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      Macey discovered that Kludde are born by mitosis and that male Kludde can give birth. Yummy. After that shock, the next bad news: her father mysteriously died. In her grief, Macey drained the loch (and her men helped refill it). After finally getting confirmation that Nessie really was her mother, the older kelpie moved into the house in the mists.

      On the positive side, the Wardens found a way to find and kill more of the evil creatures that threaten to take over the world. For that, they needed to make blood cakes and get some rather strange ingredients. Macey then did something stupid and started battling them alone (a severe case of overconfidence), which led to her being torn apart by the Anger living within her. Yes, there’d been an evil creature living inside of her, the reason for why she’d always been that angry. Luckily, her men and Nessie arrived just in time to both save Macey and defeat the creatures. And on the plus side, she ended up having mind sex with Luc, who’s now part of her harem.

      Once she’d recovered, the next problem waited in the loch she’d grown up in. Her brothers were taking control and a civil war was looming. With the help of a watershee, who’d been forced to attack Macey, our kelpie hero exposed a traitor and took control of the palace. Sadly, her brothers escaped, but Macey vowed to save both her people and the world. Easy, right?
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        Water: Macey (Kelpie)

        Wind: Cam (Wraith)

        Fire: Flint (Wraith)

        Earth: Jared (Incubus)

        Ice: Izban (Mage) 

        Lightning: Amber (Beithir) 

        Air: Talia (Seelie hosted within Macey)
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      Snoring woke her. Not just by one person. No, there were at least three snoring men surrounding her. She winced. Nobody had warned her of that problem. Having one snoring partner was bad enough, but she was stuck with five now. This cacophony was too much to let her go back to sleep.

      She sat up and looked out of the window. The light green shade of the water told her that it was still early morning. She'd planned to sleep in, but there didn't seem to be any chance of that.

      With a sigh, she made her way out of bed - which was harder than it sounds. She wasn't particularly careful not to hit or step on anyone. After all, they'd woken her so she didn't mind repaying the favour.

      "Morning," Cam whispered from her left. "What time is it?"

      "Too early," she scoffed.

      He chuckled softly. "Truer words have never been spoken. I'll come with you before I go deaf from all this noise."

      He followed her out of the room and into the living quarters. She'd taken up residence in the Royal suite, but not after making some changes to the bedroom. Now, the bed was large enough for all six of them. She wondered what her father would say to that. Not that she would ever find out. He was dead, probably killed by her brothers who'd disappeared from the depths of the loch. Nobody had been able to find them so far, but there were whispers of them growing their following. Macey didn't want war, but her brothers seemed set on ousting her by force. She'd never wanted to be Queen but for now, she was the only sensible person fit for the job. Luckily, most people in the palace had come to see it that way too, and new allies arrived daily from more distant parts of the loch. For now, she was confident that she'd be able to keep her queendom free from her brothers' dark influence.

      "Shall we get some breakfast?" Cam asked. "I loved those algae pancakes we had yesterday."

      She lifted an eyebrow. "Are you serious?"

      He nodded, grinning widely. "I know I was a little prejudiced about your food but it's surprisingly tasty. But then, pancakes are always good, no matter what you throw into them."

      She tended to agree. Being in charge of the palace meant that she could wish for whatever food she wanted. The chefs knew her and her tastes and they'd done their best to give her all her favourite dishes. She could certainly count on their loyalty. That was something she'd realised a few days ago. Back when she'd lived at the palace, she'd always treated everyone the same way, whether they were a cleaning maid or an advisor to her father. Her brothers had never bothered doing the same. Now, this was paying off. The palace staff were loyal to her and were happy to have her back. When push came to shove, she'd be able to rely on them.

      A knock on the door startled her. Cam immediately straightened and stepped in front of her. She knew it was instinct but she pushed past him, making it very clear that she didn't need him to protect her. Besides, they were in the Royal wing, a place that was heavily guarded by people she trusted.

      "Yes?" she called before opening the door.

      "It's Maisie, my Lady. There's a visitor for you who says it's urgent and can't wait. He's waiting in the drawing room."

      Macey sighed. The day was beginning far too quickly. She'd been looking forward to a relaxed breakfast with Cam, but now her responsibilities were already catching up with her.

      "I'll be there in a moment. Please get him some refreshments."

      "Are you expecting anyone?" Cam asked and Macey shook her head.

      "Not that I can remember. I've been writing a lot of letters to other kelpie settlements asking for their support, so maybe this is someone coming to join us. Or assassinate me. Who knows?"

      She laughed lightly, but Cam didn't join in.

      "You shouldn't joke about that," he admonished. "We know your brothers are plotting and they will be back soon. They're cleverer than we thought and I'm sure they have spies here in the palace."

      Macey grimaced. "I'm sure they do. Did I tell you that we exposed another one yesterday?"

      Cam's eyes widened. "No, you didn't. Who was it?"

      "A plumber who'd only started here a couple of weeks ago. He got a little drunk and let slip that he wasn't a big fan of mine. I'm glad we caught him, he could have done some damage to the palace otherwise."

      Cam nodded. "Yet another reason to remain vigilant. There are too many people working here to keep track of them all. But I think you better get ready, I'm curious to see who's come to visit."

      There were some clothes on one of the sofas, discarded there in the heat of the moment last night. It had been one of those rushed, intense moments where Macey needed to be naked as soon as possible. She took a quick look at them and when she didn't find any rips or holes, she put them on.

      Cam tsked. "Now I won't be able to think of anything besides how you rode me last night. That was amazing, you naked, me still dressed, my cock the only naked part of me. I don't know why I found it such a turn on but..."

      He cleared his throat. "Anyway, I better find myself some clothes as well."

      He was still naked and the memory of last night had given him half an erection already. Macey licked her lips but then turned away. She had other priorities right now.

      "I'll be in the drawing room," she said and quickly left before temptation got the better of her.
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      An old kelpie was waiting for her. And when she said old, she actually meant ancient. His skin was pale and reminded her of parchment. There were a few scales shining through in places, something that only happened to really old kelpies. It was a side effect of shifting hundreds of times throughout their lives. At some point, things got stuck. Usually just small things like a scale here and here or a bit of webbing between toes, but this man also had the bright glowing eyes of a kelpie.

      "Good morning," Macey said politely and waved her hand when he motioned to get up. "Please stay seated. How can I help you?"

      She took a seat on a chair opposite him and poured herself a cup of seaweed tea from the large pot that someone had brought. She'd missed that tea when she'd been living on the surface.

      "My name is Kyladan," the man began in a raspy, faint voice that had her strain her senses to understand him. "I'm from Loch Katrine."

      "Oh, I love that loch," Macey said excitedly. "It's beautiful."

      The man smiled. "That it is. I'm afraid that things have changed there, however. There have been rumours that our younger kelpies have only been too ready to listen to. I believe your brothers have taken residence in our loch and are now turning our people against you."

      Macey couldn't believe it. Loch Katrine was one of the places she'd gone on holiday with her family. Most of the Scottish lochs were connected by underground waterways that the humans didn't know about. It made it easy to travel between them without having to leave the water. While her father had been the King of all kelpies, the majority of the lochs were self-governing and only required the King's assistance in disputes and times of trouble.

      "Are you sure?" she asked. "Have they been spotted?"

      Kyladan nodded, sadness reflecting in his glowing eyes. "My great-grandson has become one of their followers. I warned him, told him that our entire family has always supported the monarchy and your father, but he wouldn't listen. Your brothers are promising the young kelpies that they'll have more freedoms, that they'll be able to change the rules and modernise the lochs. They don't see that your father already did a lot of that. We'll never have technology down here, we just don't have the resources. If they want to pretend to be human and play games and use the internet, they need to move to land."

      Macey was surprised by the old man's insight. She hadn't expected him to know about things like the internet.

      "The biggest change your brothers are promising though is that they'll introduce meat to our diet. The younger kelpies find that exciting."

      He shuddered visibly and so did Macey. Meat? Kelpies had always been vegetarian. Because they could shift forms and communicate with some of the loch inhabitants, they'd always seen animals as equals who couldn't be killed for food. There were enough edible plants in the loch to have a good and balanced diet anyway. There was no need to slaughter animals.

      "But why?" she asked. "If they really want to eat meat, they could just go on land and go to a pub there."

      "They're lazy," Kyladan replied. "They want everything they see and hear about and they want it now."

      "Is there any way of convincing them otherwise?" Macey asked him.

      Kyladan shook his head. "I'm not the only older kelpie to try convince them this is a fool's errand. There have even been some who tried threatening the young ones with the rumour that you're one of the Wardens..."

      Macey's blood turned cold. Which shouldn't have been possible without Izban nearby, but he and Amber were off doing some kind of errand to do with his family. She'd wanted to say no, that it was better if the Wardens were together, but she still felt guilty for sending Izban into the Mahoun's castle and hadn't been able to say no.

      "I'd suggest you don't say any more to the younger kelpies," she said after a moment's contemplation. "But any of the people not liking where things are going are welcome to come here and take refuge. We have plenty of space and we'd welcome their numbers." She knew it was probably a stupid thing to offer, especially with the likelihood that someone who wanted her gone could creep in with them and cause all kind of havoc. But she couldn't leave people who supported her out in the cold.

      Kyladan left his chair behind and fell to his knees. "Thank you, Your Majesty."

      Macey almost recoiled at the honorific. She wasn't used to it yet and still wasn't completely sure she wanted to keep it.

      "It's the least I can do," she responded. "I have a duty to all of my people, especially those who need the most help." She leaned forward and took his hands between hers.

      "Thank you," he repeated.

      "Is there anything else we can do for you while you're with us?" She should have asked earlier, she wasn't used to being a host for anyone other than Nessie, Izban and Amber, and it was safe to say they were all far beyond the point of niceties.

      "Just a place to rest and maybe a bite to eat?" he asked hopefully.

      Macey nodded. "Of course, I'll have it arranged." She nodded to one of the guards standing at the door and he slipped away to tell one of the servants.

      She rose to her feet, ensuring that Kyladan came with her. "If there is anything else you need, please let us know. We want what's best for the kelpie people," she assured him.

      "Thank you, Your Majesty, we will."

      She nodded to the other guard, who stepped forward. "Reden will take you to a set of rooms where you can rest."

      "Thank you." Kyladan stepped away from her and towards the guard who escorted him out of the room.

      Macey watched them leave, ensuring she was alone in the throne room once more before collapsing onto one of the chairs and sighing with relief. Or frustration. She wasn't too sure. Things were going horribly wrong all over the place and she was never too sure which fire she needed to put out first.

      Her brothers and their plot to steal the throne were a problem. And she still wasn't sure whether all of the Mahoun's siblings had been vanquished from the world. Though that might be a task that never got completed. Her understanding was that they would still spring up whenever someone believed in them strongly enough.

      And then there were all the damn prophecies she had to contend with...

      "Why is there always something," she muttered to herself, running a hand over her face.

      "You'd never be content if you weren't putting out a fire," Cam answered, stepping into the room.

      She smiled at him, grateful he was checking she was okay. It wasn't him being possessive either, she wouldn't have been okay with that. It was more about offering her support. All of her men had been surprisingly content to stand one step behind her. Though in some ways, she supposed they already had stepped back with her when it came to leading the Wardens. Though the waves knew she'd never asked for that.

      Cam didn't wait for her to respond with any more than a smile and pulled her into his arms, hugging her tightly. She breathed in, enjoying his comforting scent.

      "What do you want to deal with today?" he asked.

      "Do I have to deal with anything?" she mumbled into his chest. "Can't I just get back into bed and sleep it all away?"

      "Of course you can."

      She sighed. "We both know that isn't true. I can't be the kind of leader who disappears when things start going a little wrong."

      "I know," he responded. "But that doesn't mean you can't take any time for yourself. No one expects you to be infallible."

      "And yet I don't have the time not to be." It sucked, but there was no denying it. Between learning the truth about her birth, taking her place as the Water Warden, finding her partners, and saving the world a couple of times, there was no time for anything else. Even if that meant she was running on empty.

      "I know..."

      He was cut off by a knock at the door.

      Macey sighed and pulled herself out of Cam's arms. "Come in," she called, wondering what it was she'd have to deal with now.

      Luc walked into the room, his black wings twitching slightly as he did. The wing marks on her back itched in response but she ignored the sensation. It was just her imagination running away with her.

      "You okay?" she asked, concerned by the serious expression on his face.

      His arm slipped around Macey's waist and he pulled her to him, dropping a swift kiss on her lips before pulling back way too soon for her liking. "Is anyone else due here?"

      "Right now? Or today in general?" She frowned, not completely sure why he was asking.

      "Today."

      "I'm not expecting anyone." But that didn't mean people weren't expecting her. Kyladan was proof of that. She hadn't woken up knowing she'd have to deal with him. Anything could happen during the day.

      "Good. We have somewhere we need to be," Luc responded.

      "Have you told the others?" She exchanged worried looks with Cam. There were very few things that could require their attention immediately, and none of them were good.

      "Not them." Luc glanced away, refusing to meet her eyes.

      "What?"

      "Just you."

      "Why?"

      He didn't say a word.

      "Luc, why?" She tried to ignore the panic bubbling away under the surface and focus on what he was saying.

      "There's a daimon meeting," he whispered, still not looking her in the eye.

      "What's that got to do with me?" As much as she didn't want him to go away, she understood that his people would always have a hold over him.

      "You're daimon marked."

      "I'm what?" Her mouth fell open. She looked at Cam, hoping he'd have some answers for her but he shook his head, apparently as clueless as she was.

      "Daimon marked. The wings on your back..."

      "Right, okay." She'd assumed they meant something, so wasn't too surprised by that. What she still didn't get was why Luc now refused to even look at her while he was talking about it. "And..."

      "You need to come with me."

      "Alright, let's get this over with." She sighed, this wasn't something she had time for but if she had to do it, then it was better that they got on with it.

      "It's more complicated than that," he admitted softly.

      "How?"

      Cam shrugged when she looked at him, still completely clueless.

      "They're going to test you, Macey. To even get into the daimon realm will be a test."

      "Of course." Nothing was ever easy, she shouldn't have expected this to be any different. "Let's go."

      "Macey, you could die," he insisted.

      "You said yourself that she needs to go," Cam pointed out. "Is there any way around that?"

      "No. They'd just come to get her themselves. They could even come to the bottom of the loch for her..."

      "In which case, there's no choice. Take us there, Luc," she responded, trying to cover up the quiver in her voice.

      She might as well get this over with. Today was as good a day as any to die.
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      Macey should have known that the daimon world wasn't a physical one. At least not in the sense of physically travelling there. No, Luc had led her into a small room in the Palace and locked the door from the inside. There were two guards outside as well, but Luc said it was important that nobody disturb their bodies while they were gone. Whatever that meant.

      Once again, she was reminded of how different daimons were from all the other species she'd met. They seemed to be less attached to physical matter, to Earth, and instead existed between the planes. She'd learned a lot about them when reading that book back at the house in the mists, but there hadn't been anything about how to cross from here to the daimon realm. Now she was going to find out.

      "We need to touch," Luc said with a grin. "Sadly, we're going to be wearing the same clothes in the daimon world that we're wearing now, otherwise I'd insist on touching you with all my body."

      Macey chuckled. "Maybe we can do that afterwards. The door is locked, nobody is going to disturb us."

      Immediately, his expression became serious again. "If there is an afterwards," he muttered darkly. "Let's get this over with."

      They lay side by side on the thick rug, their hands entwined. His skin was warm, almost hot, and she wished she could snuggle against him, just enjoying this moment of closeness. No such luck though.

      "Close your eyes and relax," he said, his voice calm and gentle. "This is going to feel like you're falling asleep. I'll bring you into my mind and then we can proceed to the daimon world from there."

      "What about the tests?" Macey asked anxiously.

      "I'll tell you in my safe place," he replied and before she knew what was happening, her body began to feel heavy, like she was being dragged down into the floor. It wasn't an uncomfortable feeling, just unfamiliar. Was this what Luc thought falling asleep felt like? It was nothing of the sort.

      Darkness closed in around her, a warm, comforting darkness that hugged her tight. She relaxed into it, opening her mind to the whispers she could almost make out.

      "Open your eyes."

      She did and looked straight at Luc who was smiling down at her. He almost seemed taller here in this mind home of his. Maybe that was intentional. Maybe it was just her imagination. She'd always preferred taller men.

      Nothing had changed about this place. The same beautiful beach, the same soothing sound of the waves lapping against the sand. She would have loved to spend more time here, go for a swim, sunbathe, but there was a job to do.

      "What now?" she asked and he frowned, his expression tight.

      "Now we're going to see if you're granted entry to the daimon world. I could have taken you to one of the portals, but I think this is a safer way to do it. You see, when we're in our pure daimon form, we don't have bodies like this. We're like spirits, I suppose, without a need for a body."

      "Will you look the same?" Macey asked before he could continue.

      He smiled. "Mostly. A bit more golden and a bit more chained." His smile turned pained. "I've managed to hide the chains here in my mind, but that doesn't mean they're not still there."

      Macey shuddered. She remembered her first time in his mind. His wings had been trapped by heavy chains as punishment for him becoming attached to her. Daimons weren't supposed to do that. Yes, they were there to protect and guide their charges, but not to fall in love with them. He'd refused to leave her and now he was being punished for it.

      She reached up and cupped his face, pulling him down to her level until their lips were almost touching.

      "We're going to make them remove the chains," she promised. "They're going to have to understand that you're mine and that it's not your fault. If they want to punish someone, they'll have to punish me."

      Luc kissed her, ending her heroic speech before she had a chance to expand. Not that she had any idea on how to make the daimons see reason, but waves, was she going to try.

      She opened her mouth, gasping as his tongue stroked hers. He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her closer until their bodies were moulded together, perfectly fitting against each other.

      Far too soon, he ended the kiss with one last nibble of her bottom lip. "It's time," he whispered. "We better not keep them waiting."

      She stepped back, straightening. "Let's do this. How do we do this?"

      He laughed. "Essentially, we're going to do the same thing we did in the palace. Lie down and hold my hand."

      This time, it was decidedly more comfortable. The sand was dry and warm and so much softer than the rug she knew her body was resting on. It was strange to think of her body as something separate from herself, but it seemed natural for the daimon.

      "I've never brought an outsider back home," he admitted. "This might be more uncomfortable than the journey here. I don't know the details, but I've been told there will be challenges for you to overcome on the way. Whatever happens, know that I love you."

      Without warning, darkness took her, crashing over her like the waves on the beach.
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      She surfaced with a deep breath, pain shooting through her limbs. She had no idea where the pain was coming from, but it was making her eyes tear up. Her entire body was aching.

      "You're not supposed to be here."

      A deep, male voice came from the shadows. She blinked, trying to see where she was, but there was only darkness interspersed by grey mist. There were no walls, no floor, not even a sky. Was she still in Luc's mind? In her own? Or somewhere different altogether?

      She groaned as another wave of pain brought her to her knees.

      "I'm here to talk to the daimons," she replied, her voice quivering with pain. "Are you one of them?"

      The voice chuckled. "No, I'm just the gatekeeper. My job is a boring one. I let the daimons in and out, but I never talk to them. You, however, were left on my doorstep without a warning. This is the most exciting thing that's happened here in centuries. So I ask you, why are you here?"

      "Can you make the pain stop first?" she asked, fighting against the urge to curl up in a ball.

      "Pain? I'm not causing you to be in pain."

      She groaned again. "Well, I'm in agony. It's hard to have a conversation when my body is being burned alive."

      Suddenly, he laughed, his voice echoing all around her. "Body? You don't have a body. Let go of that thought and the pain will disappear."

      He was right. She knew her body was in the kelpie palace, safe and sound behind locked doors. She looked down at herself, but the darkness prevented her from seeing anything. That would make it easier, she hoped.

      Macey concentrated on her body, ignoring the pain as much as she could. The more she focused on it, the more it hurt. That meant the gatekeeper's theory was correct. Slowly, she painted a picture of herself in her mind, instinctively knowing what
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not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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