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Prologue
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Seane, no longer himself, still knew that he dreamed. His powerful legs carried him south, into the woods beyond the castle. His broad frame tore through brush and branch alike, unstoppable. Trees gave way beneath him or shattered when they dared block his path. He killed. He ate. He slept. And he moved on. He was lost.

He cried out for help, but no one answered. Not his brother. Not his daughter. Not even his wife. They were all blind to what he had become or perhaps to what he had always been.

They needed him strong. They needed him to be the fortress that he presented. They all relied on him, to handle everything. He could not fail. 

Danger. He sensed it, grinned his feral smile, and advanced. Nothing could stop him. An arrow struck him, snapped against the thick, white, bristled hide of his back. 

Another tree came down in splinters. A man had been perched there, waiting. Bandit, scout, fool, it didn’t matter. Seane’s claws, four inches long and curved like knives, ripped through armor and flesh without pause. He grinned, bloodied and breathless. There were none who could stop him.

Not even himself.

He arrived at the bridge that marked the edge of his kingdom. His soldiers stood watch there, loyal and unaware. And Seane, King Seane, wanted nothing more than to wade into their ranks, to tear them down like the trees, to feel them fall.

He didn’t. He wouldn’t. 

Not yet.

This was not justice. This was madness. Somewhere, deep beneath the fur and the fury, he knew it.

He was King. He was a good man. He was not a killer. He was their strength, their rock, because he had to be. What other purpose was there to his life, but to stand for his family, for the Ameroy legacy.

Barely, he restrained himself and ran on.

He needed help. Someone, somewhere, must be able to reach him. Someone must remember who he really was. Because soon, the beast would take him.

When that happened, there would be no Seane. Only the Great White Bear.
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They sat together for breakfast, King, Magician, and Princess. Also in attendance: the Queen, the Houndmaster, and Aarone, the Magician’s son.

The hall was bright, and the food rich with scent and spice. It should have been peaceful. It should have been safe.

Seane, the King, ate with grace and care, but his eyes never lingered on his plate. He moved like a man listening to something no one else could hear.

Surrounded by guards, each famed for the ferocity of their blade and spirit, this was meant to be the safest place in all the kingdom, if not the world.

Yet the King seemed ill at ease.

As he cut his ham steak, a shadow shifted behind him. A warrior, cloaked in black and armed with a tulwar dripping with poison, stepped silently into the hall, directly behind the King.

The was no shout of alarm. Nor was there time for one.

With an almost gentle flick of his wrist, Seane turned. The knife in his hand flashed, slicing across the warrior’s throat. At the same moment, his other hand, now a great clawed bear paw, slashed through armor and bone alike, just as in the dream.

Which blow felled the intruder, no one could say.

The silence that followed was absolute.

Then, without a word, King Seane turned back to his meal... and continued to eat. The others remained, but none had the appetite to continue. Nor even to observe as the King continued to eat so casually after the event that had just occurred. 

After they broke their fast, after the King had fastidiously cleaned his plate, not a crumb left behind, they turned to their duties.

Seane met with his ministers, still cloaked in the blood of the fallen, as though it were nothing more than dew on his cloak. No one dared mention it. Perhaps none dared see it.

The threat was gone. But Seane remained wary. There would be more. There were always more.

He would be ready. He was always ready.

The ministers gave their counsel, measured and cautious. They spoke of taxes, of grain, of disputes among the lower lords. They doled out justice, careful to let the King’s presence anchor the decisions they feared to make alone.

He smiled at times. But the smile never reached his eyes. Not anymore.

He had let his guard down before. Others had paid the price. Knights. Soldiers. Friends. Did he even have friends? He wasn’t sure. Perhaps once. Friendship was a luxury he could no longer afford.

Now, he gave all that remained of his heart to protection. To prevention. To holding the line so that others might never know how it felt to lose what he had lost.

He dispatched his soldiers. He met with tradesmen and negotiated deals, not ruthlessly, but with a quiet finality. He often gave away the better side of the bargain, but what he demanded in return was uncompromising.

There was no haggling. No barter. The offer was made. The terms were sealed. By his word, final.

Then came the training. Seane fought like a man possessed. For two hours, he faced three full groups of his best warriors. He was relentless.

His defense had evolved, fast, lethal, unbroken. Beyond mortal endurance, he struck with fury and moved with the patience of stone. His blows landed like thunder. His presence terrified.

Yet he never raised his voice. Never berated them. He did not need to.

Each soldier saw their failing reflected in the quiet intensity of his gaze.
That was punishment enough. So they fought harder. Longer. Not to survive him, but to deserve him.
To live up to the impossible standard of a king who bled, and fought, and endured, so they would not have to. A man who always led from the front. Who charged danger without fear, cloaked in his conviction and sense of justice. 

Day after day, the same.

Breakfast with his family gathered around him. He paid attention to them, listened, laughed, told stories. Within his eyes, there was no spark, no joy, just duty. 

Administration of the Kingdom, dealing with ministers, and the people directly. All had access to the King and justice. His rulings were decisive. Justice was as he believed, he doled out his word. 

Training for both his soldiers and his knights. They learned not just to use weapons, but to study the foe, to look for advantage. They learned to attack, but more importantly how to defend. How to hold and buy time so they might return alive to their Kingdom and their family.

Trades. The King met often with foreign ambassadors. He listened to the proposals. Made his judgement and offered his solution. Sometimes they were spies, and they died as they drew blade or spell.

Each moment measured, each duty executed with the weight of a kingdom behind it. Always, behind Seane’s eyes, the whisper of something more, a scent on the wind, a shift in the air, the pulse of danger too distant for others to feel.

On the third day, an archer took aim. He never got the chance to fire. Seane moved, became, a bear in full, a mountain of claw and muscle. He hurled his massive form across the sward like a thunderbolt. In a single, fluid leap, he soared up to the twelve-foot wall.

The assassin was torn apart, into pieces no longer recognizable as once human. The guards stood frozen. None moved. None spoke. There was nothing to say.

Only at night did he soften. Only in Lydia’s arms did the beast grow still.

He smiled, just once, a flicker of the man who had been. “This, my love... my life... this is what makes me happy. To be with you. To hold you. To know that you are here.”

And she held him until sleep came. Even then, as sleep held him beneath the cloak of night, he listened. Even then, he reached, not with ears, but with something else. Senses stretched far beyond hers, straining through the veil of dreams to guard her. To guard all of them.

An hour or three was all he allowed himself. No more. Not enough to truly rest, just enough to calm the beast within. The more exhausted, the easier to let the bear rise. Better to rest and retain.

Lydia would hold him, hoping that her presence could anchor him to her and the Kingdom. He was not the man he once was. No longer merely a man at all. He was the finest King she had ever known, or read about. But as a man, he was unraveling.

The Queen of the Kelpies arrived the next day.

Her sour demeanor was evident from the moment she crossed the threshold of the Assembly Room. Her attendants moved like shadows behind her, water-born and silent.

She bowed before the throne but not as low as she once had. A sneer curled her lips as she stepped forward, breaking centuries of tradition by closing the distance uninvited.

“You did as you said,” she said, her voice silken with disdain. “You routed the enemies who plagued me and mine.” A pause. A smile not meant kindly. “Yet, O King... what have you done lately?”

King Seane looked down from his throne of wood and bone, carved not for opulence but for remembrance. His court did not gleam with gold. Wealth in Ameroy was not a crown to be worn, it was a seed to be sown.

His people lived well, not because he hoarded wealth, but because he shared it. Merchants thrived, trading freely and fairly with other realms. Schools stood in every township, teaching even the poorest child to read and reckon. Great houses vied not for dominance, but for the honor of educating the next generation.

The Kingdom was not ruled by force but by purpose.

Seane’s jaw tightened, a fraction. His voice, when it came, was low and measured. “You ask what more you may receive, beyond the peace I have already given.”

He rose, seven and a half foot tall, his hair solid white, from his head to his beard. His eyes were angry, the fury within banked, though just barely. The weight of his size was dwarfed by the weight of his word. “My tradesmen. My soldiers. Even some of my scholars have come to dwell in your watery halls. You have taken much. And yet you flourish.” He took a single step towards the Kelpie Queen, “You eat well. You sleep safely.”

His eyes narrowed, gold-flecked and gleaming beneath the light of the hall. “Tell me, Queen of the Kelpies, what more should I offer to you, when you offer nothing to me? You offer nothing to this Kingdom or its people.” 

The Queen, perhaps sensing the change, whether in the air, in the room, or within the King himself, took a step back. Then another, resuming her place before him. 

Her eyes flicked toward his hands. Not claws. Not yet.

Then, slowly, lower than ever before, she bowed. “My apologies, great King,” she said, voice tight and trembling. “I was wrong. You have given much. I have... overstepped.”

She knelt now, fully. A Queen but no longer speaking as an equal. “Please allow me to withdraw, to gather myself. When next I come, I will bring tribute. I will offer what I can in thanks... for your generosity of spirit.”

The second bow was deeper still. When she rose, her ashen skin was tinged with a furious, humiliated blush. Her shoulders trembled. Whether from anger or fear, none could say.

But she did not look back as she fled the chamber.

Eryic, six and a half foot, lanky, silvered hair, stood at the highest tower of the castle, gazing out over the vast city below. Thousands of homes dotted the landscape like embers glowing beneath the haze of morning. The sheer scale of it all still staggered him, even after all these years.

Behind him, the door creaked open.

Penelope stepped through the landing and came to stand beside him. She was five foot and nine, black of hair, though tinged with red and a shock of white that ran alongside. Her eyes were as blue and deep as the ocean. “What are we going to do?”

She asked the question softly, as if the stone itself might echo it too loudly. Her voice carried uncertainty, the kind that comes from watching someone you love change in a way you cannot stop. “Maybe it’s not so obvious to you,” she continued, “but... something’s wrong. Isn’t it?”

Eryic didn’t respond right away. He simply lifted a hand and conjured two chairs with a flick of his fingers. They sat. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “I’ve checked. He’s not cursed. Not bewitched. There is no magic corrupting him, at least, none that didn’t already belong to him.”

He glanced down at the city again, then back toward her. “Unlike us, he draws power constantly. Even in sleep, I’m told. He’s become part of the land.”

Penelope swallowed hard. “I fear for him,” she said. Then she shook her head. “No. That’s not right. I fear for us.”

Eryic turned his chair slightly to face her. With a wave of his hand, a small table appeared between them, bearing two chilled glass goblets of squeezed apple juice, tart and touched with the first sweetness of spring.

“His is the power none of us wanted,” Eryic said. “His is the strength that binds the Kingdom together. Would you take his seat?”

Penelope shook her head quickly. “No. I’ve studied what it takes to rule. I’ve lived parts of it. I know now, it’s not my path.”

Eryic took a sip from his goblet. A small furrow dotted the Princess’s forehead, just between her eyes, she asked, “Then could Lydia take the reins? Just for a while? Let him rest?”

Eryic exhaled slowly. “Lydia is a great boon to this Kingdom. And to Seane. But she wasn’t raised to rule. Neither was Seane, not truly. Our parents trained us for battle, but not for the throne. They gave him little.”

He looked down into his drink, the golden light catching in the glass like fire. “I’ve seen him,” he murmured. “Late into the night, still reading, still studying. I scryed it myself.” Eryic drained his goblet. Then with a thought he refilled it again, “I don’t know when he sleeps.”

Eryic’s voice lowered. “He rules as a man. But he conquers as a beast.” A pause hung between them. “I fear we’re losing him.”

Seane sat in his library. It had grown over the years, expanding shelf by shelf, wing by wing. Every book within had passed through his hands, some more than once. He had read them. Studied them. Loved them.

And still, whenever restlessness came, as it did more often now. he turned to these well-worn volumes, hoping their words might offer the peace the world refused him.

This place, too, had seen blood.

Assassins had found their way into the heart of the kingdom. Some had crept through shadows, some had worn smiling faces. All had come for him. For what he represented. For what he protected.

And all had died.

Here, even among the books, he had killed. Necessary. Swift. Without mercy. Each death cost him something. Each one carved a piece away. And yet, what choice was there?

How many now? He had lost count. Memory blurred where blood pooled too often. He did not revel in it. Neither could he regret what had to be done. You do not let a viper live when it’s already tried to strike.

Still, he ached.

He tried to share himself. With his family, for he took time each morning for breakfast. He listened, he heard. He shared stories and even joked. He was mindful not to rush off to attend matters of the Kingdom. He finished every bite upon his plate. 

Then each night, with Lydia. He tried to be present. To give her what was left of the man behind the crown. He loved her, with all his heart, with all that he was. He had not forgotten his first wife, nor would he ever, but the love between him and Lydia had been decades in the making, and it was that which kept him strong. 

But something was slipping. Was it them, pulling away? Or was it him, fading behind the eyes? He couldn’t say. Each day took its toll. He paid it, again and again. He could see it in their eyes, their small movements. The too careful words. Too often they would look away, not noticing, or seeing. 

He paid the toll, because his family...because his Kingdom...was worth the cost. What he paid now, was so much less than what he would be willing to give to see them safe and happy.

The assassins came again that day. This time, they did not strike at the King. They attacked the source of his peace.

Six of them dropped from the rafters of the castle like shadows torn from the sky, surrounding Lydia before a scream could rise. Lydia drew a sword from within her dress, though Seane was there in an instant.

Clothes shredded from his body as his form shifted mid-leap, bone and flesh tearing, reshaping. The man was gone. In his place, a Great White Bear, immense and roaring, rage incarnate.

Lydia stepped back, sword flashing, clearing the space around her with the strength of her steel. Her eyes scanned the assassins, even as the beast collided with them.

One fell beneath a single sweeping slash, his body split across the center.
A sword pierced the bear’s paw, but it did not slow. The second assassin died screaming, his throat crushed between monstrous teeth.
The Bear did not stop. Limping forward, the blade still driven through his foot, he mangled the next two. Flesh tore. Bones broke. Screams ended. At last, the sword snapped beneath the unrelenting weight of his steps, splintered by fury alone.

The last two assassins had engaged Lydia. Her sword wove a deadly pattern, moving between defense and offense. Confident and sure, she struck. Steel rang, and they fell, cut clean, silent, dead.

Then stillness.

Only the ragged breath of the beast remained. The Bear turned to Lydia, blood staining his muzzle, eyes burning with something not quite human.

For a heartbeat, she did not move. Then she wiped her blade clean, slid it back into its sheath, and stepped forward. She knelt before him. “Oh, my sweet love,” she whispered. “You’re no longer with us... are you?”

Her hand reached forward, brushing the fur of his neck. “You’ve been trying to tell me for so long. But I wouldn’t see. I couldn’t.”

The Bear growled, but it was low, soft. A sound of mourning, not threat. Lydia wrapped her arms around his massive neck, held him as if he were still the man she married.

Slowly, the shape began to shift. The fur receded. The claws drew back.
The man returned. Seane collapsed in her arms, naked, blood upon his mouth, a ragged wound through his hand.
And in the arms of his Queen... he rested.

They met that evening, the family. All of them. In the King's bedchamber.

It was tight quarters, but that was part of the point. They needed privacy. Intimacy. Truth.

The guards were dismissed. Eryic, the Magician, raised a barrier strong enough to hold off a dragon’s fury. Nothing would overhear them. Nothing would interrupt. They asked the King to sit. To listen. 

Lydia began. She was younger than the King, with long black hair, but strong and confident. “You are my love. The light of my life. I have followed you for nearly twenty years. And I would give my life for yours.” Seane began to speak, to protest. She raised a hand. “No. Please. You must listen, as we should have listened.”

She stepped forward, her voice steady, but her eyes wet with held-back grief. “You are not the same.” She paused, just long enough to breathe. “Not less. Oh, Seane, never less. But not the same.”

“You’ve surrendered who you are... who you were meant to be... to become what you believe the Kingdom needs.” He stood at that, body taut with protest. Lydia wrapped her arms around him, not to restrain, but to anchor. She held him with all the warmth she had left.

“No one is attacking you,” she whispered. “We know what you’ve carried. We know why.” She leaned into him, pressing her forehead to his chest. “But you have to let it go. You have to find yourself again.”

Uncaring who saw, she kissed him, softly. “Not as King. Not as warrior. But as the man you deserve to be.”

The room was still. The others, Penelope, Eryic, Breeann. Aarone, watched, each feeling the weight of what had been said, each knowing it had needed to be spoken long ago.

And Seane...Seane trembled. Not from fear. But from something deeper. A man too long at war with himself, hearing, perhaps for the first time, that he was allowed to stop fighting.

Eryic stood. He wore a black cloak, chased with silver sigils that resonated with his goatee. He crossed the small space between them and wrapped his arms around his brother. A rare gesture, quiet, strong, true.

Lydia stepped back, her expression tender as she sank onto the great bed.

Eryic held Seane for a long moment before stepping back, hands still on his brother’s shoulders. “I haven’t understood you,” he said softly. “Not truly. Not until now.” A single tear crept down from his eye, though the other offered to do the same. 

“I didn’t see the sacrifice at Bandit’s Keep. I didn’t see the crown you wore as anything more than a symbol, an adornment for pride.” The second tear fell. “Too long I believed your title unearned. Unwarranted. I let jealousy take root. I was angry that you took the reins of the Kingdom.”

Seane shook his head, tried to speak but Eryic lifted a hand. “Please. Like Lydia asked, just listen.” He swallowed, his voice thickening. “I see it now. With eyes finally open.”

Eryic wiped the tear away, almost surprised, he wiped his hand on his tunic. “Yours was the path that marked you the better man.” Seane turned away, jaw tight. For a moment, he didn’t speak. He shuddered, then he let the words come. “I’m ashamed,” Eryic said. “To think I ever wanted to be King. As a Lord of the South, it’s a task great enough on its own.”

“But you... you carry all of it.” He restored his other hand to the shoulder of his brother. “You’ve put yourself beneath the whole of this realm. Every soldier. Every merchant. Every starving child and grieving widow.”

“You don’t just rule, Seane. You carry the world.” He looked down, his voice a whisper now. “No man should bear that alone.” With awe and wonder he looked upon his brother, as though seeing him in a way that was new. “And it’s destroying you.” As Eryic settled back into his chair, the room hushed.

Then Penelope stood and walked to her father. She hugged him tightly, arms strong around his broad shoulders. She kissed his grizzled cheek, weathered by years and battles. She held him longer than she had in many years.

A moment later, Aarone stepped forward as well, slipping into Seane’s embrace without a word. Small and frail, his features almost like a fox, his skin, tinged slightly by the cold that never seemed to leave him. He wrapped his arms around Seane holding on tight. Just the solid warmth of a child needing to connect, and a family finally letting him.

They held each other. Briefly. Fully. After, Aarone returned to his seat.

Penelope remained standing. “From my earliest days,” she began, her voice calm but thick with memory, “you gave me protection. You gave me love. Even when I couldn’t see your path.”

She took a breath. “I didn’t understand why you sent me away. I thought... that you of all people would stay. That you would guard me.”

Seane reached out without hesitation, and she stepped into his arms. He held her close. “I love you,” he whispered. “I love you all. More than I can ever fully express.”

Penelope gave a dry laugh, one born not from humor, but from hindsight. “We know that now.” Wiping away her own tears, she continued, “But for so long... you seemed lost in the affairs of the Kingdom. Always busy. Always burdened. We thought there was no time left for us.”

She looked into his eyes, soft, tired, full of the weight he carried. “We were your people too. But we couldn’t see that. Not then. We see it now, father. Maybe only truly now.”

Seane settled into his chair again, his shoulders no longer rigid, but far from relaxed.

Breeann leaned in and hugged him, holding on tightly. She had grown from the young girl she was when first made ward. She smiled often now, and her beauty had grown the legend of the Kingdom. Her words were soft, too many, muddled by emotion. She had not been part of the family long, but her heart was all in. The moment was hers, even if she couldn't name it. “You spared me, you spared my family, though we attacked yours. I know now how foolish such a task. You took me in, helped me to grow, and made me a part of your family. I am honored, more than I can ever truly express. I know you as a man of your word and of justice. You are more than a bear, more than this thing that seems more and more to rule you.”

Seane looked around the room. His eyes touched each of them, not as a king, but as a man lost in a room full of love he no longer knew how to hold.

“You’re right,” he said quietly. “I don’t know how to shut it off.” He moved away and sat on the chair from the corner, the one he never thought would be used. Overstuffed, but sturdy. It was soft and comforting for a man not used to such finery. “I don’t know how to stop being who I’ve become.”

He paused, the words heavy. “The more we lost... the more I was lost.” He looked each in the eye, focusing on showing that he truly saw them. Each of them. “I can’t imagine losing any of you. I couldn’t survive it.”

His voice cracked. “May the world damn me forever thinking less of those others who died around me... but if I lost you...” The family stirred, murmurs of protest, of understanding. They tried to reassure him.

But Seane lifted a hand. The room went still. “I listened,” he said. “I didn’t argue.” Slowly, he gathered their attention and continued, “Now you must do the same.”

He looked not at any one of them, but at all of them at once. “I am King. But I’ve become something... else. Something dangerous.” Another round of protests began, but he raised his hand again. “No. Let me speak.”

“The beast is not a curse. It’s not madness. It’s not something I can cage or purge.” A steadying breath, “It is me.” A pause, a swallow of air, “Not all of me. But a part. And not the smallest part, either.”

His voice dropped, raw and steady. “And that’s the problem.” Removing the pillow from behind him, he held it within his hands, wanting to rend it with his strength, wanting to hold it close, and not doing either. “Because it is needed here. To protect. To kill. To be feared.”

“And I am needed here, too. To love. To rule. To be human.” Finally, he tossed the pillow aside to some small smiles. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, his hands bloody and bandaged. “But I don’t know... if both of us can survive in the same skin.”

They sat in silence for a time. Eryic conjured drinks with a flick of his fingers, wine for some, springwater for others. The glasses floated gently to each family member’s hand, and for a while, no one spoke.

At last, Penelope broke the silence. “A hero’s journey, Father.” Her voice was gentle, but steady. “You need counsel, not from kings or soldiers, but from those who’ve lived lives in other skins.”

She looked at him directly. “I think you should seek out Cass.” That name turned the heads of the others. “While a dragon,” Penelope continued, “she often wears a human guise. But it’s not just a mask, it’s part of her. She lives as both. Maybe she can guide you... help you learn how to exist together.”

Seane blinked, surprised and then nodded slowly, a smile forming at the corners of his tired mouth. “That’s a great idea,” he said. “But how would I leave? I trust Lydia, of course, but passing off the crown so casually seems...” He trailed off, uncertain.

Lydia was already smiling. She shook her head and made to speak.

Before she could answer, Aarone interjected, voice bright. “My mother, she also lives two lives. She walks as a Dark Horse, and also as a mortal. Maybe she could help too?”

Seane reached out and pulled the boy into a warm hug, smiling deeper now. “Another good thought,” he murmured. “Thank you, Aarone. Truly.”

Lydia finally spoke, rising slightly from her seat. “You’re right to hesitate. Taking on the full mantle of the crown is no small thing.” She paused, then placed a hand on his.

“But I’ve taken on many of the duties already. They’re exhausting, yes but I’ve learned. I’ve watched you. The way you delegate. The way you push others to rise to their best.”

Her smile softened into something resolute. “So no, you won’t leave this task to me.” She looked to each of the others. “You’ll leave it to all of us.”

She gestured to Penelope, to Eryic, to Breeann, and to Aarone.

“Even Aarone will have his part, as much as he’s able. We’ll manage it together. You’ve held us up long enough. Now it’s our turn.” The room was quiet again, but it was a different kind of silence. One filled with resolve.

And for the first time in what felt like years, Seane did not feel like the last pillar holding up a crumbling sky. He was part of something again. Something whole.
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Chapter Two
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It took many weeks to prepare for Seane’s departure. There were affairs to settle, scrolls to read, silent oaths to whisper. But in the end, what mattered most was this, the gathering of his family.

They stood with him in the great hall, smaller now without its full court. A fire crackled. Tension hummed, quiet but strong. Seane looked at each of them and smiled, as much cheer in it as he could summon.

“I have listened to all of you,” he said. “And I have heard you.” He clasped his hands behind his back, eyes sweeping across the room. “Here is what will happen.”

He turned first to his brother. “Eryic, you will manage the ambassadors and emissaries from other lands. That includes the Queen of the Kelpies.” A flicker of amusement danced in his gaze. “She will respect your strength, and she will be wary of your skill.”

Eryic gave a short nod, pride and purpose lighting his face. “I agree, brother. I can handle this task. At least until you return.”

Seane turned to Penelope, taking a measured step toward her. His eyes met hers with calm authority. “Your task is to assist Queen Lydia directly. She carries the weight of many duties...meeting with ministers and the people, overseeing training, trade, and more. You have been trained for this. You possess the tools to offer counsel, to stand in when she cannot, and to ensure continuity when challenges arise.”

Penelope bowed deeply. “It will be as you command, Father. I will share all I have learned and support my mother in all she undertakes. Thank you for your trust.”

Her eyes sparkled with pride and reverence. Lydia stepped forward and embraced her daughter, arms wrapping around her with fierce affection. They held each other for a long moment. Lydia whispered a soft, heartfelt, “Thank you,” against her ear.

Seane’s gaze moved next to Breeann, who stood straighter as his eyes found hers. “Lady Breeann,” he said gently, “you will oversee the animals of the realm, our stables, our kennels, the scout relays, and all livestock within the Kingdom and those we send beyond.”

She blinked, surprised to be addressed so directly, then bowed low. “I will do as you command.”

Seane’s arms opened, and Aarone ran into them without hesitation. He scooped the boy up, holding him close. “You, Aarone, are to work your magic in the schools.” The child looked up, wide-eyed. “You will share your thoughts with the headmasters. Help guide what the children are learning. In time, I will expect even more.”

Aarone’s eyes grew rounder. “But...sire, King, sir...I’m only seven. I don’t...” he began, trying to wriggle free.

Seane simply held him tighter. “Which is why I must begin teaching you now.”

He looked around at them all. “If I am to do this... if I am to leave, then I need your support. All of you.” He caught each by the eye and held them a moment. “I can’t go unless I know the Kingdom is in careful hands.” His gaze sharpened. “That means reaching out to one another. That means learning. That means growing.”

He set Aarone gently down and straightened. “The task I set before you is immense. But I can think of no other hands, no other hearts, I would trust with the fate of Ameroy.” His gaze swept them all and held them tight. “You are my family. And now... you are the Kingdom.”

“If you permit me a moment of your time, my lord,” Lydia said, her voice smooth but weighted. “I would like to know what exactly you expect of me.” Her eyes flashed. Whether it was danger or amusement, it was hard to tell.

Seane, in turn, bowed low, grinning in that rare, genuine way that was once so familiar. “Now, if you will all permit,” he said, voice raised to the room, “I would like to spend a little time with my wife.” His eyes found those of Lydia and a softness crept within. “She is the Queen, after all. And I am bound by both devotion and love to obey her every command.”

A few soft laughs followed, but no one stood in their way as Seane took Lydia’s hand and led her toward their chambers.

Once inside their bedchamber, there were no more words.

They removed every barrier between them, armor, robes, titles, and burdens, until nothing remained but warmth and the weightless honesty of skin on skin.

There was no desperation, no frenzy. Only the deep, unyielding love of two souls who had nearly forgotten what it meant to hold without fear.

And in each other, they remembered. Each kiss, each touch, a whispered sonnet to the life they had shared. A quiet celebration of enduring love.
Their movements became a dance, graceful and raw, a ballet of spirit and heart that set the stage ablaze.

Afterward, they lay together. bodies entwined, hearts still finding rhythm. Lydia rested her head on Seane’s chest. The sound of his heartbeat calmed her, and yet it carried a trembling beneath it. “I don’t know how to do this,” she whispered. “I know it must be done. But... I feel alone.”

Seane pulled her closer, his arm wrapping around her shoulders, his lips brushing her forehead. Then he reached for her chin and tilted her face to his. Their lips met, long, slow, steady. When he pulled back, his breath calmed as if hers had steadied him.

“I know,” he murmured. “I don’t know how to go back to being without you. To walking without your hand at my waist... or feeling your fingers on my arm, where you hold my heart.” He kissed her again, softly. “I was lost, not knowing. I focused only on the task, and forgot that I too am Human. So lost I didn’t even see the path forward.”

His hand ran along her back, slow and reverent. “And now, having you beside me... I want to be nowhere else in the world.” He kissed her lips again, and then kissed lightly down to her chin. “But if I don’t do this, if I don’t leave, I won’t remain the man you married. The man you love.”

Lydia slid up his body, pressing herself to him with her full weight, not to tempt, but to anchor. Her eyes met his. “You will always be that man, my Lord.”

She kissed him again, slow and soft, forehead to forehead. “We will manage. Until you return.” Her lips found his, her kiss carrying all the love and devotion she could not express in words. “And when you do... we will find a way to help you further. This burden is too much for one man. Even a King.”

With a low growl, he pulled her closer, silencing any further words. His mouth spoke for him now, and so did his body, answering love with love, giving of himself fully, fiercely, without restraint.

They met Seane outside the castle gates, just beyond the last line of watchful stone. There would be no fanfare. No horns. No herald to declare his absence.

The Kingdom must not know their King had left.

He wore homespun cloth, unremarkable in cut or color. His weapons were good steel, well-maintained, but no finer than those of his foot soldiers. He rode an old nag, gray and thin, one of the castle’s workhorses long meant for pasture and peace.

It was perfect. No one would suspect.

The Queen approached first, the others held themselves back. Her expression was composed, but her fingers trembled slightly at her side. “To the rest of the Kingdom,” Lydia said softly, “you are traveling to distant lands. Seeking new trade, new opportunity.”

She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “They will believe it. They want to believe it. Because you have looked after them all your life.” From a small satchel, she withdrew a knife. Plain, simple. The blade short, the handle smooth with wear. It looked almost fragile in Seane’s massive hands.

“This was my sister’s,” she whispered. “When she left the Travelers, she gave it to me to keep safe.” Her fingers wrapped the chain around his neck, letting the knife rest against his chest. “It’s my dearest possession.”

Then she kissed him. Fiercely. Unashamed. Not as Queen to King, but as woman to man, heart to heart. She didn’t care who saw.

Eryic stepped forward next. He looked every inch the royal Magician now, but his stance was proud, protective, brotherly. In his hands, he held a tooled leather belt, rich brown and embossed with silver etchings that shimmered in the morning light.

“I’ve enchanted this,” he said, as Seane examined the gift with surprise. “It will store your belongings, your armor, your weapons, should you... need to change.” Seane’s brow furrowed. Eryic continued, a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. “The enchantment is strong, but it will not last. It might only work three times, or perhaps as many as five. I’d rather you be a bear than bare, brother.”

Seane laughed. Just once. Low and warm. Then Eryic hugged him tightly, closer than they had in years. There was no more room between them for rivalry. Only blood. Only bond.

Breeann stepped forward, still shaking her head at Eryic’s pun, her expression a mix of disbelief and affection. “Honestly, you two,” she muttered, barely loud enough for the others to hear.

Then she looked up at Seane, the humor in her face softening into something gentler. In her hand, she held a small silver whistle, simple, unadorned, worn smooth from use.

“It has no magic,” she said plainly. “No enchantments, no family history. Just... this.” She pressed it into Seane’s palm and closed his fingers around it. “It’s the whistle I’ve used to train the mastiffs. They can hear it. We can’t. It’s not much, but maybe it’ll remind you of loyalty, the kind that waits, that watches, that protects. The kind that stays.”

Her eyes flicked to Lydia, to Aarone, to Penelope.

“We’re holding what is yours. And we’ll keep it safe until you come back to us.” Then, with a smile that was both teasing and tender, she added, “And try not to be so unbearable out there.”

Seane gave a low, warm laugh, the sound of it echoing with old friendship. Breeann turned, tossed a wink toward Eryic, and he caught her in his arms, holding her close as though they’d been parted a hundred years.

As Seane turned to mount the old nag, Aarone’s voice broke the moment, high, small, and trembling. “I have a gift too, my Ki... ah, Seane. It’s not much. My magic is still growing.”

He stepped forward, both hands clutching a small leather water bottle and a carved wooden bowl. He passed them up to Seane, who dismounted again, surprised and curious. “I enchanted the water,” Aarone explained, blinking through tears. “If you pour it into the bowl, you’ll be able to see things from far away. Us... if you want to.” The child’s voice cracked. “When the water runs out, so will the magic.”

Seane knelt and scooped the boy into his arms, lifting him effortlessly as Aarone clung to his neck, legs dangling. “It’s perfect,” Seane whispered, his voice thick.

Eryic stepped closer and nudged the boy’s arm with a smile. “I didn’t know you had such a skill. That’s impressive, young one.” 

Aarone blushed fiercely, wiping his face against Seane’s shoulder. “I just thought... if I was going away, I’d want to see you all while I was gone.” The family laughed, gentle and warm. Their laughter was that which clung to the air like sunlight.

Penelope stepped forward and wrapped her arms around her father, holding him tightly. “I didn’t think to bring a gift,” she whispered. “I just thought... you would carry light for your journey.”

Seane smiled and returned the embrace, his voice steady despite the weight pressing on his heart. “You’ve given me more than enough. These gifts, they’re wondrous. But they pale beside the love that armors me.”

He kissed her cheek, resting his hand briefly against her hair, then turned to the nag waiting patiently nearby. With a practiced ease, Seane mounted. He looked at them, his family, his strength, his heart.

Then he waved and rode forward, toward the Domain of the Kelpies. He did not look back. Not because he lacked love, but because the tears falling silently from his eyes were not for their eyes to see.

It was a long road, made only longer by the uneven gait of the nag beneath him. Her best days were long behind her, no doubt, but every soul had their time of service, kings and nags alike. And she served him now, with slow but steady steps.

Seane did not urge her on, nor did he chide her for her pace. He accepted what she could give and was quietly grateful for her effort. As the miles passed and the silence thickened, he began to sing. a low, half-forgotten tune from his childhood.

The nag stopped. Mid-road. She planted her hooves and refused to budge another inch. Seane arched a brow. “Is everyone a critic now?” He fell silent. A beat passed. The nag snorted and resumed her walk. With a resigned sigh, Seane carried the melody in his mind instead.

Seane made camp that night and hobbled his mare with care. Though old and slow, she had served him without complaint, and he fed her from the small pouch of finest oats he’d brought along. He might wear the guise of a common tradesman, but there was no need for her to suffer that pretense.

He gathered fallen wood from the forest’s edge, forming a tidy fire pit from nearby stones. The ritual was simple, comforting, even. It had been more than twenty years since he’d last built his own fire, yet the motions returned easily, like an old friend remembered.

His supper was humble, but he took quiet joy in the act of preparing it. When the cooking was done and the fire had settled to a steady, glowing warmth, he returned the oat pouch to the saddlebag, only to find something he hadn’t packed.

A book. Songs and Stories of the Travelers. Like the one he had given Lydia, so long ago. Opening the leather-bound cover, he found her handwriting inside, neat and strong:

My Dearest,
You wrote me into your life. You have given me the blessing of our union. Now I give you mine. Bring this book back to us, myself, and your child, soon to be, so that he, too, may be written within your life.
A smile broke across his face, wide and full of startled joy. With a great whoop that startled the mare from her rest, he laughed aloud into the trees.

Then, calmer, Seane unrolled his bedroll and tucked himself beside the fire. His weapons lay close at hand, an old habit from old battles. Even a common man was never truly safe on the road.

But Seane fell asleep at once, as he had trained himself to do long ago: swiftly, deeply, and ready to rise the moment duty called.

They approached, and Seane knew they did not come with kind intent.

Still half-asleep, he remained motionless, gathering himself in the silence before the storm. He could sense them. Three, by their spacing and footfall. He didn’t need to open his eyes. After twenty years of vigilance, his senses had grown razor-sharp, near preternatural. He could all but see them behind his lids.

Bandits.

When they crossed the invisible line he had drawn in his mind, he rose, not like a man, but a wraith clad in steel and fury. His sword flashed, cleaving the first man’s head cleanly from his shoulders. Before the second could react, Seane reversed the long blade and drove it backward into the attacker’s gut, dragging it across in a cruel arc.

The third tried to run. Seane lunged forward, crashing into him with brute force. The bandit was flung back, but scrambled to his feet again. Too late. Seane was already upon him, blade singing, silencing him forever.

He turned to the second man, still twitching, gasping in the dirt. Seane’s shadow loomed tall as death itself.

“Please, please don’t kill me,” the man whimpered. “I’ll do anything. Please.”

Seane’s gaze dropped to the gaping wound. There was nothing to be done. No help to offer. No mercy worth the prolonging of pain. “What is done,” Seane murmured, “is best done swiftly.” He ended it with a clean stroke.

Then he sighed. It would be a long day. He would not leave bodies to rot. Disease would follow. Or worse, undeath. That, he would never risk upon the people of Ameroy.

Into the woods he went, gathering fallen limbs, dry brush, anything that would burn hot and long. He built a pyre and dragged the corpses one by one to its base. As he moved the second body, something tumbled from the man’s pouch: a small, worn stuffed animal. A rabbit.

A gift? For a son or daughter? Or simply stolen from another who loved one? It didn’t matter. The path had already been chosen when blades were drawn against a sleeping traveler. Without a word, Seane tossed the toy into the fire.

He took nothing from the dead. Let them carry their stolen weight into whatever waited beyond. The sun stood high when the flames at last began to fade. He added more wood, ensuring they would burn to ash. Then he dismantled his camp, burying what coals remained.

By the time he resumed his journey, it was well past noon, a slow and bitter start to the day. But the road still stretched far ahead. He rode on, toward the Domain of the Kelpies.

That night, he dreamed.

The bear allowed him to walk as a man, yet clung to him like a second skin, thick and heavy across his shoulders. It was not fur, but fate. A weight he could never shed. 

It breathed behind his ears. Not with menace, but with mirth. Was it laughing? He walked forward, barefoot across a land shrouded in mist. Trees loomed in shadow, gnarled and whispering. And then, he stepped into the snare.

The bear laughed aloud, the sound deep and wild within his chest. It had known.

He drew his sword instinctively, slashing at shapes he could not see. He cut the snare from his leg, allowing movement, to strike, or to flee. 

The mist thickened. His vision failed him. He reached up, feeling something rough across his face. The bear's mask. It had slipped down, covering his eyes. When had he begun wearing it? Blind, he fought on, swinging, striking, surviving. 

When the mask finally came away in his hands, the mist parted... and the world lay still. Corpses surrounded him. Not strangers. Not enemies. The Kelpies. Their sleek forms broken. The loyal. Men and women of Ameroy who had joined the domain by his command. Their blood ran from wounds made by his blade. His hand.

His rage swelled, raw, unrelenting. With a howl of fury, he tore the great bear skin from his shoulders and hurled it across the clearing. It landed with a heavy thud, a second self, discarded.

He surged forward, blades drawn, ready to strike it down, not out of hatred, but desperation. But then he stopped.

A figure stood by the skin. No taller than four feet, just as wide, carved from polished wood. A man-shaped thing, freshly made, yet with ancient eyes that held storms and seasons long past. Its limbs were jointed like a puppet, yet it moved with calm purpose.

“Oh no, King,” the wooden man said, voice like wind through reeds. “This is most unkind. You cannot strike down yourself. There is no curse here, only your own great love turned inward. A shield too heavy to bear.”

Seane wiped the blades clean and slowly sheathed them, wary. “Who are you? Why am I here?”

The wooden man did not answer at once. Instead, he reached into the folds of the discarded bear skin and withdrew a small stuffed bear. Its eyes blinked. Its limbs stirred, slow and sleepy, as though dreaming within the dream.

The little man stood tall, or as tall as he could, and offered it to Seane.

He took it, confused and heavy-hearted. It was warm. The dream began to fade. The forest melted like wax around him.

But even as the world dissolved, the weight of the bear in his arms remained. Seane awoke, half expecting to find the baby bear clutched in his hands. There was nothing. Only the chill morning air and the whisper of wind through the trees.

Yet somewhere deep within, he heard it still, the soft chuffing of the Great Bear, not in warning, but in laughter. As if the beast mocked him gently from within the folds of his own soul.

He sat for a long moment, listening to the quiet, then began to break camp with practiced precision. The fire was doused, the coals scattered. His gear packed tightly. The mare, rested and calm, took the bit without complaint.

Two more days, he estimated. From there, the road would spill out onto the coast, and he would follow the surf eastward toward the Domain of the Kelpies.

He rode in silence, his senses alert. Though he was still the King of Ameroy, he traveled alone, no banner, no guards, no warning sent. It had been a deliberate choice. If a trap had been laid, it would not be for a monarch wrapped in shadow but for a man with worn boots and a quiet gaze.

Still, he would be ready. He always was.

The path ahead curved through low hills and dappled woodland. The salt of the sea already teased the edges of the breeze, and with it, the question pressed anew: what would come after?

The Kelpies, if they welcomed him. Would Naira be able to give him counsel, direction? Would their magic be the same or perhaps something she could not teach. If she was unable, what then? 

Cass.

He could seek her out directly, she who wore two forms, dragon and woman, wisdom and fire. But would she even allow him to reach her? Her magic was older than the Kingdom. She had no loyalty to men, not even to kings.

And he had sent no message. No herald. No request.

Better that way, he thought. No parchment to be intercepted. No trail to be traced. If they meant him harm, they would find only a traveler, a tired one.

He let the mare choose her pace, his eyes scanning the road ahead. He was no longer certain where this path would end. But he would walk it anyway.

It was pleasant out here. The press of walls and the endless drum of duty had faded, replaced by wind through the trees and the occasional song of a distant bird. With each passing mile, Seane felt the weight he carried grow lighter, not gone, never gone, but easier to bear.

His responsibilities were handled by others now. He hoped they were doing well. A part of him itched to return, to guide each task, to correct the flaws and ensure the work was done his way. But that, too, he had to release.

They were not him. Each of them, Eryic, Lydia, Penelope, Breeann, Aarone, had their own rhythm, their own hearts. They would find their own way. He had learned. So would they.

He trusted them.

The days passed quietly, marked by the rhythm of travel and the soft turnings of thought. At night, beside his fire, Seane would open the little book Lydia had given him. Songs and Stories of the Travelers. Her script danced across the inside cover, each letter wrapped in memory and love. He would read by firelight, her presence warming him through every word.

It was good to be away, to accomplish his goal, but better for knowing his family held his place, his heart. He missed them dearly. It was the knowledge and belief that he would have a home to return that kept him to his course. 

He dreamed again. The little bear yawned while held between his two hands. Small and helpless, adorable with its tiny teeth and claws. The little bear tried to escape, but Seane kept hold of the baby bear. It attempted to bite and Seane laughed, it could not hurt him. It scratched and he looked with kindness upon the dainty marks. 

Seane sat on the ground and the mist swirled around him. From out of the grey veil walked the wooden man from his dream. "I see you have found yourself. You offer a kindness that hasn't been offered often to you. Remember that well." 

Seane was not surprised to see the man, for while he hadn't felt him outside the mist, it seemed right that he was here, in this time. "Who are you? Where are we? This is real, at least some, isn't it?" 

The little man smiled. "Simple enough to answer, but should I? Riddles wear the cloak of wisdom, after all. Do they not seem more important dressed in mystery?" He smiled and though his body was wood, his smile was something else entire. It lit his face and the area around him seemed to glow. “I am Gnarl. A part of the land I was once, and will soon be again, though I have never left. As to where, we are in your dream, you and I, though you rest beside the fire you have tended. It is real, for we are both here. Though the bear is a part of you and not held within your hands." 

Gnarl sat across from Seane. He didn't bend to sit, he simply dropped, his legs disappearing underneath him. "I will answer the question not asked, then I will ask a question of you, though I don't think you will have the answer, not till your quest is done. Return to me with it, perhaps it will make sense to both of us by then." Gnarl reached out and pet the little bear lightly in Seane's hands. "Were you this cute as a cub? No, nevermind, that is not the question. The question you need answered is that your Kingdom exist to all those that hold fealty to you and yours. Extend it far and wide, oh King, for it is not a burden you can lay down, if you would have your reign truly last. The question I ask of you, Seane. How can one rule with justice when the greater world is not?" 

Seane snorted, "I can answer that now. I lead in the way that I believe is right. I can be proven wrong and change my view, but I can't allow the world to stop me without proof. Decisions must be made, orders carried, will made manifest." 

Gnarl smiled, "We will see if your view has changed when you return to the Kingdom." Gnarl waved and said softly, “See you soon.”

After two days, the forest thinned and parted. Seane broke through to the coast. The sea spread before him, vast and silver beneath the late afternoon sun. A breeze from the water tousled his hair and tugged at his cloak. The mare shied a little at the feel of sand beneath her hooves, her steps uncertain.

“No shame in that,” Seane murmured, patting her neck. “Not every road is meant for every step.”

He dismounted and walked her along the border where forest met beach, careful to keep her hooves clear of the deeper sand. The surf whispered nearby, and the trees offered shade as they continued onward, the horizon stretching endlessly ahead.

Somewhere out there waited the Kelpies.

And beyond them, perhaps, his next step toward balance.

He stood at the edge of the world.

The entrance to the Domain of the Kelpies shimmered before him, not a gate, not a path, but a threshold of reality itself. The forest gave way to something... else. A stillness, heavy and vast, wrapped around the space like breath held too long. Eryic had once said this place was not entirely within the world. It existed in echoes and half-formed dreams, a place half-submerged in some other plane.

Seane shook his head. That was beyond him. He had come for answers, not riddles. Stepping forward, he lifted his voice. “I am King Seane of Ameroy. I request audience with the Queen of the Kelpies.”

From his pouch, he drew the signet ring of Ameroy, the royal crest etched in silver. The two guards, statuesque and inhumanly still until that moment, moved as one. They bowed low, deeper than expected, and motioned him forward.

He followed them through winding ways that defied logic. Corridors twisted into spirals that should have doubled back on themselves but did not. The air thickened, rich with salt and magic. It was like walking through the memory of a storm.

At last, he stood in the great hall, beneath vaulted ceilings made of woven seaweed and coral, glowing with inner light. The Queen of the Kelpies reclined upon her throne of tide-smoothed driftwood and bone, her gown flowing like water over stone. Her hair streamed behind her in coils of living kelp.

She raised her hand, sharp-nailed and imperious. “Approach.” Seane moved forward, offering a respectful bow. “Lower,” she commanded, her voice like distant thunder beneath deep water.

A growl rumbled in his chest, not from his lips, but deeper, from the bear that lived behind his eyes. He straightened slightly, forced calm into his voice. “Your Majesty, I have come in peace and courtesy...”

“Lower,” she said again, a challenge now. Not formality. Not custom. A test.

The guards flanking her throne moved. Reluctant, but obedient, they drew their sea-glass blades and stepped forward, silent as sinking stones.

Seane’s jaw tightened.

He bowed deeper, not out of fear, but by choice, because strength was not only in how high a man could stand, but also in how far he could lower himself without losing who he was.

Still half-bowed, he looked up, and locked eyes with the Queen.

“Lower!” the Kelpie Queen snapped, rising halfway from her throne. Her voice cracked across the chamber like a whip. “On your knees. You present yourself to a Queen, you will act like the supplicant you are.”

Seane did not move. Not a step. Not a breath. His hand rose, palm outward, a silent command to the guards who continued forward. They ignored it. Mistake.

From deep within him, the Great Bear answered.

A growl issued from Seane’s chest, not of throat or lungs, but of the beast that coiled beneath his skin. It was not a sound. It was a storm. A thousand thunderclaps cracking the air apart, echoing through marble and marrow alike.

The guards faltered mid-step, their blades trembling. One dropped her sword entirely. The other froze.

Seane’s eyes never left the Queen.

“I present myself to the Queen of the Kelpies,” he said, his voice low but hard as bedrock. “Who once begged aid of the King of Ameroy. Who swore fealty, and peace, in exchange for protection.” He took one step forward. The guards retreated. “That makes you my vassal,” Seane continued, each word deliberate, like a tolling bell. “Not my equal. And certainly not my Queen.”

The silence that followed was thick with the scent of salt and shame.

More rushed into the chamber, guards, advisors, and among them, Naira. She halted as she took in the scene: her Queen aloft in fury, the King unmoved, and the room crackling with the heat of impending battle.

The Queen’s voice rang out like a war horn. “Kill him. He is King no more. Kill him and put his head on a spear outside the walls!”

She rose to her full, imposing height. From her neck, the three sacred pearls lifted, circling her head in a halo of power, spinning tighter and faster with each heartbeat. The air around her shimmered with magic and wrath.

The Kelpie guards hesitated. One bent to retrieve her sword, then moved to stand beside her partner, not advancing, but anchoring herself in presence, clearly unnerved.

More figures stormed in.

Soldiers from Ameroy. Soldiers who had been stationed in the Domain to build trust and fortify the alliance. Men and women who had fought under Seane’s banner. They took one look at him, then at the Kelpies’ drawn blades, and raised their own. But not against their King.

Steel met air with a whisper of loyalty. They turned toward the Kelpie guards, forming a loose ring around Seane. Their stance made no proclamation. It didn’t need to. Every muscle, every breath, declared where their allegiance lay.

The chamber held its breath. Seane said nothing. He did not gloat, nor flinch. He simply stood.

The Queen’s eyes narrowed. She focused her will upon the wish pearls, and the chamber dimmed. A sickly red glow flared from the floating orbs, pulsing like a diseased heartbeat. The glow swept outward, creeping across the floor, snaking toward her guards.

The first to be touched froze, then turned, eyes gone vacant, blades raised. They charged without thought or fear. Seane’s loyal defenders met them halfway, shouting, trying not to strike their old allies.

But the mist spread. Thicker now. It didn’t corrupt all, but some of Seane’s own began to slow, caught mid-motion, locked in an invisible war within themselves. They did not turn against their King, but their limbs fought their minds, frozen between honor and ensorcelled confusion.

Two Kelpie guards lunged toward Seane. With a roar, he swung, not claw, but the back of his massive paw. Even restrained, the blow hurled them fifteen feet through the air. They landed hard and did
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