to see you again, Macey, Amber, gentlemen."
He nodded politely, then limped around them and sat down on a wooden bench, groaning as he did so. Macey was surprised that he hadn't been completely healed. Somehow she'd assumed that as Malan's brother, he had some sort of magical power of his own. Not that magic meant that you could heal yourself, but still... Malan was important, he had influence, and surely he could summon the best healers available.
"How have you been?" she asked gently.
"Recovering," he said, pulling a pipe from his waistcoat pocket.
"No smoking, it's not good for your health," Malan snapped.
Talon chuckled. "My health is ruined already, so leave me be, brother."
This was the first time that Macey had seen the two of them together. After the battle, kelpie healers had been working on Talon and she'd never had the chance to properly talk to him. She would have loved to hear his story, how he ended up the Mahoun's prisoner, and why he wasn't a ghost like his brother, but she knew this wasn't the time.
With a flick of his hand, Talon lit his pipe. Fire magic, how interesting. He took a deep breath, then blew a perfect smoke ring that hovered in the air for a bit longer than it should have. Air magic as well? Or maybe wind? Or perhaps he was just excellent at making smoke rings.
"I saw them in the dungeons," Talon said slowly, only continuing after taking another deep puff on his pipe. "At the beginning, they resisted his attacks, but they didn't last long. Of course, I never heard what he did to them in their minds, but I heard them talking afterwards. They were kept in the same cell for some reason, not in individual ones like the rest of us. Maybe it was so they could torture each other. One of them kept saying that it was unfair, that he was a prince, that he shouldn't be treated like that. The other one... well, he was looking for someone to blame."
"Me," Macey said tonelessly and Talon nodded.
"Yes. I'm not sure if it was the Mahoun who planted that seed in their thoughts or if it was their own idea. They began to talk about how you wanted to usurp them. How all you'd ever wanted was to take their place. How your father preferred you over them. I will not repeat some of the things they said, but just know that I don't believe that they're the young men you remember."
Macey swallowed hard. Her brothers believed that she was the one to blame for their misfortune? No, she certainly wasn't. It hadn't been her fault the Mahoun had kidnapped them. She'd likely never even gotten involved if Cam hadn't kidnapped her in return.
"Did the Mahoun free them or did they escape?" she asked quietly, scared of the answer.
She was almost relieved when the old man shook his head. "I do not know. One day, they were gone from their cell. It became quiet after that. Not counting the screams of those being tortured, of course."
Macey shuddered and looked at her companions, very aware that the beithir had been held prisoner in that very same place. Izban had put an arm around Amber's shoulders and she was leaning against him, her face pale.
So she still didn't know if her brothers were still somehow under the influence of the Mahoun, even though he was dead, or if they were acting out of their own free wills. Maybe Nessie would be able to find out. They'd dropped the kelpie off at the Loch on their way to Malan, giving her a lift on the Staran. Nessie was going to do some reconnaissance for them, finding out what had happened in the days since Macey had almost drained the Loch. Hopefully, by the time the Wardens joined her, she'd be able to tell them what the situation was.
She turned to Malan again. "Do you know if there's a way to do our task without me becoming Queen?"
He shook his translucent head. "Not that I know of. All the strings of fate are leading to the crown, Macey. No matter how long you try and avoid it, the throne is waiting for you. And if you don't come to it, you may be drawn there by force."
"By force?" she gasped. "They'd actually force me to be Queen?"
"Trust me, you don't want to find out. Just accept your future and do what you must. Right now is the time to make a decision. Will you stay a Warden, hurrying from one battle to the next, or will you take on a greater responsibility?"
She felt like she really wanted to sit down and ponder on this, but Malan was looking at her with his sharp dark eyes that bored into her mind, making her feel naked and exposed. It was better to answer rather than feel as if he was drawing the answer out of her brain through her nose.
"Can I still be a Warden if I'm Queen?"
Malan laughed, he actually laughed. "Little kelpie, you never stop being a Warden. It's a full-life job, there's no escaping it. Besides, I don't think you could ever leave your fellow Wardens."
He was right about that. She looked at them all. Her five men (she counted Luc and Rónán as Wardens, even though they weren't officially like the others), Amber and Izban. Yes, there was no way in hell she was going to let them fight evil black blobs alone. She was going to be a warrior queen and she was going to show the world what it meant to cross an angry kelpie.





SEVENTEEN

  
The Loch was different. And not just because she'd drained it. The whole atmosphere was different, almost like she was walking into a scene from history. The kelpies she passed all lowered their heads, as if they didn't want to be seen doing anything that might bring someone's attention to them.
"This is wrong," Macey whispered, horror filling her as she passed more and more kelpies.
"We'll sort it out." Rónán slipped a hand into hers and gave it a squeeze.
Maybe she shouldn't have brought him. She'd even considered leaving him on land with Flint but had decided against it. She needed their support despite the risks.
She wasn't sure how the kelpies were going to take their potential Queen having a selkie as a consort. Nor was she certain about how Flint and his Fire Warden status would get on beneath the water. But they'd organised some magic that would allow each of her men to breathe underwater without the need for the bubble around the palace. At least that was in place at the moment. It wasn't always. Only when they had visitors who needed air to survive. She didn't want to risk her brothers figuring out that all they had to do was turn off the bubble to leave her desolate though.
"I'm not sure we can," she responded, turning down a corridor. She counted down the doors until she found the one that would lead to her mother's rooms. She hadn't wanted to go the normal way and risk being spotted by the wrong person. The risks were beyond her true comprehension at the moment.
They slipped through the door in silence and began to climb the stairs. She hoped Nessie was in the room when they got there or she'd end up pacing back and forth with no idea what to do with herself. She needed to take control of the situation, there was no doubt about that, she just had no idea where to start. Should she just confront her brothers and force them to listen to her? Or did she work against them in secret? Without Nessie's input, it was hard to work out what to do next.
"In here." She ushered her men into the room, only wistfully wondering if they should have brought Izban and Amber too. She'd thought it was best not to risk all the Wardens and there was really nothing the two of them could have done in the Loch. Other than freeze it. Or electrocute everyone in the entire area. Neither of those was the best idea in the grand scheme of things. And, with her men in tow, they already had six people too many to be sneaking around successfully.
"Ah, you made it." Nessie clapped and moved over to them, embracing Macey in her arms.
"We did."
"Did you get the answers you were looking for?" she asked.
Macey shook her head. "In some ways. In others, definitely not."
"Standard prophets then."
"I'm afraid so." It only briefly crossed Macey's mind how bizarre it was to be having this conversation.
When she'd been a young kelpie, she'd dreamed of going to land, having a brief adventure, and coming back to the Loch and settling down with a kelpie. Nothing exciting. And certainly nothing to do with prophets and beings that wanted to destroy the world.
"How are things here?" she finally asked her mother.
"Not good. No one is talking about it but everyone is downtrodden. I'd advise you not to go back to your old rooms."
"We figured that would be the case," Jared murmured from behind her.
"Hence why you're here." Nessie nodded, clearly understanding their thought process. "What's actually going on?" Flint asked, dropping down onto one of the chairs placed around the room. Macey didn't think there'd always been so many pieces of furniture in these rooms; her mother must have brought them in here in preparation for Macey and her men arriving.
"What do we do?" Macey asked, trying not to sound too whiny. She was truly done with the situation. Even if the Mahoun had poisoned her brothers' minds, it sounded like the thoughts had already been there. That her brothers actually believed she'd dream of usurping them. The irony was, if they hadn't thought that and hadn't acted on it, then she'd never have even thought about becoming Queen. Despite what they believed, it wasn't something she wanted or desired and she certainly wouldn't have stolen it out from underneath them.
"It's hard to say. We need to win people to your cause, without your brothers becoming aware you're here."
"It's that bad?" Rónán's eyes widened as he asked.
Nessie grimaced and reached into her pocket, pulling out a sheet of the kelp they used as paper. She handed it to Macey who took it as gingerly as possible, dreading to know what was on it.
She sat down next to Flint and smoothed the kelp out over the table in the middle, trying to put off seeing what was written there. Steeling herself, she looked. A hand flew to her mouth and tears pricked in the corners of her eyes.
"What is it?" Jared's concern came through in his voice.
She shook her head, not wanting to say the words. If she did, it would make them real. The saying about the truth being hard to swallow wasn't to be taken lightly.
Flint moved her hand from the page and looked at it himself. "Her brothers have put a bounty on her head," he said after a moment of contemplation. Clearly, Flint was as unhappy about the situation as she was.
"They've done what?" Luc demanded from where he stood leaning against a wall. She was surprised he hadn't spoken up earlier, though maybe that was just because he was still trying to work out what his place in their relationship was. She had no doubts that it was confusing being the last person to come into it. She might not want to make his life difficult, but he needed to find his place soon. None of them had the luxury of taking a lot of time to work things out.
"They've put a bounty on her head. And a threat to any kelpie who helps her," Flint repeated, his voice shaking slightly.
"So how do we know who to trust?" Jared responded.
"We don't." Nessie shrugged like it wasn't a difficult thing to process. "We just have to hope we make the right choices."
"Easier said than done," Macey muttered.
She thought back to the kelpies who'd come to talk to her before the big battle against the Mahoun. Those had definitely seemed like they were on her side. Maybe if she could find them again, they could tell her more about what was going on and how to take control of the situation.
"Do you have any people you trust?" she asked Nessie while making a mental list of friends she'd had before leaving the Loch. There hadn't been many though. As a Princess, she'd always been slightly different from the other kelpies her age. There were a few she'd played with as a child, but she didn't know any of them enough to trust them implicitly. They all knew her brothers and could have easily switched to his side.
She drew a hand through her hair in frustration. Now she was already beginning to talk about sides herself. She really didn't want this to end in civil war, but realistically, she couldn't really see another way right now.
"Yes, a few," Nessie replied. "One of them passed me the note about the bounty on your head. The others are spread throughout the palace, monitoring the situation. They'll send word if they see your brothers or any sign of trouble."
Macey nodded. "Good. What do we do now? I don't want to hide here like an intruder. This is my home."
Her mother sighed. "I know, but you need to stay hidden for now. We need to prepare before they surprise us. They're not the cleverest fish in the pond, but they likely have allies who know what they're doing."
"We didn't exactly hide our arrival though," Cam suddenly said. "Lots of kelpies saw us. None of them greeted us, but nobody tried to attack us either."
Nessie bowed her head in agreement. "I think most of them are confused by what is happening. They know you're not a traitor or a threat, Macey, but they also don't want to get in trouble for not obeying a direct order from your brothers. They've not been crowned yet, but everyone knows it's just a matter of time. Nobody wants to get on their bad side."
"Well, I do," Macey muttered. Yes, she'd never intended to be Queen, but now that she was here, she wanted to change the strange mood in the palace. She wanted everything to go back to how it used to be, and if she had to become the kelpie ruler for that, so be it.
Suddenly, it felt like a weight had been taken off her shoulders. She was not going to resist anymore. No, she was going to grip her destiny and mould it until it fit. Until her people were safe and she was living with her men happily ever after.
She got up and smiled at her mother. "I'm not going to hide here. I'm going to go to the throne room and see what happens."
She knew it was reckless and she completely understood why both Nessie and her guys started to protest, but she wasn't going to hide from the inevitable. She was going to face it head-on.
She strode from the room and with a combined sigh, her men followed her.
"I'm going to inform our allies," Nessie called out behind her. "Don't get killed!"
Macey wasn't sure if that was a joke or an actual warning. Right now, she didn't have a clue whether she was actually in danger or not. Kelpies weren't a violent people, they only fought to defend themselves. For some of them to help her storm the Mahoun's castle had been an extraordinary event, unheard of in kelpie history.
She swallowed hard. Maybe she'd made them bloodthirsty by asking them to fight in that battle.
The corridors of the palace were almost empty. Sometimes, she saw a servant run away out of the corners of her eyes, but besides that, everything lay deserted. She hoped they were all hiding in their rooms and not gathering as an army somewhere, ready to take down Macey and her Wardens. Hopefully, they were all aware of the fact that they needed the Wardens to keep them safe. They'd proven that with the Mahoun.
When she reached the large doors of the throne room, she stopped. They were closed and who knew what was on the other side.
"Pretty," Luc remarked. He was right, the carvings on the marble doors were extraordinary. It was a thousand years of kelpie history combined in one giant ornamental piece. As a child, her father had explained all the little details to her. She remembered how she'd listened to his every word. She really missed her father. While she was living on land, she'd not really visited, but that was because she knew he was still there. Now, she wished she'd spent some more time with him.
Macey leaned against the door, trying to listen to whatever was happening inside. She didn't hear anything, but that could mean both that nobody was in the room or that the doors were soundproof. She suspected the latter.
She closed her eyes and pushed a little air magic through the tiny space beneath the door.
"What are you doing?" Rónán asked but she shushed him.
She concentrated on the air, how it spread through the room. It didn't move unhindered; there were obstacles. People. She didn't have enough experience to tell how many there were, but at least now she knew that they weren't going to barge into an empty room. She mentally patted herself on the back for thinking of using her air magic. Clever kelpie.
"There are several kelpies in there," she whispered to the others. "Not sure how many. They could even be on our side or they could be my brothers. I guess we're not going to find out until we go in there."
"Are you sure this is a good idea?" Flint asked. "Shouldn't we think this through?"
She almost laughed. Since when did they see her as someone who thought things through? She was quite the opposite of that. Spontaneity was more fun.
Macey took a deep breath and grabbed the door handles.
"Ready?"
She didn't wait for a reply. None of them were ready because they didn't have a clue what awaited them. Well, they were going to have to make it up as they went along. It had worked so far. Nobody had died. Kind of.
She pushed open the doors as hard as she could. She stepped forward and immediately, Cam and Rónán flanked her, with the other three guarding her back. She was grateful none of them tried to step in front of her. She needed to be the one in charge, everybody needed to see that.
It took a second for her eyes to adjust to the dim light in the throne room. The large circular windows had been covered by curtains, something she'd rarely seen before. The windows were there as a sign of transparency; proof that the monarchy was working for everyone and wasn't some sort of secret dictatorship. She grimaced. If this was the first thing her brothers had done, it didn't bode well.
At the end of the large room, a group of people were surrounding her father's throne. Every ruler got his own throne custom made, carved with symbols of what they stood for. In her father's case, that had been wisdom, knowledge and innovation, as he'd explained to her once. She couldn't remember all the symbolic designs on the throne, but she knew now that the thrones of her brothers would look very different. If they decided to rule together. That had never happened before. Kings and Queens ruling together, yes, but never siblings. If her brothers weren't such idiots who'd put a bounty on her head, she'd actually think this a good idea. Together, they would be stronger and the risk of them turning against each other would be lower.
Strangely enough, none of the people around the throne turned when Macey and her men entered. Were they pretending not to hear them? Was this a trap.
Macey readied her magic, just in case. She wasn't going to be the one to attack first, but she would defend herself if necessary.
She took a deep breath. This was it.
"Bruce! Jerry!" she shouted as loud as she could.
Finally, the kelpies at the dais turned to her. They were too far away to recognise, although most of them looked old. Probably part of the advisory council. That was a good sign. At least her brothers hadn't disbanded the council yet.
None of them said anything, but they stepped aside, giving her a full view of the throne. No, that wasn't right. There were two thrones now. Her brothers were there, just as she'd suspected. They were lounging on the new thrones as if they were relaxing in their living room. Bruce had his legs spread while Jerry had one leg over the arm of his throne. Their father would have killed them himself had he been able to see this. He was probably turning in his grave just now. They were dishonouring his memory.
Anger rose in Macey. She couldn't leave her people with these two idiots at the helm. Even though she hated the thought of taking power, she knew that she was going to be a hundred times better than her brothers. Suddenly, she was glad that they were not her real brothers. She would have been even more ashamed of them than she was now.
"Good to see you, little sister," Jerry drawled. "I didn't think you'd come."
Bruce laughed. "I told you she wouldn't be able to resist. She's always loved to meddle in our affairs."
Macey frowned. She couldn't remember a single example of that. Was this the Mahoun's brainwashing talking? Or did Bruce really believe that?
She wanted to grab his shoulders and shake him until the craziness disappeared, but she kept her calm and slowly walked towards the dais.
Finally, she was able to make out the people surrounding her brothers. She knew most of them. Some had been her teachers as a child, some had been confidants and almost something like friends. She hoped they weren't all there because they were supporting Bruce and Jerry. Maybe some of them were here on Nessie's behalf, spying on what was going on.
"What do you think you're doing?" she snapped. "Sitting there like this with our father not even being dead for long? Is that how you honour his memory?"
"He's not your father," Bruce spat. "Don't think we don't know your little secret."
"You have no right to the throne," Jerry added happily. "We know that you're not actually our sister."
Macey stopped in her tracks. How the waves did they know? Even she had only found out recently and the only people she'd told were her men and the other Wardens.
"Thank the wet kelp for that," she shot back. "I'd be ashamed if you were my brothers."
Bruce got up from his throne. "You've admitted to not being our sister, which means you have no right to be here. If you leave now, we're going to let you live."
Macey gaped at them. Were they seriously threatening to kill her? Her brothers? Even if there was no shared blood between them, they'd grown up together. Surely they couldn't be this heartless.
She was going to show them what an angry kelpie looked like.
"Do you know who my parents are?" she asked coldly. The two men looked at each other and Macey realised that they didn't have a clue.
She smiled grimly. "Actually, my claim to the throne is larger than yours. I'm the granddaughter of the Empress of Kelpies herself. Nessie is my mother. I'm the rightful Queen of this Loch."
Stunned silence followed her words.
"The Empress?" Jerry spluttered, no doubt remembering what they’d been taught as children. No matter what they said or did, nothing would change the fact that the title of Empress could only be passed down through the female line. "But... you can't be."
"Even if," his brother snarled. "She's been gone for a long time. Nessie never tried to claim the throne. We don't need an Empress, we need a King. Two, in our case."
He laughed as if he'd made a joke. Some of the people surrounding him laughed a little as well. Macey shivered as she realised how many of them were trying to get into her brothers' good books. Luckily, not all of the kelpies were laughing. Some were openly staring at her, while others seemed deep in thought.
"I don't think you've got what it takes to be Kings," Macey said coldly. "Look at how you're behaving already. Closing the curtains? Causing an atmosphere of fear in the palace? Putting a price on your sister's head? If this is how you start your reign, I don't want to be there to see how you finish it."
Bruce laughed. "You think you're better than us? Prove it." He stepped down the dais and approached her, ripping one of his leather bracelets off his wrist. He threw it on the floor between them, just like she'd seen the knights of old do it with their gloves in films. Was he actually challenging her to a duel? Didn't he know that she was a lot stronger than both him and Jerry put together?
Well, this was going to be easier than she thought. She picked up the bracelet and slid it over her own wrist.
"Challenge accepted," she said with clenched teeth. "When and where?"
The silence around her was broken by Jerry's laughter. "It actually worked," he snorted. "I didn't think she'd be that stupid."
Macey looked over her shoulder at her men, but they all looked just as clueless as she felt.
"Activate," Bruce said and the bracelet around her wrist suddenly became very hot. She shrieked as it burned her skin. Immediately, her men were surrounding her, forming an impenetrable circle.
The pain moved up from her wrist, racing through her body. She fell to her knees, clutching her arm to her chest. The burning was getting intolerable and she couldn't hold back the tears running down her cheeks. Hopefully, her guys were hiding her from her brothers; she didn't want them to see how much she was suffering.
Just when she thought she couldn't bear any more of the pain, something dark rammed into her consciousness and took her away with it.
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Darkness surrounded her, but she wasn't unconscious. Salt stung her nose and panic set in as she realised just what that must mean. She was back in the sea. But not the ocean as it was around where Rónán lived. This water was dead. Nothing lived in it and nothing ever would.
Maceyyyyyyyyy.
She shuddered and kicked her legs, pushing herself towards the surface. If she didn't get there, then she wasn't going to survive and she just couldn't have that. Her brothers weren't going to get away with how they were treating their people. They had a duty of care and that didn't include beating down their subjects until they didn't want to show their true feelings.
The current was surprisingly strong for the lifelessness of the water, but she soon found herself breaking the surface and taking in big gulps of air.
Glancing around frantically, she searched for anything that could act as her life raft in the storm. Nothing presented itself until...ah, there. A large rock jutted out from the surface and called to her. If she could get there, she wouldn't need to try and keep afloat as much. That could save her life.
She didn't even bother trying to shift, somehow knowing it would be just as futile as when this had happened in her mind. There was something she couldn't quite put her finger on about the whole situation.
With long strokes, she tried to drag herself towards the rock, making very little progress even with her strong swimming ability. She'd never been so glad of having learned how to swim in her human form too. Though if it had come to it, she suspected she'd be able to pick it up quickly enough. Water was her element. She felt truly at home within it.
Except for now. This water was creepy and she couldn't wait to break whatever spell it had over her and go for a proper swim. Preferably with Rónán. And afterwards, while he was soaking wet and naked they could...
Water splashed into her eyes, breaking through her rather pleasant train of thought. Why couldn't she catch a break? She just wanted some downtime with her men where she didn't end up off fighting something or saving someone else. The holidays were coming up, maybe that would help.
The rock grew mercifully closer, though the burn in Macey's limbs was hard to ignore. She pushed through it, reminding herself that she was stronger than this.
She could do this.
She could do this.
She would do this.
There was no choice in the matter. She had to survive. She had to take back control of her Loch. Then she had to save the world. Nothing major or anything.
After all that she'd deserve a damn break though. Preferably for the rest of her very long life. Though if she was going to be Queen, that might not be as possible as she wanted it to be. Her hand grazed against the corse rock, shocking her slightly before she realised what that must mean.
Relief flooded through her and she used her weakened arms to drag herself out of the water. She flopped down on the rock, ignoring her nakedness, she breathed a sigh of relief.
Maceyyyyyyyyy.
Or not.
Macey closed her eyes and counted to ten, building up the courage to do something about the situation. Slowly, she sat up, taking in the sea in front of her. The glossy black waves were both terrifying and soothing at the same time. She could have stated at it for hours but knew there was a real danger in doing that. She didn't want to succumb to the hypnotism, especially with the watershee about.
Not wanting to be sitting anymore, not when she had the confrontation she knew she needed.
She nearly slipped as she got to her feet and a sharp pain in her foot was cause for concern. She'd deal with any injuries later, if this was even happening to her physical body. That was certainly up for debate at this point in time.
"Where are you?" Macey screamed into the air around her, hoping the watershee wouldn't be one of the many super cryptic beings she seemed to have found herself encountering time and time again.
A giggle sounded in the air around her.
"Show yourself?"
Whyyyyyyy, Maceyyyyyy. It's so much more fun to play.
"I don't want to play," she shouted back. "I don't have the time."
And you think I do?
"Surely you must if you're toying with me like this." She searched inside herself for a small kernel of anger, surprised when she didn't find any. She knew Anger had left her body, but she hadn't thought it had taken her own emotion with it. That didn't make any sense. Maybe it was just a side effect from having so much ripped from her in one go.
A soft sigh sounded behind her and Macey spun around.
The most beautiful woman she'd ever laid eyes on stood in front of her, with long blonde hair flowing down her back and white robes sticking close to her skin. She looked both soaking wet and bone dry at the same time. The woman was truly something.
"Who are you?" Macey asked.
"You can call me Ulma," the woman answered.
Macey nodded her head as if that was a normal way to be greeted by someone trying to kill her. At least this one was being nice about it. That made a nice change from the norm even if it had taken her slightly off guard.
"You're the watershee?"
"That is one of my names," the woman replied.
"There are others?"
"Of course. It depends what aspect of me people see." Her voice came out light and airy, almost as if they were sitting down for afternoon tea and not standing in the middle of a cold and lifeless sea.
"Is there a reason you're trying to kill me?" Macey had no idea if asking the question would work or not. The woman might be so insulted she pushed her into the sea. Or she might actually give her a real answer and she'd be able to move on from there, hopefully with her life intact and a way back to her men. She didn't want to even consider what her brothers might be doing to them.
"I have no control over who I lure." Ulma glanced away and stared off wistfully into the sea as if lost in a trance.
"You don't?"
"Do you have control over your nature?" she asked.
"Yes," Macey insisted. She could control both her kelpie form and her Warden powers, there really wasn't any doubt she had control.
"I wish I did." The pale woman sat on a conveniently placed rock, still staring off into the sea and not looking at Macey.
She held up her hand, revealing a slim golden chain around her wrist. "I am bound to do what my masters want of me. For many years, no one has ever called upon my magic and I was happy for it. A week or so ago, that changed. I was called upon for the first time and given a target."
"Me," Macey whispered.
"I'm afraid so. The kelpie Princess who became a Warden. Songs will be sung about you in the years to come."
"So I've heard," she muttered darkly, thinking about how little she wanted that. Not for the first time either. Why anyone would want to be the subject of songs like that was beyond her. It felt like a very high standard to be held to.
"Your mind was a difficult one to get into. You're well guarded."
"Thank you?" Macey's forehead creased as she said the words, unsure if they were truly a compliment or not.
"But now you're here and I have to decide what to do with you."
Macey frowned. "Does that mean you haven't decided on whether to kill me yet?"
The beautiful watershee nodded. "I had to lure you, but the urge to kill you isn't very strong. I could probably resist it... for a price."
That sounded like a fair bargain. Macey was happy to give her whatever she wanted if that meant she could get out of this strange, dead water and return to the kelpie palace, where she was sorely needed.
"What's the price?" she asked, a little more hopeful about her future. If she had to fight, she wasn't sure if she was going to win. She had neither her shifting powers nor her magic, and without that, she was simply human. How embarrassing. How did they survive if they came face to face with a watershee? Was there some kind of hidden human power she didn't know about?
She pointed at the golden band circling her wrist. "Break the spell binding me. Let me find my own victims again. I don't want others to control my powers."
That made sense to Macey. She wouldn't have liked that either.
"Will you be able to resist luring me while I try to solve that situation?" she asked. "I will have to concentrate on fighting my brothers and if I'm pulled back here, I might lose. Then you'll stay bound to them."
She nodded. "Yes, now that you've been here, I can hold it at bay. Not for long though, a day at the most. There are three bracelets in total: one to bind me, one to bind my victim and thirdly, the one my slavemaster uses. I've only seen him once, but I can describe him to you."
To Macey, it didn't really matter which of her brothers was carrying the third bracelet. She was going to defeat them both and then - well, what was she going to do with them? She definitely wasn't going to kill her brothers. Imprison them? Banish them from the Loch? Hope that they wouldn't incite a revolution? Maybe there was a way to bind their powers, like her father had done to her when she'd moved on land. Still, that would be kind of cruel. She'd hated being without her powers, it took away part of her identity.
"He was old, even for a kelpie," Ulma began and Macey froze. Neither of her brothers were old. Who was the watershee talking about?
"He had long white hair bound in a ponytail. There were lots of lines on his face and one of his eyes had a strange grey, milky colour. Do you know of who I talk?"
Macey swallowed hard. Yes, she did indeed. Mansar was one of her father's advisors. She'd always found him slightly creepy with his white eye, but her father had trusted him implicitly. Was Mansar a traitor who was now on her brothers' side, or had they somehow made him use the bracelet to force Ulma to charm Macey? She was going to find out.
"Send me back," she ordered, gritting her teeth. "I know exactly who you're talking about."
"Get the bracelet and melt it down," the watershee instructed. "Strong fire magic should do it. You'll know if it's worked if your own bracelet breaks. But don't delay or I won't be able to help myself. I've not eaten kelpie in such a long time."
Macey shuddered but smiled at the watershee. It wasn't her fault that it was in her nature to eat people. In the end, that's what humans thought kelpies did. Sometimes, there were several layers to every truth and not everything was as it seemed.
"This might hurt a little," Ulma warned and before Macey could prepare, pain assaulted her, the same burning she'd felt back at the palace. This time, she knew what was happening though and she could almost feel her body being drawn through the dimensions, transporting her from the watershee's lair back to the Loch.
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Knowing that the pain would disappear as soon as she'd land didn't make it any less painful. She arrived with a scream, which resulted in her being jumped by five large men who all seemed terribly concerned. She ended up on the floor in one massive knot of limbs and heads.
"Are you alright, Macey?" Luc huffed from somewhere beneath her.
"Yes, I'm fine," she half sighed, half laughed. "The watershee didn't kill me but you guys almost did."
She was pulled to her feet by Jared and as soon as she was standing, he took her into his arms, his lips immediately finding hers. She responded to his kiss by wrapping her arms around him, enjoying the tingles the incubus magic left on her skin. Then she remembered that she was probably in danger and stepped back, leaving a very disappointed incubus behind. His glow actually dimmed a little.
She looked around, surprised to see the throne hall empty and abandoned. Her men were the only other people in there.
"What happened?" she asked, searching the room for answers.
Jared grinned. "We fought them until they all ran away."
Her eyes widened. "You let them get away?"
Not long ago, she would have got really angry by now, but this time, she was holding it together. She was thinking more rationally. Her men wouldn't have let them run if there hadn't been a good reason for it. She was making real progress with her anger management. Granted, she didn't have any anger left to be managed.
"We cornered some of them, but Luc told us which ones were actually a threat and which ones weren't. We let the latter go."
She turned to the daimon in surprise. "You can do that?"
He smiled. "I thought you read the book about daimons. We can sense if someone is friend or foe when we touch them."
Oh. That had to have been in one of the chapters she skipped at the beginning. That skill was certainly going to come in handy in this situation. With a palace full of kelpies who could be either with or against her, the daimon's ability would be invaluable.
"Although if someone hasn't quite decided yet, I won't be able to tell in which direction they'll eventually lean," Luc added. "Several of the people who were here with your brothers fall into that category. We let them go as well, maybe that will show them that we're good people and only want the best for your kingdom."
Macey nodded. "That was the right choice. But where are my brothers?"
Luc's smile disappeared. "There's a portal in a hidden passage behind the thrones. When they saw that they were losing, they escaped through it before we could stop them."
Macey was a little confused. She'd never known about a portal in the palace. Although it would explain how her father had always returned so quickly from his trips onto land.
"What happened to those who were against us?" she asked.
Cam pointed to a side door leading off the throne room. "We locked them in there. A room without windows. Not the best places ever but we didn't have much time. We needed to stay here to wait for you."
"We knew you were going to come back," Flint added with a loving smile that made her insides heat. "Never doubted it for a second. You're tough, little kelpie."
She grinned, blushing slightly. "We have one important thing to do or I may not be able to stay with you for long," she said, pointing at the bracelet which was still glued to her wrist. "We need to find one of my father's advisors, Mansar. He's the one who sent the watershee after me."
With a bang, the tall doors behind them swung open. Macey whirled around and immediately, her men took on fighting stances. They relaxed when they saw that it was Nessie, and behind her, a familiar old man. She was dragging him by his long white hair, making him look rather comical.
"That's Mansar," Macey told her men, pointing at him. "How the fucking waves did Nessie know to bring him here?"
Her mother was in shouting distance by now and they could hear Mansar cursing her with every step.
"I've brought you a gift, Macey," the older kelpie called with a grin. "This gentleman thought it would be a good idea to break into my chambers. Such a pity I was inside."
Mansar muttered something incomprehensible and Nessie tightened the grip on his ponytail until he cried out in pain.
Macey had never seen Nessie like this. She was formidable. No wonder both humans and kelpies were afraid of her.
"He's just the person we wanted to talk to," Macey said, walking towards her mother. "He's got something I'd quite like to have."
Mansar tried to get away, but Nessie was stronger. Macey realised that this wasn't about physical strength; after all, the advisor was both taller and broader than her mother. They had to be using their magic against each other as well.
"Show me your wrist," Macey commanded.
Mansar just glared at her, not complying in the slightest.
Nessie sighed. "I'm afraid he isn't the most cooperative man. Let me help." She leaned down and grabbed Mansar's left arm, forcing it out in front of him.
The bracelet glinted in the dim light of the throne room. Hopefully, they'd be able to remove the curtains easily enough.
"Take it off," Macey instructed him.
"I can't do that," he sneered.
"Can't, or won't?" Jared demanded from behind her.
"Can't. That's not how magic works."
"Then we'll just have to burn it off," Macey said casually, examining her fingernails as she thought about what to do. The idea of putting fire magic anywhere near the man's wrist filled her with a sick feeling she wasn't able to get past. She didn't like the idea of harming anyone, even if it needed to be done.
Things had been a lot easier when she'd had Anger to help fuel her. She'd been able to let it consume her and do the things she needed to do.
Wow. She never thought she'd have been wishing she had a parasite within her still. Things really had gotten messed up.
"You can't do that." Mansar's voice shook as he said the words, revealing the trace of fear in him. He didn't think he was getting out of here intact. He knew he'd done wrong.
"I can do that, actually. Unless you want to make things easier and just take it off."
Macey raised an eyebrow as she looked down at him, trying not to think of the pain she might have to cause. At least she had plenty of questions she needed answers to before that. They could distract her from that.
"I told you, I can't do that." Mansar gnashed his teeth together, clearly becoming more and more uncomfortable by the second.
"Tell me something," Macey started, beginning to pace. She wasn't able to stay still and deal with that. "Why did you do this?"
To her surprise, Mansar started laughing, a chilling sound that filled her with more dread than she liked. She was a Warden. She was going to be Queen. She couldn't let herself be intimidated by someone she'd known her entire life.
"Look around you. How many kelpies do you see?" The man cocked his head to the side.
"Macey, you don't have to do this," Luc whispered, brushing a hand against her back.
"Yes. Why not listen to your thing," Mansar suggested.
"No. I need to know the answer." She didn't take her eyes off the older kelpie, knowing she couldn't show that he was getting to her. She was well aware of the potential concerns about her consorts. If she was one of the common kelpies, she'd have the same concerns about it.
"You want an answer? I can give you one. You're a traitor to your people. You consort with all the beings you shouldn't. In the past two years, you've spent more time on land than you have in the Loch. How can you be our ruler? We deserve better than that. All you do is forget who you are and then come back and try and tell us what to do. You even sent kelpies to war. I don't care what people say, you are no Queen of mine." He spat at her feet after he finished speaking, driving home his distaste.
Pain lanced through Macey's heart. She knew people would have doubts. She didn't even blame them, but hearing them voiced like that was something else. She just hoped she could persuade the rest of the kelpies she wasn't going to just abandon them.
"Her brothers spent just as much time on land. Why serve them instead?" Nessie's voice was surprisingly soft but Macey could hear the menace there. Her mother didn't think that at the very least.
"But they haven't come back with non-kelpies in tow, have they? Including a selkie."
Macey sighed. Maybe she should have left Rónán on land. But that wasn't fair. She didn't want to lie to her people about who she was and her love for Rónán was a part of that.
"I can't choose who I love," Macey answered evenly. "And as a Warden, I am expected to spend some time on land. That doesn't make me any less a kelpie. Nor does it mean I don't have this Loch's best interests at heart. But we can't carry on as we were. Keeping to ourselves and not interacting with the other peoples of the world? That's not the way to keep things going. We need allies. And that is what I'm going to bring to my rule of this Loch."
Mansar laughed maniacally. "You seriously think you're going to be accepted as Queen?"
"No," Macey answered evenly. "I'm going to prove that I can be Queen. Then I'll be accepted. Flint, if you would." She gestured towards the bracelet.
"Macey..." he started.
"Burn it off. It needs to be destroyed. Please do the honours." She turned away, not wanting to watch this. She'd have done it herself but her fire magic felt weak with all the water around them. She was sure Flint's did too, but with the bubble still intact and no physical water in the building, Flint should be able to call upon his.
"As you wish." His voice shook but he stepped past her and took Mansar's wrist in his hand.
The crackle of flames filled the air, followed by screams of pain along with the smell of burning flesh. Tears pricked the corner of Macey's eyes. She didn't want to do this. She didn't want to have caused one of her people pain, even they'd brought it upon herself. She still wasn't entirely sure how Mansar had ended up serving her brothers when they did what they had to her father but she had to accept the facts. And she had to free the watershee.
A loud crack sounded, followed by a clunk as the two halves of her bracelet fell to the floor. She sighed with relief even as Mansar's screams faded into sobs.
She turned back to him, feeling that she owed it to him after the pain he'd been through. "I'm sorry it came to this, Mansar. You will be healed and then banished from the Loch and all other natural bodies of water. Your powers will be bound from this day forward."
"What? No!" Mansar sobbed.
"I regret it has come to this." She nodded at Nessie, hoping the older woman would know how to do what she'd decreed.
Her mother echoed her nod and Macey sighed with relief.
"I need a swim," she muttered. "Come with me?" She held out her hand to Rónán, who took it instantly. He probably had the same urge she had. It was almost impossible not to when there was so much water about but none of it actually came close to touching their skin.
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Shifting seemed to be easier down here. It still burned like fire but it was more bearable when she could swim out into the Loch and visit all the places she'd first explored as a child.
Rónán clicked at her in his odd seal tongue. She had no idea what he was actually saying, but she somehow knew that he wanted to go off to the left and explore over there. She smiled inwardly, loving that he wanted to discover her home like that. It probably came across as more of toothy uncomfortable grimace in her kelpie form. The horse's nose she had wasn't really made for smiling. It was probably one of the many reasons kelpies had become so feared. They didn't exactly look friendly.
Plants on the bottom of the Loch drifted back and forth as they swam past and a few small fish wove their ways between the strands, creating a dance she'd never seen anywhere else in the world. Even the sea hadn't been able to rival its beauty.
Rónán flipped in the water, doing a summersault and showing off his paler underbelly. Macey whinied in response, only just resisting the urge to follow suit. It wouldn't look quite so good if a kelpie did it.
Using her powerful hind legs, she pushed through the water, heading towards the ruins she knew rested at the bottom of the Loch. No one knew how they'd gotten there or who had lived among them, but she'd loved to visit as a child and wanted to share that with Rónán. While she wouldn't admit it, there was something special about being able to share this and she knew she couldn't bring her other men here, not when it was so far into the water and they weren't able to breathe. Well, they could with the magic they'd used, but not well enough to swim around like she was with Rónán.
The building rose up from the Lochbed a couple of minutes later and she nudged against Rónán's side, urging him towards it. He gave her a funny look but swam on anyway. Worry settled in her stomach as she considered Rónán might not like her childhood playground.
They swam between three or four of the buildings, the eeriness only added to by how dark the water had become. It must be evening above the water.
Rónán squeaked at her and pointed his snout towards the surface. She nodded, unsure if he saw the movement but hoping he did. He was one of the loves of her life, he was always going to understand what she needed. That was what made her position so amazing. Not only did she have one person looking out for her like that, she had five. Even if one of them was a very recent edition and she didn't know how he fitted in with the rest of them. She was sure it would take some time before he found his position. Just like Rónán had.
She followed Rónán upwards, the pair of them breaking the surface at the same time. She shifted back instantly and began to tread water, unsure of what he wanted but knowing she'd be fine with whatever it was.
"You okay?" she asked.
"Yes. I just thought you might want some private time, just the two of us." He flashed her a smile that no woman would be able to resist.
"That sounds good."
"Do you know a place? I have no idea what is where here."
"Yes, this way." She didn't wait for him to acknowledge her and set off towards the shore, knowing exactly where she could take him. The reeds on the shore would create a good shelter for the two of them. No one would disturb them there.
She pulled herself out of the water, droplets running down her naked skin. The cold air pebbled her nipples, making them ache for the attention she hoped Rónán would shortly be paying them.
He left the water too and she held out her hand to him, drawing him between the reeds and tugging him down to the floor. He came willingly, already naked and already hard. She had to love that aspect of shifting, being naked with him.
Macey trailed a hand across Rónán's abs, enjoying the feel of the strong muscles beneath her palm.
"Is this what you had in mind?" Her voice came out lower than normal, with a sultry tone she wouldn't have been able to use if she wanted to but came out whenever she was with one of her men.
"Not quite." His eyes glinted with mischief and a shot of desire filled Macey's entire body. She wanted him. She needed him. He was hers.
Rónán pushed her back and she lay on the ground, the soft earth molding to the shape of her body. Maybe she should have been thinking about how dirty it would make her skin, but they'd be back in the water before anyone else could see them.
He kissed along her throat, nibbling the delicate skin as he went. Macey arched up into him, desperate to feel him as close to her as possible.
A moan escaped her lips. Not that she'd tried very hard to stop it. The two of them were alone and she loved him. Why shouldn't he hear the effect he had on her? Soon, they'd have to go back to their duties, including dealing with her brothers, but for now, she was going to enjoy being with one of her men. She deserved a small break.
Rónán's fingers danced over the soft skin of her inner thighs and she opened her legs in response, hoping he'd take the hint and touch her where she needed him the most. He chuckled but still obliged, moving his fingers so they were between her legs, brushing against her entrance in touches that were both too soft and too much.
She writhed beneath him, desperate to feel more of him. His touch heated her in ways she'd never thought possible without the use of fire.
"Please," she begged.
"Please what, Macey?" He chuckled before leaning in and kissing her gently.
"Touch me."
"How?"
"Put your fingers inside me." She didn't know what had come over her. She'd never been this able to make demands. Maybe it was knowing she was going to be Queen soon. That was bound to do something to affect how she acted.
"Seeing as you asked nicely..."
He looked deep into her eyes as he slid two of his fingers inside her, curling them upwards. She gasped and arched into him, needing more.
Rónán repeated the movement, this time she jerked even harder and let out a long, loud moan in the process. She loved the way he felt when he was touching her. He leaned in again and kissed her neck, moving swiftly downwards, all the while tracing patterns onto her skin with his tongue. A moment later, he latched his lips around her nipple and sucked it into his mouth. A short flick of his tongue sent bolts of pleasure all the way to her core.
"Rónán," she murmured.
He hummed, sending vibrations through her skin. She gasped at the sensation, loving the feeling of him.
"Are you ready for more?" he whispered against her skin.
She nodded vigorously before realising he wasn't able to see her. "Yes." It was harder to say the word than she'd expected but Rónán was playing with her too much to be able to form coherent words. She'd complain but that wasn't in her best interests.
Gently, he pulled his fingers from her, drawing them up along her clit before pulling away completely.
"No!" she cried.
Rónán chuckled. "I'm coming back. Why don't you get on your hands and knees?" he suggested, the twinkle of mischief returning to his eyes.
She scrambled to get into position, a delicious heat building inside her at the thought of what he was going to do to her. Sometimes, the anticipation was part of the experience.
Who was she kidding? The anticipation was always a part of it. She loved how her men made her feel even before they'd touched her properly.
Rónán's cock nudged at her entrance and she widened her legs as much as she could while still on her hands and knees. She moaned, hoping he'd get the message and fill her in the way she was desperate for. She'd beg him if she thought he wasn't going to hurry up.
His hands smoothed over her back as he pushed into her, his cock hitting just the right spots to send her reeling. She bucked back into him, forcing him in further. Rónán grunted, his hands moving so they rested on her hips.
They quickly fell into a rhythm controlled by the grip Rónán had on her hips. Not that she minded, it only added to the pleasure coiling up tightly inside her. She loved this feeling. The loss of control, the intimacy of the moment. It was something she desired more than anything, and something only her men could bring out in her. She didn't understand how anyone could live without this feeling.
His left hand let go of her hip and he reached down and between her legs. He pinched her clit between his thumb and finger, causing a long moan to slip from Macey's lips. She pushed back into him, hoping he'd do even more than he had already. She needed more. She needed him. There was no denying the bond between them. She didn't even know where it had come from, but just like with the others, she knew it was right. There was no other word for it.
More pressure on her clit from Rónán had her mind going completely blank. She tried not to unleash the pleasure. She tried to hold it back. But she couldn't. Pleasure flowed through her, filling every fibre of her body. Her body began to shake and she was dimly aware of Rónán increasing the pace as he thrust into her and knew he was on the edge too.
A groan started low in her throat as the pleasure became too much to hold back. She cried out, glad they were alone and no one was about to see them.
"Macey," Rónán groaned, his thrusts becoming more and more erratic by the second.
"Rónán," she echoed, barely able to get the name out.
With one more powerful thrust, he sent them both over the edge. She lost all sense of what was happening as they writhed together, their naked bodies dancing together in a way only they could.
The pleasure faded, leaving Macey completely spent. She collapsed to the ground, pulling Rónán with her. Their breath came in unison as the two of them recovered from their shared passion.
"You okay?" he asked after a moment.
"Mmhmm. I should spend more alone time with you," she said through her haze.
Rónán chuckled. "I don't know, there are certainly some good times with more than just the two of us involved." He moved his head to the side and looked into her eyes before winking.
Macey chuckled. "We do have a lot of fun."
"I don't think any of us have ever asked you, but are you okay with our situation?" The earnestness in his eyes was enough to convince her about how serious his question was.
Macey reached out and cupped his cheek in her hand. "I have no problem with it. The five of you have my heart and soul."
"You have us like that too," he responded instantly.
"Even Luc?" A smirk lifted her lips.
"Especially him. You've had him since the moment you met in that cave, you just didn't see it straight away."
"What can I say, I figured I already had four hearts, wanting another was greedy."
"I think that ship sailed about three men ago," he countered. "Not that I'm complaining."
"And neither should you. Last I checked, you got a red hot kelpie princess in your bed."
"And here was me thinking we were just hiding out in some reeds instead."
"The palace is too dangerous," she said in mock horror.
"Too dangerous for sex?"
"With how loud you all make me scream? I think it definitely is too dangerous."
Rónán scoffed. "I'm sure you can be quiet if you tried."
"Oh really? That seems like a fun challenge."
"To do what? For you to stay quiet or for us to try and break it?"
"Both," she responded with a twinkle in her eye. "We should try that at some point."
"I'll put it on the list of things to try."
"You have a whole list?" Her eyes widened as she tried to work out what could possibly be on it.
"And you don't?"
She thought about it for a moment, considering what she might want to try with them. She shook her head. "Not really. But only because I figured we'd get around to most of it at some point anyway."
Rónán grinned broadly. "And that's why you're perfect for us."
"I hope there are other reasons too." She'd meant it to come out as a joke, but her insecurities took hold and her voice ended up sounding surprisingly vulnerable. That just wouldn't do for a Queen, though at least it was just in front of one of her men.
"Oh Macey," Rónán started. "There are so many reasons you're perfect for us. You're smart, beautiful, passionate. You're not afraid to fight for what is right. Even when things scare you, you'll still do your duty because it's the right thing to do. How could that not be perfect for us? It would make you perfect for anyone."
Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes from the relief of what they felt. She couldn't imagine a world without them. The words might only be coming from Rónán, but she could hear the others behind them. They'd all believe what he was saying.
They all believed in her.
"Thank you for saying that," she whispered.
"Of course. I love you, Macey."
"I love you too." The words sunk into the air until she snorted. "I never even imagined I'd be saying that to a selkie."
"I know what you mean. If someone had told me a year ago that I'd fall in love with a kelpie, I'd have told them they'd spent too long away from the sea."
Macey smiled at him, the gravity of his words not lost on her.
"Speaking of duty though, we really should be getting back to the palace." She sighed and began to push to her feet with Rónán following just behind.
"Are you sure you're ready for that?" he asked.
"Not in the slightest. But we both know I have to."
He leaned in and kissed her cheek. "We're behind you for that."
"I know."
She took his hand and walked back toward the water. She might not be ready to take her place as Queen, but that didn't mean she could avoid it. Macey had a job to do. Rescue the Loch and then go back to saving the world. Even in her head, it sounded like a daunting task. But she could do it. She wasn't just anyone. She was Macey the Water Warden and the future Empress of Kelpies, and she would prove herself worthy of those positions hundreds of times over. With her men at her side.

To be continued...

What’s happening? Find out in the next book in the Seven Wardens series, Under the Ice: books2read.com/undertheice.

And if you’re hungry for waffles, we’ve included a recipe for Malan’s Super Fluffy Waffles in the new reverse harem cookbook Hungry for More.
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