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      *Maerilee*

      The moment we set out for Oceana, there’s a palpable tension in the air. I can feel it coiling around us like a tight, invisible thread, threatening to choke me. I wonder if the others can feel it as well. Surely, they don’t all have the weight of grief so heavy on their chests, threatening to crush them.

      It took all the strength I have to leave my family in such a vulnerable state, knowing that war is inevitable. When I erected the barrier in the castle to seal them off from the rest of the world, I wasn’t sure if it would last. We’ve not even been gone an hour, and I can’t say for sure that the barrier is even still up.

      I can’t worry too much about it at present, though. My mind needs to stay sharp. The journey ahead is dangerous at best–and deadly at worst. It will define not only our fates but the future of Altinna itself. Most importantly, if we don’t complete it, Mother will die.

      My four Ones walk with me, surrounding me in a square formation. Akin leads to my left, close enough that he can push me out of harm’s way if the moment strikes. Of all the men here, he’s the only one I truly know. The only one I truly love. When all this began, I’d hoped he was my only One, but it seems the fates had other ideas.

      Permiton, the royal advisor who came to Altinna from Ambrosia is to my right. He’s wise, of course, the way all royal advisors are. But he’s also somewhat cold, calculated, cerebral to a fault. I don’t know what to make of him yet, but I try to give him grace. He makes my magic stronger, and that’s the best I can ask for at this point.

      Brook and River fall back on either side of me. Brothers, they’re the disowned princes from a now warring country. River clearly doesn’t know how to follow behind, used to always being up front, the center of attention. Even though he’s hardly in my line of sight, I can feel his disgust at his position. He and Akin don’t get along at all. He and I don’t get along much, either, but at this moment, it’s Akin he resents for insisting to be at the front of our traveling party.

      Brook is clearly more comfortable in his place, willing to stand behind in support. I still don’t know him as well as I would like, but there’s a gentleness to him. There’s also a part of me that wants to defend him, to speak up for him when others talk over him. He’s kind and humble, something his brother could use a lot more of.

      The five of us move forward together, a coordinated unit. I need all of them to strengthen my magic, but there could be more, I think. At least with Akin and Brook. I already deeply love the man who’s stood by my side for years and protected me. And I know that I could easily grow to love Brook. River and Permiton are unknowns, though. How am I supposed to spend the rest of my life with two men I don’t trust? As we leave my kingdom, these are the thoughts that consume me.

      We haven’t gone far before Permiton, with his ever-calculated demeanor, speaks up. “We’ll need to disguise ourselves,” he tells us in his steady, almost monotonous voice.

      I glance at him, puzzled, voicing my confusion.

      “Disguise ourselves? Why?”

      He sighs heavily and pinches the bridge of his nose as if my words have deeply annoyed him. As if the answer should be obvious.

      “River and Brook have been disowned,” he answers slowly.  “Oceana has declared war on Altinna. The moment we set foot on Oceanean soil, we will all be their enemy. If they recognize any of us, we’ll be arrested. Or worse. We’ll have to blend in.”

      “Blend in how, exactly?” Brook chimes in from behind me.

      River groans, throwing his head back dramatically. “You expect us to dress as peasants, don’t you?” he asks rudely. “I’ve been with you people for a few hours, and already you’re making me sink far below my standards.”

      I roll my eyes at him, but Permiton’s expression remains impassive. “This isn’t a joke, River,” he says in a calm, yet demanding, tone. “You know as well as I do that it’s necessary.”

      River mutters something under his breath about his “refined tastes,” but eventually, he relents, albeit begrudgingly, as we begin to exchange our royal attire for simple, worn traveling clothes. Akin, ever practical, dons his disguise without a word of complaint, his face set in quiet determination. Brook follows suit, though with less visible enthusiasm.

      I try to suppress my amusement at River’s clear discomfort as he fumbles with the coarse fabric of his peasant shirt. He wrinkles his nose in distaste, and I swear I hear him grumble, “Smells like dirt and misery.”

      Despite the tension between us, I can’t help but find his dramatic nature amusing.  I know better than to say anything that might provoke him, though. River’s pride is as fragile as glass, and I’m not looking to get into a fight this early in the journey. We still have such a long way left to go.

      We travel by day, the rough terrain unforgiving and difficult to navigate. The ground beneath us is uneven, the path winding through dense forests and rocky slopes, making it impossible to walk with any sense of comfort. As night begins to fall, we’re all exhausted, and the grumbling gets worse. Specifically River’s, of course.

      “Why can’t we just find an inn?” he grumbles. “I have plenty of gold with me. Maybe I’ll even find a nice stable room for you, Akin,” he chides, though Akin pays him no mind.

      “Don’t be dense, River,” Brooks chastises. “We’re fugitives now. We can’t just go to an inn.”

      “Your brother is correct,” Permiton agrees. “We’d do best to find a safe place in the woods to settle down.”

      We walk a little ways further through the dense forest until Akin finds a clearing of trees off the beaten path. We all settle on the rough ground, spreading out our thin blankets and attempting to get some sleep beneath the stars, though one of us has to be on guard at all times. The men are taking turns, all of them but River agreeing that I need to rest.

      River complains, of course. Constantly. “I can’t believe I’m expected to sleep on the ground like some kind of wild animal,” he groans, adjusting his blanket for the tenth time.

      Akin, who has been the picture of patience throughout the day, finally snaps. He sits up and shoots River a dark look.

      “Suck it up, Prince,” he growls. “We’re all exhausted, so pretend for one moment that other people matter besides you.”

      River glares at him, but something in Akin’s tone must strike a chord because he doesn’t say anything else for the rest of the night. In fact, he offers to take the second watch after Permiton.

      When morning comes, the journey continues. We travel through more remote, uninhabited areas, keeping to the edges of villages to avoid detection. Whenever we need supplies, Akin volunteers to go into the villages alone, using his experience and military training to keep a low profile. It’s always a relief when he returns, supplies in hand.

      Unfortunately, River is never satisfied with what he brings. “Is this really the best food you could find?” he complains, inspecting the meager provisions Akin brought back one afternoon, dried meat, bread that’s more rock than dough, and a few root vegetables.

      Akin’s jaw tightens. “It’s what they had. If you’d prefer to starve, that’s your choice.”

      River tosses the dried meat back onto the pile with an exaggerated look of disgust. “It’s practically inedible.”

      “If you want something better,” Akin snaps, his patience clearly worn thin, “you’re welcome to go into the village yourself and see how far you get with your princely airs.”

      River narrows his eyes, but he doesn’t respond. He knows Akin is right. None of us can afford to draw attention to ourselves, least of all River and Brook. Despite his complaints, River eats the food, though not without making sure everyone knows how displeased he is.

      We continue like this for several days, the rhythm of travel becoming almost monotonous. The nights are cold, the ground unforgiving, but we press on, knowing we have no other choice. Despite the tension and River’s constant grumbling, we remain focused on our goal to find Bright Waters and save my mother.

      Finally, after days of travel, we reach the border of Oceana, and with it, the Oceanean barrier.

      The sight of it takes my breath away. It’s not like the magical barrier surrounding Altinna, invisible yet ever-present. The Oceanean barrier is a vast, deep body of water, stretching as far as the eye can see, glimmering under the sunlight like a sheet of polished glass. The water is impossibly calm, as though no ripple or wave has ever disturbed its surface.

      River’s eyes light up as soon as he sees it. He’s not even trying to mask his excitement.

      “Civilization, finally,” he says with a satisfied sigh. “And we finally get a break from walking.”

      I look between River and Brook, not quite understanding. River grins, the first genuine smile I’ve seen from him in days.

      “You see, Princess,” he says haughtily, seeing my confusion, “the Oceaneans have enchanted the large narwhals to pull ferries across the water. Beautiful, luxurious ferries. Just wait; you’ll see.”

      He strides forward confidently, extending his hand over the water. For a moment, nothing happens. River’s grin falters slightly, but he doesn’t let it show. He waves his hand again, muttering a few words under his breath. Still nothing.

      Brook frowns, stepping forward. “Maybe you’re doing it wrong. Let me try.”

      River glares at him but steps aside. Brook approaches the water and lifts his hand, concentrating. I watch as the surface of the water remains still, unmoving, as though mocking their efforts. Brook frowns and tries again. Nothing’s happening.

      They exchange confused glances, and I can see the growing unease on their faces. River’s confidence is fading fast, and Brook looks equally concerned.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, my heart sinking. “What’s supposed to happen?”

      Permiton, who has been standing off to the side, observing in his usual quiet manner, steps forward. His gaze shifts, as though he’s seeing something the rest of us can’t, and a grimace crosses his face.

      “You’ve been denied entry to Oceana,” he says quietly, his voice heavy with certainty. “Permanently.”

      River whirls around to face him, his eyes wide with disbelief. “What? That’s impossible!”

      “No,” Permiton says, shaking his head. “Not impossible. Your father, the king, has barred you both from ever returning to the kingdom. Your water magic, strong as it might be, will never summon the narwhals while he’s alive.”

      Brook’s face pales, and River’s expression darkens with rage.

      “This is absurd,” River mutters, his fists clenched. “I’m the Crown Prince of Oceana. He can’t just—”

      “He can,” Permiton interrupts calmly. “And he has.”

      For a moment, we all stand there in silence, the weight of Permiton’s words sinking in. If River and Brook can’t summon the narwhals, how will we ever cross the barrier? How will we reach Bright Waters?

      Brook sighs heavily and sinks onto the ground, the weight of his decision suddenly weighing on him. My heart aches for what he’s given up for this, for me. Perhaps I would feel as sad for River if he showed an ounce of humanity. Either way, we’re all stuck. We can’t have come this far just to come this far.

      I glance at the expanse of water before us, my mind racing.

      “What are we supposed to do now?” I ask, turning to Permiton.

      He gives me a small, enigmatic smile, the kind that suggests he knows more than he’s letting on. “Wait and see,” he says cryptically.
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      We wait by the water’s edge, the air thick with unease. Brook seems weighted down with the reality of being banished from his kingdom. River, on the other hand, is incensed, muttering to himself about how unfair this all is.

      Akin is restless, eager to be moving. He tells us multiple times that he doesn’t like how exposed we are and thinks we should go back to the forest for cover until we figure out our next move. Permiton keeps telling him that our help will come soon.

      The vast body of water in front of us stretches endlessly, the deep blue surface unnaturally still. It reflects the gray sky above, creating an almost eerie mirror-like effect. I’m trying to stay calm, to trust in Permiton, but his cryptic reassurances aren’t doing much to ease my anxiety.

      “Permiton,” I finally say, unable to keep my doubts to myself any longer “are you sure about this?”

      He stands a little apart from the rest of us, his eyes scanning the horizon as if waiting for something only he can see. When I speak, he doesn’t turn, but I can see his shoulders tense slightly.

      “I’m certain,” he says, his voice even. “But patience is necessary. From all of us.”

      He turns to Akin to give him a meaningful look, and Akin stands still, glowering at him. I’ve known Akin most of my life, and it’s clear that he doesn’t particularly like Permiton. He certainly doesn’t trust him. And how can I blame him? We don’t really know Permiton. Nor do we know River and Brook that well. Before all of this, it was me and Akin against the world, but now we both have three others that we must contend with. It’s hard for me to imagine trusting these men the way I trust Akin.

      And Permiton wants us to just be patient? Patience isn’t something I have in abundance at the moment. Especially not when we’re this close to Oceana, close to Bright Waters, close to a cure for my mother. Every day we’re away from Altinna, she could die. If the poison she drank doesn’t kill her, she and my family could be casualties of war if my barrier doesn’t hold up.

      There are so many “what-ifs,” and there isn’t time to lose. We have to get to Bright Waters. I can’t let Mother down, not when we’ve already gotten this far.

      “What exactly are we waiting for?” Akin asks, his voice low, his eyes narrowed as he looks at Permiton. He’s been patient, far more patient than River, but I can hear the edge of frustration creeping in. It’s as if he can read my thoughts, and he’s in tune with my own frustrations and anxieties.

      Permiton finally turns to face us, his expression as blank as ever.

      “A way across, of course,” he tells Akin with a curt nod.

      “And you’re sure we won’t be noticed?” Brook asks. His voice is soft, almost hesitant, but I can see the flicker of fear in his eyes. Returning to Oceana is hard for him, even harder than it is for River. He’s been the shadow his whole life, unnoticed, unwanted. Now, he’s public enemy number one, and it’s my fault. I can’t imagine how difficult it must be to return to a home that no longer claims you.

      River steps forward, frustration written all over his face. “You’re not going to just tell us what’s going on, are you?” he grunts, getting in Permiton’s face. “You’re going to keep playing these mysterious little mind games while we stand here with nothing but faith in you. And in case you’ve forgotten, this is now enemy territory for all of us.”

      River doesn’t do quiet despair. His problems become everyone’s problems, clearly. He isn’t wrong, though. This is enemy territory now, especially for the former princes. Especially for me. Oceana has declared war on Altinna. Permiton is the only one who could reasonably be here without any trouble.

      I glance at River, catching his eye, and try to keep my voice calm. “Maybe we should consider another option,” I suggest. “What if we wait for a ferry to cross? Surely, someone from Oceana will come over to this side eventually. We could catch a ride back with them.”

      River just scowls, and Brook shakes his head, rising and coming to stand next to us, a grim look on his face.

      “It’s not that simple, unfortunately,” he tells me quietly. “The narwhals are selective and judicious. They don’t take exiles or enemies across the water. They’ll try to drown us if we even attempt it.”

      A chill runs down my spine at Brook’s words. Oceana is clearly not a friendly place for its enemies. I can’t imagine what it must feel like for River and Brook, knowing they can’t return home because they’ve been rejected by their own family, their own kingdom.

      “If the narwhals won’t take us, then maybe we pay someone,” I suggest, trying to keep my hope alive. “We offer someone on the Oceanean side money, and they can bring us across without asking too many questions. Money talks, right? As you’re always reminding us,” I shoot at River.

      Akin gives me a skeptical look, but before he can respond, Permiton holds up his hand.

      “We won’t need to resort to that,” he tells us, cryptic as ever.

      I wish I could see into his mind, to understand what he sees and know what he knows. So far, he’s kept all of his plans very close to his chest. It’s not that I need to be in charge, but it would help to know something, to have some kind of idea of what will happen next, rather than just standing uselessly on the bank of a large lake, waiting for… something, apparently.

      I open my mouth to argue with him, to demand answers, but just then, something moves in the mist ahead. A dark shape glides silently through the water, slowly coming into view. A ferry.

      It’s beautiful, a sleek and elegant vessel, the wood polished to a high, dark gloss. The mist swirls around it like a cloak, the faint outlines of large, enchanted narwhals visible just beneath the surface of the water as they guide the ferry across. My breath catches at the sight. As it gets closer, I can see a crest on the bow. It’s a royal ferry, meant for dignitaries and nobles.

      “We might not need to pay after all,” I whisper, a small flicker of hope igniting in my chest.

      But then, behind the first ferry, more shadows appear. Several ferries, gliding through the mist in a perfect line, like phantoms materializing from the depths of the water.

      “Shit,” River whispers under his breath, and I hear the sound of Akin unsheathing his sword.

      At first, I can’t understand their reactions, but then it hits me. The sinking realization, cold and hard, slams into my chest. This isn’t just a ferry crossing. It’s the Oceanean army. They’re coming straight toward us, and if they capture us, we’re doomed.

      My stomach drops. My hands instinctively curl into fists at my sides, and every muscle in my body tenses, ready to bolt.

      “Permiton,” I whisper harshly, my voice shaking, “that’s the army. We need to hide. Now.”

      He doesn’t move. He doesn’t even blink. He stands there, calm and collected, his eyes fixed on the approaching ferries. It’s odd and eerie. Off-putting, to say the least. Brook and River stand ready to fight as well, but the five of us can’t take on an entire army. We need to run, and it needs to be now. They’re coming very quickly.

      “What are you doing?” I demand, panic rising in my throat. “We have to get out of sight right now!”

      Akin steps forward, his voice a low, urgent growl.

      “Permiton, we need to leave. Now. We’re not going to win this fight.”

      But Permiton remains still. “No,” he says softly. “We stay.”

      “Permiton,” I hiss. “Please, we have to go.”

      His cold, blank eyes turn on me, and I can’t discern anything that’s going through his mind. I want to trust him, to believe in whatever plan he has, but he isn’t giving me any reason to. I look at River and Brook, their faces pale and tense, and a wave of fear crashes over me. What is Permiton thinking? The army is almost upon us, and we’re standing here like sitting ducks. If they see us, if they recognize River and Brook, we’re finished.

      “We won’t run,” Permiton says calmly as he gently grabs my wrists and looks into my eyes. “Trust me.”

      Trust him? Trust him to get us captured by the very people who want us dead? My mind spins, trying to find another solution, but before I can act, it’s too late. The first ferry reaches the shore, and soldiers begin disembarking, clad in Oceanean armor, their weapons gleaming in the dim light.

      I take an involuntary step back, my pulse racing. The soldiers are efficient, disciplined, and they move like a well-oiled machine. This isn’t a small scouting party. This is an invasion force.

      Akin’s hand tightens around the hilt of his sword, his eyes locked on the approaching soldiers. He looks ready to fight, but I know we’re outnumbered, and there’s no way we can win in a direct confrontation. We’re trapped.

      A tall, imposing man with cold blue eyes, steps forward. Based on his armor, I would guess he’s Commander Heela of the Oceanean army. His gaze sweeps over us, lingering on River and Brook for a moment longer than the others. I can see the recognition flicker in his eyes, though he doesn’t immediately react.

      “Who are you?” he demands, his voice sharp.

      I feel my heart hammering in my chest, and I brace myself to run, to fight, anything to get out of this, but Permiton steps forward before I can move.

      “We are travelers,” Permiton says smoothly, his tone respectful but firm. “From Altinna.”

      I stare at him, my mouth going dry. What’s his endgame? Why would he reveal that?

      Heela’s eyes narrow. “Travelers from Altinna, you say?”

      “Yes,” Permiton continues, apparently unfazed. “This is Princess Maerilee of Altinna, and these are her companions. Akin, her bodyguard. River and Brook, exiled princes of Oceana, and I am Permiton, advisor to the queen of Altinna.”

      My blood runs cold, and my pulse quickens. A pit of dread forms in my stomach. Was this his plan all along?

      “And what are you doing here?” Heela asks, his gaze hardening.

      Permiton smiles faintly, a glint in his eyes. “My companions have come seeking a miracle, but I know no such miracle exists,” he says slowly, his words measured and careful. “I thought that I might garner some favor with the king and queen.  I’ve delivered them to be captured.”

      For a moment, everything goes silent. The world tilts on its axis, and I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut. Permiton’s words hang in the air, heavy and damning.

      He brought us here to be captured?

      I stare at him, disbelief and betrayal coursing through me like ice. I don’t understand. Why would he do this? Why would he lead us straight into a trap?

      The commander smiles, a slow, predatory grin that makes my skin crawl.

      “Very well,” he says, motioning to his soldiers. “Take them.”
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      I can’t believe it. My heart sinks deep into my chest as Commander Heela approaches, his soldiers swiftly surrounding us, their weapons gleaming in the faint light. I feel the sting of betrayal, sharp and cold, radiating through me like ice. Permiton stands there, so calm, so collected, while we’re about to be captured.

      “How could you?” I hiss under my breath, barely able to contain the fury bubbling inside me. My hands shake, clenched at my sides. Permiton doesn’t even look at me. He moves to stand behind Heela as if he’s always belonged there. His expression is infuriatingly calm, like this is all going according to some master plan. But I can’t see the plan. All I see is betrayal.

      And then everything happens at once.

      Before I can even blink, River and Brook surge forward, their hands outstretched. The air around us shivers, the tension crackling like lightning. I feel the pull of their magic immediately, the water in the air responding to their commands. In an instant, the calm surface of the lake behind us erupts, sending crashing waves toward the soldiers, water wrapping around their bodies like living ropes, pulling them down.

      “Don’t just stand there!” River shouts, his voice sharp with frustration, his eyes burning with intensity. He’s not waiting for a plan; he’s going to fight his way out of this. Brook, usually so quiet and reserved, is right there with him, his focus laser-sharp as he channels his magic. A spray of water rises from the river and solidifies into sharp, jagged ice spears that he sends flying toward the soldiers.

      The soldiers are momentarily stunned by the sudden attack, but they recover quickly, forming a defensive line as they counter the magic with their own. Their weapons glow faintly with enchantments, cutting through the water and ice like it’s nothing more than air. It’s clear these are seasoned warriors, and they won’t go down easily.

      Akin, ever the soldier, doesn’t hesitate for a second. He charges into the fray, his blade flashing as he slices through the nearest soldier’s defenses. His movements are swift and precise, a deadly dance of skill and power. For a moment, I think we might actually have a chance. Between River and Brook’s magic and Akin’s fighting prowess, we’re holding our own.

      But there are too many of them. I can see it, feel it in the way the soldiers close in tighter, their formation unwavering despite our best efforts. We’re surrounded, and we’re outnumbered.

      I reach deep inside myself, searching for the magic I know is there, the barrier magic that’s slowly weaving together, but it’s weak, too weak. Without Permiton’s strength, without his connection to me, my barrier is flimsy, like a thin wall of glass that could shatter at any moment.

      “Permiton!” I call out, desperation clawing at my throat. “I need your help!”

      He doesn’t respond. He stands there with his arms clasped behind his back, watching the battle unfold with an infuriating look of indifference, as if none of this matters to him. As if we don’t matter to him.

      I grit my teeth, pushing harder, trying to force the barrier into place. It flickers around us, shimmering faintly in the air, but it’s not enough. The soldiers push through it like it’s simply mist.

      I scream in frustration, pouring every ounce of strength I have into the magic, but it’s no use. I can feel the threads of power unraveling, slipping through my fingers like sand.

      Without Permiton’s help, without his magic to anchor mine, I can’t hold the barrier.

      A sharp pain shoots through my chest, not from any physical blow, but from the realization that we’re going to lose. Despite everything, we’re going to be captured. And Permiton…. I cry out in anguish at his betrayal.

      After everything we went through, after he made me trust him, he’s turning his back on us like we’re nothing. If being with me hadn’t strengthened my magic, I might have believed that he planned this from the beginning, that he lied just to gain my trust. But he did strengthen my magic. Our connection is undeniably real.

      How could he do this to us? How could he do this to me? I shake my head, the anger a punch to the gut as I keep trying to erect some sort of protective barrier.

      I can’t let this happen.

      But the tide of battle is turning against us. The soldiers press in closer, their enchanted weapons cutting through River and Brook’s water magic with brutal efficiency. Akin is a force to be reckoned with, but even he can’t take on an entire army by himself. He’s slowing, his movements more labored, the weight of the battle taking its toll.

      A loud crack splits the air as one of Brook’s ice spears shatters against a soldier’s shield. Brook staggers back, his face pale, sweat dripping down his brow. River is breathing hard, his jaw clenched in fury, but even he can’t keep up the relentless assault forever.

      I try to focus, to summon my magic again, but I can’t. My body feels drained, my energy sapped. I can barely stand, let alone summon the kind of power I need to protect us.

      And then the soldiers are on us.

      One grabs me from behind, his arm locking around my throat as he pulls me back. I struggle, kicking out, but he’s too strong. Another soldier strikes Akin hard across the chest, sending him sprawling to the ground. I hear him grunt in pain, but he pushes himself up again, refusing to stay down.

      “Get off her!” River yells, his voice raw with rage. He throws out his hand, sending a wave of water crashing into the soldier holding me. The force knocks him back, and I stumble forward, gasping for breath.

      But it’s too late. More soldiers close in around us, their weapons raised, and we have no more room to fight. We’re surrounded.

      I glance at River, his chest heaving, his eyes wild with frustration. Brook stands beside him, his hands trembling with exhaustion. Akin is on his knees, bleeding from a deep gash across his arm. Meanwhile, Permiton still stands behind the commander, his expression calm, untouched by the chaos around him.

      “Permiton!” I scream, my voice breaking with the heavy emotion. “Why are you doing this?”

      He meets my gaze, but there’s no emotion in his eyes. “Because this is what’s necessary,” he says quietly, his voice barely audible over the sounds of battle.

      I want to fight. I want to scream with rage and tear the world apart, but I can’t. My body is spent, my magic drained. We’ve lost.

      The soldiers close in, binding our hands behind our backs with enchanted ropes that burn against my skin. I struggle weakly, but it’s no use. We’re captured.

      I glance at Akin, his face twisted in pain but defiant as ever. He meets my gaze, his eyes filled with silent determination. He hasn’t given up, even now. Neither have River and Brook. They’re exhausted, beaten, but their spirits haven’t been broken. Not yet.

      But as the soldiers drag us away, I can’t shake the overwhelming sense of betrayal that gnaws at me. Permiton, who I thought was one of us, who I trusted, is the reason we’re in this situation. He’s the reason we’ve lost before we even had a chance to truly begin.

      And I don’t understand why.

      As we’re marched away from the makeshift battlefield, my mind races, trying to make sense of it all. There has to be a reason, some explanation, for why Permiton did this. But no matter how hard I try to rationalize it, all I can feel is the  sharp sting of betrayal.

      I trusted him. And he’s letting us be led off as prisoners.

      The soldiers lead us to a small, makeshift camp at the edge of the forest. They shove us into a cramped tent, binding our hands to the posts inside. They put a pair of cuffs on me that immediately neutralizes all my magic. I feel it the moment they’re locked around my wrists. It’s like a piece of me is pulled out of my body. It’s a strange sensation that leaves me feeling dizzy.

      I glance around at the others, each of them tied up. River and Brook both have the same cuffs on, I notice. I guess that they’re bound by cuffs that also stop their powers. River’s jaw is clenched so tight I can see the muscles twitching, and Brook’s eyes are dark with a quiet fury I’ve yet to experience from him. Akin has an impassive face of calm, as always, though I can see the exhaustion in his posture, the strain of the last hour weighing him down.
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