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      Skye: For Laura.

      

      Laura: To Waffles (so long as they're mine and not Skye’s.)

      

      Skye: Can I change mine?

      

      Laura: No.
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      Please note that the authors of this book are from the UK, and as such, spellings and some turns of phrase will appear in British English.
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        This omnibus contains books 5-7 of the Seven Wardens series.

      

        

      
        If you’ve not read the previous four books yet, we recommend doing so now, otherwise this will all sound like gibberish. You can get them all in one omnibus or start with From the Deeps (also available as audiobook).
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      Macey went to land when she came of age, which a lot of kelpies do. She lived with her brothers until an odd mist distracted her and she ended up semi-kidnapped by three men who'd end up her lovers and fellow Wardens, Cam, Flint, and Jared. It didn't take long for her to warm to them, though she was less keen on the Warden thing. The last thing she wanted was to have to save the world. They met one of the other Wardens - Izban, who was looking for his girlfriend (who happened to be the Sixth Warden) and Macey ended up annoyed by just about everything he did. Not that it mattered, she got kidnapped before she could spend any quality time with Izban. 

      Trapped in the prison of a castle controlled by the Mahoun/Voice (an evil black blob), Macey meets the sixth Warden - Amber. Who it turned out could shift into a huge-dragon-snake thing but still had a tail in her human form. Not that it's noticeable, Amber normally wraps it around her waist and covers it in clothing because mean kids at her school kept ripping it off and it was easier to keep it hidden. The two Wardens escape and are finally reunited with the others. There's lots of debate over what they should do and, to Macey's annoyance, Izban seems to be a fan of just leaving the world to rot. Eventually, they persuade him otherwise and the Wardens visit the Seelie and gain the Seventh Warden - a parasite that lives in Macey and is called Talia (though due to a prophecy given to her by the cù-sìth  Sharara (cat-man’s sister), Macey isn't allowed to tell anyone the name or else bad things will happen). They travel to St. Kilda and the original throne room of the Wardens. They do some magic and fix a few things, but then Macey nearly drowns (very embarrassing for a kelpie. She'll never live that one down.) 

      They meet a selkie called Rónán who soon catches Macey's eye and gets added to her collection, even though he isn't a Warden (the scandal! Though the Wardens aren't always in romantic relationships with one another.) Macey also learns that her heritage isn't what she thought it was - her Aunt Nessie is actually her mother!

      They go about defeating some black ominous blobs and meeting some super-weird mythological creatures until Flint nearly dies and they go to London (where Jared nearly dies...oops) and they meet a daimon - Luc. He rivals bodiless Malan in being mysterious and vague, which means Macey gets angry quite frequently.

      After some harrowing trials, Macey gets a flame from the lampads and gives it to Flint. While his magic gets restored, Macey also gets a bit of his fire magic - making her even more powerful. Hurray! And when she uses her markings to take control of all seven elements, she decides they are  finally ready to take on the Mahoun.

      While they are all waiting in their camp, a heavily injured man suddenly appears, claiming he’s Malan’s brother, Talon, and that Izban has freed him (yay!). Using the same hidden door Talon used to escape, their forces get into the castle, while Macey goes up to the main gate to confront the Mahoun. After a bit of mental torture and torment, they fight with wooden staves (strange choice of weapons, right?) and luckily Luc appears to fight by Macey’s side. Sadly this wasn’t actually the Mahoun, just an impostor. In a cell, they find a nameless man who was the creator of the Mahoun. Macey lends him her power so that he can banish the Voice back to where he’s come from. She almost dies, but then has some celebratory sex with her Wardens. Fun times.
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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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        Lucien (Daimon)

        Rónán (Selkie)

        Nessie (Kelpie)
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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
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