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            What is the most powerful force in the universe as long as it is in its purest form, and completely unselfish in nature and the only cure for all societal ailment… However, it can easily be corrupted and treads a fine line between being pure to its nature or evil to its core. It is something that can be given freely in many forms, but the intent behind it determines its value. However, if used for a self-serving purpose, it can be the most devastating weapon?" The man perplexed the group with his riddle and then waited patiently for an answer. 

      

    


Disclaimer

Rise of the Learyn may contain references to various cultures, belief systems and other aspects of humanity throughout history. Anything you perceive in this manner is loosely based on reality at best, with a whole lot of fantasy inserted within. In no way, shape or form was anything written in this book made to represent anyone from anywhere in real life, nor was anything written to represent anything accurate due to world history, people or events that have taken place. 
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“Bastet, they’ve found us... They’re coming,” Marduk warned with a slight quiver in his voice as he burst into her quarters, interrupting her meditation.

“We knew this day would come, and we have prepared for it,” Bastet reassured him, rising to her feet before placing a comforting hand on his shoulder to bring him solace.

They exchanged a lingering look of acceptance. Their minds conjoined, every thought and feeling washing through their entire essence. Looking upon each other's shimmering dark blue faces and into each other's ice-blue eyes, a warm smile replaced Marduk's nervous demeanour. 

Their hands rested on each other's cheeks while they gently placed their foreheads against one another, closing their eyes so they could feel their entirety in a manner that only their species could embody. Pure empathy and passion washed through them, as a cocoon of energy enveloped their entirety, emanating from their heart centres. 

Bastet broke the moment but felt as though she did not want to let go as they caressed the sleeves of their perfectly fitted, one-piece, black Dyneema uniforms, lined with white trim and stitched with a shimmering blue thread, “We have to prepare everybody for what's to come. We can't allow the Learyn to feed off of our people again, no matter the cost.” 

They held each other’s gaze. He admired her warm approachable eyes, that beamed with admiration and respect for him. While whisking her soft silver hair behind her petite ears with the caress of his index finger, he looked her over as if for the last time. He felt her love, cherished her support, but a stab of guilt overshadowed the moment that pierced his heart, seeing one of her eyebrows raise as she simultaneously sensed he was off, as his hands grazed her sides, ending at her lower back. 

She rested her palms on his muscular shoulders and gave them a reassuring squeeze, and an intimate rub for a moment, doing her best to hide the trepidation that had been building up for years, that coincided with his unease, and her suspicions. 

Feeling as if she had to prop him up more and more as their enemies approached, she couldn’t help but wonder what the entirety of the issue was. She found her trust waning, but kept composed, remembering the one time she brought it up being enough to cause an argument followed by his withdrawal for days.

Marduk hesitantly agreed after the moment had passed with a slow nod as they released each other, the encompassing glow fading “This time we are prepared to fight... And destroy ourselves if necessary before we allow them to get any stronger.”

“We could contact the Elshan Empire,” Bastet suggested, receiving an icy stare of disapproval, which switched his mindset to one of anger.

“We avoid such species for a reason and will continue to do so. Their technology is poisonous and a vile plague on any living world they colonize or supposedly liberate the species of. We are prepared and can take on this threat,” Marduk stated as his tone grew defiant at the mere mention of the Elshans.

“The Elshan Empire is the only species in our galaxy to not only overcome the corrupting influence of the Learyn but also become space worthy and dedicated to freeing other civilizations that may have otherwise destroyed themselves,” Bastet replied, feeling him seething with wrath at her antagonism before adding “Don’t forget that our naivete allowed the Learyn access to our technology which allowed them to reach out to any other species with the advancement to receive them.”

Marduk pulled back from her, his eyes narrowing “That’s enough,” he growled.

Bastet returned his renewed vigour with a sly grin, “Go prepare our people,” she ordered, giving him a light motivational shove as she watched him walk out through the immaculate shimmering doorway.  

A pair of soldiers shivered under their leather armour and fur pelts, while standing guard at the log wall of a frontier fort at the base of the northern mountain range next to an icy river that flowed through their kingdom for two thousand miles. 

The air itself seemed hostile, nearly freezing their lungs with each breathe while the sound of flowing water beneath the ice was all that they could hear in the deathly silent landscape. 

“I can't wait to transfer out of here and back to Jubbah. What are we even doing this far north?” The younger soldier asked his comrade, who stood shivering next to him on a platform behind the wall overlooking a small and desolate path. 

“To expand the Sultan's empire, why else?! It is not our place to question him, only to follow his command,” his ridged elder comrade responded as if he feared being in proximity to any kind of seditious slander.

“What could twenty men in a walled shack possibly do besides freeze to death out here?” The young man complained again, looking at his loyal friend through ice-encrusted eyelashes with irritation.

An eruption in mid-air shook the very ground beneath their fort, interrupting what would have been another pro-sultan quote as a flaming ball streaked over their heads. They watched in awe as the burning mass hurdled north while the rest of the men burst out from their small cabins to watch the spectacle.

A deafening explosion forced the men to cover their ears as a mushroom cloud of debris rose into the sky. What followed was inconceivable to the soldiers as they witnessed a mushroom cloud of debris rise followed by the ripping up of trees from the very ground at close range and flattening the others farther out. 

A shockwave expanded from the epicentre faster than they could react as it crashed invisibly into the fort wall, sending them sailing from their post back first onto the ground. The rest of the men took cover or simply ducked down as the shockwave dislodged a few of the logs that formed their fort's protective wall and blew every window out of every building, sending glass and shrapnel flying. 

As the two men slowly regained their senses, their minds tuning back into reality, some of the other soldiers helped them to their feet. A ringing in their ears muffled everything, and as it receded, the voices of their fellow comrades filtering in. 

The ranking officer maintained a look of shock as he stepped through the gap created in the wall to view the endless destruction with disbelief. Every tree as far as he could see was flattened, the snow taking on a dirtier appearance from the debris littering the ground while particles and ash rained down from the sky. The men gathered and watched him asses the situation, awaiting his orders as a rather burly man ran up beside him and took in the brutal upheaval of their surroundings.

“Nizam, what should we do?” The burly man asked, but received no response as his superior simply walked in a trance-like state towards the pillar of smoke off in the distance. 

He watched in disbelief for a moment, deciding to hustle past him and attempt to block his way. He paused rather than speaking up, seeing that Nizam's eyes had glazed over with a white film. 

Grabbing him by the shoulders, he gave him a shake. “Sir, we must...” He began before the sudden invasion of a siren voice infiltrated his mind. 

He lost control of his body as only a desire to head toward the voice destroyed his will as he joined his commanding officer in a slow, mindless walk. 

“What are they doing?” The young man from the wall asked.

“I do not know but we must...” His ridged comrade began to answer before the same effect overtook him. 

The telekinetic call deadened their reasoning, directing their bodies while keeping their conscious minds trapped and screaming behind their zombie-like state. They were completely awake while imprisoned in a mental jail within the deep recesses of their minds while they watched their bodies move helplessly through their own eyes. 

Five dark helmets sat neatly in a row at the epicentre of a perfect crater large enough to become a small lake. The men stood mindlessly in a semi-circle at arm's length around the outer edge as five of them selectively approached. 

They removed their fur caps, picking up the black armour pieces, dragging them over their heads as the darkened material contorted itself to fit. A blood-red energy enveloped them and filled their eyes as a black substance seeped through every orifice. Their bodies contorted and twisted as entities invaded them in a violent possession. 

Their flesh ripped open down to the bone all over while the black substance seemed to fill the gaps, holding their host bodies together at the seams while a black steam rose above them. The armour and clothing they wore vaporized while the cracking and snapping of their violated forms took on devilish appearances. The invading entities seemed to take pleasure in an unspoken competition on how far they could violate their new hosts, feeling bliss from the sweet music of their mental screams as their conscious minds could feel every sensation being forced upon them. 

The rest of the men snapped out of their trance as the siren call faded, becoming fully present at the sight before them. They watched the men they had once served with become unidentifiable, embodying every story they had ever been told to scare them into worshiping their deities. They froze in place, watching the flesh open up and transform while the blood ran from red to black, paralyzed with fear at the horrific sight. 

The lanky, bone protruding, being in the centre finished its transformation, slowly turning around to face the bewildered soldiers. It smiled with a row of jagged teeth that dripped black down its seared fleshy chin. It slowly raised an index finger towards the complaining man from the wall. The warm flow of his urine uncontrollably flooded down his pant leg and stained the dirt-covered snow surrounding his quivering feet, as an invisible force took hold of him. 

He felt his soul being ripped forcefully from his heart centre as his entire body seized up, his chest thrusting forward while he levitated off of the ground, his blue energy feeding into the creature's chest in a line. A short scream was all he could muster as his essence drained away, leaving only a shell of a body that turned ghostly white, the eyes turning red like his controller's before popping from his skull with a splatter of mucus. Once drained, the creature simply allowed the limp corpse to collapse in a heap.

Some men panicked, but a few drew their curved Ajanta swords and mustered up the courage to charge at the creatures. The ridged man from the wall charged the one that sucked his friend dry and swung for the vile being's head. Rather than feel his blade crack into the demon's helmet, he felt it stop short of his target. The creature grasped the blade in its bony, flesh-dripping hand with a look of utter amusement. 

A blackened glow ran down the blade and latched onto the man's hands faster than he could let go. The repulsive energy engulfed his body and seeped into his flesh, compelling him to watch, despite his attempt to step back. His blood boiled as the dark energy pushed outward from the centre of his chest, intensifying as his eyes, ears, mouth and nose flowed with the same black substance that dripped from the creature's chin.

A gurgling noise was all the soldier could make as he convulsed onto his back for a few moments before going silent in a pool of the toxic substance as a blue essence exited his body, being absorbed by the creature. 

Two men successfully struck the monster to the first creature's left. Their swords turned to molten ore that seared their hands into melted nubs. They cried out, their eyes widening, while looking at the masses of steel-infused flesh. 

The creature they struck was triple their stature once standing upright. It turned around, palming one of the screaming men by the face, picking him up off of the ground while watching his victim's feet kicking around wildly. 

The man thrashed about until a crunch from his crushed skull beneath the creature's powerful grasp caused him to go limp. With its other hand, it grabbed one of the body's legs and held the soldier as if he were weightless. The flesh of its body was smooth like gel and seemed to adjust itself with the speed of thought, its head shaped like a huge overturned bowl, sitting on its shoulders devoid of a neck. Its teeth were sharp, like a shark with multiple layers, that its blood red cat-like eyes made all the more insidious. In an instant, it caused the fur and armour to sear off of the body, leaving the burnt flesh exposed. 

It licked its lips and chomped down on the limp torso, splattering blood that evaporated against its malleable flesh while staining the ground below as it steamed into the dirt. It crunched through the bone and chewed as flames spurted between its teeth with each bite. A moment of chewing led to spitting the mangled flesh onto the snow at its feet, a look of dismay spreading across its vile face before tossing the body through the air beyond the edge of the crater. 

“What kind of world is this? The inhabitants taste like walking filth stained with corruption, not like the wonderful flesh of the Taloshean,” the creature irately complained in a deep tone with a growl as its look turned to one of desire while it batted the head off of the other screaming soldier with a single swipe. The body landed on the ground at its toeless blob legs, an expression of horror frozen on the severed head's face, the eyes blinking a couple times before the expression ended in one of fright. Energy from both men absorbed seamlessly through its malleable flesh, causing the evil being to let out a sigh of satisfaction 

“I still do not understand why you eat beings when it's their life force energy that will increase our strength,” the first one asked with a high-pitched voice that carried a perpetual rasp. 

“You like to control their dead, that's why they called you Death. You have your pleasures and I have mine. Why use the dead to fight when we are powerful enough to destroy entire armies ourselves!?” It then asked with conviction. 

“We are Learyn. They called you Rage because your anger is insatiable, but that is their name for you. We are all Learyn and we would not be here if the Taloshean weren't a feast for us... I suppose you're right. Why enslave and feed off of a species if you can not indulge in your fashion,” Death pondered and then agreed.

The screaming cries of two soldiers interrupted the conversation, flailing their arms around as fire engulfed them in a perpetual burning state. A medium-sized third creature joined them with a more sophisticated tone that was sociopathic as he watched the men burn. 

“I like the name that was given to me. What was it the Taloshean called me when I finally allowed her to die after an entire cycle of enjoying her screams? I believe it was Sadist,” he spoke with pride while manipulating the fire with his hand, his pupils like small flames amongst his almost handsome features, his body of ripped flesh taking on a muscular form and smoothing out to almost appear humanoid but darkened from the combining black substance.

“You all waste too much time, why bother doing the work yourself when you can suck them dry after getting them on turn on each other, I'll give myself a name since Conquer over there likes to set up entire systems to turn inward on themselves, how does Apostate sound?” The shortest one asked in a mocking tone with a noticeable split running down the centre of his body. This allowed the bones to protrude through seared flesh as he forced two soldiers to hack and stab each other to death before sucking out a ball of energy from each of them.

“Conquer.... Sure, why not. It appears we have a Taloshean city to conquer. Maybe you should all abide by my tactics this time. If you had listened to me and been patient, maybe they wouldn't have escaped to begin with,” the fifth Learyn scolded as he peeled the skin off of a soldier he caught with one clean jerk, dropping him onto the ground, still alive. The soldier screamed, staring in disbelief at his exposed muscle, blood soaking his skinned body until a state of shock took his consciousness, as he exhaled a final breathe.

He played with the jagged skull fragments that stuck out of his vessel's head like a crown with the same blackened substance running down the opened wounds, not impressed with the pain he caused the suffering man “They die so easily on this world.”

The rest of the men tried to run, but Apostate needed only to raise the palm of his hand to stop them on the spot. The men turned on each other, using their swords to hack at each other before having their essence sucked out of their corpses. 

“Once we have the life force energy from the remaining Taloshean, we can accelerate our forces' arrival and invade this galaxy,” Conquer stated.

“We could have already done that, but we chose to indulge in the energy and increase our power,” Death responded with irritation, giving the other four an accusing look.

“We had to endure millions of light years of travel and leave our true bodily vessels behind to become scouts of the Learyn empire. I, for one, would like to taste the species in this galaxy before we simply hand them over to our leaders who will give us nothing more than recognition and scraps!” Sadist replied to Death's accusation that seemed to resonate with the others.

“We have tasted it and our abilities are now equal to that of our leaders. However, we can not rule this galaxy ourselves. That doesn't mean we can't use our strength to take command positions within this new empire. Remember the Learyn code. Those who show strength will be respected.” Conquer stated. 

“Enough of this. We have a job to do!” Death interrupted.

“I get to eat that fair elder who escaped with her lover while he watches,” Rage proclaimed, receiving no argument from the rest.

“As long as I can force her lover to kill his people before you feed on him,” Apostate bargained.

“Let me play with some of the younger ones and we can all have our fill,” Sadist stated with a lustful desire, his eyes burning brighter. 

“They are dug in beneath that mountain range. Let us feed and bring the Learyn to this galaxy,” Death stated, pointing to the imposing mountains whose peaks rose beyond the clouds themselves.

“What if they have adapted and learned to defend themselves, they’ve had many cycles to do so?” Conquer asked.

Sadist laughed. “An entire planet of these overpowered pacifists couldn't muster a defence and the rest could only run. We need not worry! I am hungry!” He cried out as he consumed the essence of the two burning men, allowing the flames to finally incinerate their bodies.

“Even if they tried, our power is infinitely greater than the first time we met, so I hope they fight back. There's no fulfilment in feeding on them otherwise,” Apostate stated.

“Enough of this! I want to feel the crushed sculls of the Taloshean beneath my feet!” Rage cried out as he bounded towards the mountains.

“Not listening again. “Conquer sighed and shook his head before following.

“We are always making up for that idiot's foolhardy manner,” Apostate commented before following along with the rest of them, matching Rage's speed.
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Skara Brae stood proudly in the far north of the western continent. The well-fortified city, with its back against the imposing mountain range, extended its walls out for two square miles in a semi-circle, fully encompassing its citizens. It was known for its fine grade of steel, rich mineral deposits, and harsh winters. The wall was ten feet thick, forty feet high and lined with towers every fifty feet, giving the city a menacing outward appearance. At the very centre was the inner keep that stood six stories high and from the top floor, the king had a spectacular view of the roaring river Strathspey that snaked its way south through the land amongst the citizens, soldiers and farmers that hustled about. 

Open plains extended out to the tree line a mile from their walls, giving the sentries a far-reaching view, allowing no one to approach unnoticed. Farmlands smattered the cleared landscape, where mostly root vegetables grew and livestock grazed. The meagre bounty barely fed their population, forcing a usually xenophobic people to trade with their neighbours on occasion. 

The blacksmith's furnaces roared all day, with smoke billowing towards the sky, which created a hazy atmosphere in the surrounding streets during the day. The black smith industry was second only to the granite mines that provided them with enough material to build their city and expand it at will if necessary. 

On occasion, the empires of Roden or Frisii whose territories split the continent in two the southeast would trade livestock for these large spectacular blocks to create carvings and depictions of their leaders and gods. They jealously envied Skara Brae and had to be repelled more than once.

To the north, a large active volcano provided the masons of Skara Brae with huge deposits of obsidian, which they have learned to coat delicately on the outside of their fine granite, giving it a polished black shine for luxury furniture and works of art. They highly valued this along with their very pure and unmatchable grade of steel. They kept their blacksmith's secrets to themselves, which gave their small population a clear military advantage over their much more populous neighbours. The city's polished glow glistened in the sunlight, giving it a very refined and wealthy look. 

Citizens and lords alike had a sense of endearing pride in their city. Their artists showed their nationalist spirit with many statues of past champions and busts of famous wives who embodied true beauty, loyalty and respect of the citizens, sitting neatly next to their champion husbands of old. It was a dearly held belief that no champion was complete without his wife. The marble paths connected the residents in a circular design where all roads lead to the illustrious inner keep. Just outside of the keep was a market square, but it remained the most dismal spectacle, with a lack of new product that rarely entered the general populous. 

Compared to other powers in the region, their military was relatively small, yet it had highly trained soldiers equipped with the best armour and weapons, even for the newest recruits. What Skara Brae's military lacked in size, it made up for in its capability, repelling all attempts to invade it over the centuries, which allowed it to achieve a level of notoriety from a tradition of bravery, discipline, skill, perseverance and chivalry. 

One captain within this populous embodied these traditions, gaining notoriety and respect amongst his peers and citizens alike. His name was Luthias. 

The chest plate of his heavy armour and his shield prominently showcased the Skara Brae crest that comprised a bright blue cross, representing the star people associated with the lore of a sky chariot that was rumoured to have hovered over their city. This depiction conveyed the belief that these mysterious beings blessed their people. 

He was a large man, standing at just over six feet tall, weighing nearly two hundred and sixty pounds which consisted of muscle overlapped by a secondary layer of thick flesh that his wife referred to as fat, while he defended it as his second armoured layer. He bore a traditionally long beard, with a full head of often ratty brown hair. A single piercing brown eye suited his physique, having lost one in battle that he kept under a leather patch with the strap hidden beneath his hair. In his left hand, he carried a heavy steel shield while on his hip, he brandished a long sword in a thick black steel-lined sheath. The hilt bore the crest as well that rode up the centre of the blade a few inches on both sides. Unlike the rest of the officers in the military, he avoided wearing the cumbersome cylindrical helmet.

By his side, as he was preparing to tend to his duties, was his wife Patli, who looked upon her husband with admiration as she helped him suit up.

“I've told you a hundred times that I don't need your help puttin on my armour,” Luthias gruffly stated while Patli ignored him and continued to cinch up the straps along the sides of his full plate, her tiny hands able to fit between the two halves easily.

“And I told you I want to make sure you are properly fitted. What would it do to me if you came back injured because of a malfunction with your gear?” She scolded as Luthias scoffed, which prompted her to add, “If you weren't so fat, I wouldn't feel the need to help you,” in her high-pitched pitch worrisome tone.

“Ahhh woman, you know I would lose weight if you didn't cook so damn well,” Luthias bantered, getting an icy stare.

“Are you saying you want me to cook less for you and do a worse job, because I can do that you know,” she threatened coyly.

“No, no, don't do that... Ah you know I love you dear,” he retracted, causing her to let out a cute giggle as she slapped his back plate, after cinching up the last strap as he moved his arms around to check her work, nodding with silent approval.

Patli always wore a thick robe made of wool over her light linen undergarments which conservatively kept her covered up at all times, as was the policy for ladies within Skara Brae. The head-to-toe robe also bore the blue star over her heart. 

Luthias had it custom made for her as a wedding present, which she wore faithfully ever since. Half of a blue star locket rested just above her bosom, Luthias wearing the other half to give him added courage so he would make it home to her every time he went out. When he came back, she would make it whole again around her neck. Her lightly tanned skin complimented her high cheekbones and oval alluring eyes, which sat perfectly beneath her naturally thin eyebrows. 

On her feet, she wore fine thick, light brown, leather-lined boots. The inside was insulated with wool and then linen, which fit perfectly, riding halfway up her shins. She stood at a petite five feet, five inches tall and kept a healthy, slim figure. Within Skara Brae, she earned a lot of respect as a well-known healer, and everyone who knew her loved her. Nearly the entire population and old friends who travelled from Tikal and Perdida came far and wide to attend their wedding.

Patli was originally from Tikal, which sat on the northeast coast along an established trade route. Normally, Skara Brae would not mix cultures, but the people were happier with at least some trade deals that brought in much-needed items used for medicine, clothing, and the occasional luxury. 

Skara Brae and Tikal developed a close relationship after the calamity decades ago, deciding to end aggression against each other and join in a mutual pact for survival, creating the small city of Perdida that lay on the northern mountain path between them but prospered handsomely from allowing the flow of trade along the mountain path they both carved out from their perspective sides, meeting in the middle. 

This small mountain town also served as a buffer zone between the two cultures, becoming quite mixed, but staying relatively small. Tikal and Skara Brae pledged a small force to protect the city, mostly from bandits that made the trek there from time to time, posing as merchants.  

They held a loving silent gaze for a moment, Luthias removing his right armoured glove, so he could place his hand with a gentle embrace on her shoulder. Patli reached up and softly caressed his beard, eventually sliding her fingers along the strap of the eye patch to the back of his neck.

“I regret not being able to give you back your eye,” she empathized in a guilty tone.

Luthias recalled the last trade mission he commanded to complete a trade deal with Tikal a few weeks earlier. His only major regret in his career was that years of peace and a lack of combat was his only excuse for dropping his guard, allowing a group of nearly thirty bandits to kill five of his men, take his eye, and make off with a small chest of coins. The small skirmish nearly ended the peace brokered between the two northern cities because the bandits had gotten the jump on the envoy from Tikal and wore their uniforms to gain the upper hand. He single-handedly slayed six of the bandits, and despite his injury and his unit being caught flatfooted, only half of the perpetrators could escape. 

It was the first casualties that either city had suffered in years. Despite having to adjust to a lack of depth perception, he still managed to be one of the best men with a shield that his kingdom had to offer. 

“No, it's me who should be guilty, I should have never dropped my guard,” Luthias stated regretfully “I will be forever grateful that you did not turn away from me that day despite my appearance,” he added kissing the back of her hand. 

“It's your heart I fell in love with. No scar can change that,” Patli lovingly responded with a glowing smile, having to stand on her toes to pull his head towards her. 

Luthias kissed his much shorter wife through his wild beard, loving the taste of her soft loving lips against his more weathered ones. 

The clanging of armour interrupted their moment as a frantic voice shouted, “Captain! A caravan approaches!” A soldier stopped at his open door, panting deeply in an attempt to catch his breath. Upon noticing Patli, he gave a small bow of respect, placing his right hand over his heart and courteously stating, “My lady.”

Patli returned the gesture with a small curtsy, quickly giving Luthias one more kiss before telling him “I'm going to report to the infirmary now,” walking out the door, heading north with a dainty stride while Luthias put on his armoured glove before heading towards the wall with the soldier following close behind. 

The average soldier within the lower ranks of the Skara Brae military typically wore chain mail that was overlapped by a plate mail and a helmet that covered their head and the bridge of their nose, keeping their face open. They were equipped with a finely crafted long sword and steel shield. Their limbs were armoured as well, with the plating covering the tops of their feet over hide boots, and the backs of their hands over thick leather gloves. 

“Is this caravan from Frisii or Roden?” Luthias asked.

“Neither captain, he claims he is a travelling merchant and has goods from around the world,” the guard answered in an eager tone that showed how little they saw outsiders or exotic goods, but then took on a demeanour that showed confusion “There's just one thing captain... Nobody spotted the caravan until it was less than a hundred yards from our walls.”

“What are you saying?” Luthias asked, narrowing his eye at the man.

“Well... It's as if... They appeared out of nowhere.”

“Maybe the wall garrison has been drinking and should do their job better. People do not simply appear out of nowhere.”

Luthias naively corrected his subordinate as they walked quickly to the wall and then up a winding set of stairs through one of the narrow towers bursting out of an iron door that led him to the top, giving him a bird's-eye view of the peculiar man and his out-of-place caravan waiting at the gate. 

There were two large carts towed by two large stallions, escorted by a dozen lightly armoured guards equipped with steel-tipped spears. In front was one elderly man who looked directly up towards Luthias and smiled.

“Where do you come from and what business do you have here!?” Luthias shouted to the elderly man, who continued to smile beneath his rather wild and unkempt long silver hair that flowed in clumped strands, swaying in the breeze. 

“I come from nowhere in particular and wish to conduct trade. You can inspect my goods if you wish!” the man shouted back up in a frail yet confident voice through his thick white beard that hung to his chest. 

Luthias looked the man and his caravan over for a moment, puzzled at his bright red and lavish attire that did not resemble clothing that anyone would wear so far north in such frigid temperatures, yet the man did not appear to be bothered by the elements. 

The dozen men that lined either side of his small caravan wore thick wool under somewhat thin leather studded armour and seemed very ill-equipped for any kind of combat and rather weak in physical appearance. This raised an alarm in Luthias's mind, knowing full well that travellers would not normally make it this far north without being the victims of an overwhelming number of bandits and rogue tribes that roamed the countryside's massive landscape. He knew that even the soldiers of either Frisii or Roden could be no better than bandits themselves and would slaughter this rag-tag bunch in a heartbeat and take their goods, yet somehow here they stood. 

However, with Skara Brae lacking luxuries of all sorts, the prospect of a trader who was willing to absorb all the risks to bring goods to them was a possibility that was too good not to consider. As much as this caravan seemed to lack any sort of viable threat, what made him lower his guard was that there was no discernable semblance between this odd man and either of the rival armies in the area. 

“Place your weapons on the ground and my men will inspect your caravan!” Luthias shouted and then headed back down the stairs once he saw the frail man nod in agreement, motioning for his men to put their spears on the ground which they did without question. 

Twenty soldiers and a well-equipped sergeant assembled at the massive double gates that took three men on either side to open by pulling down on large wooden levers and spinning a set of thick gears. The massively heavy iron-strapped gates slowly opened with a gut-wrenching grind. 

Once the gates were open, Luthias approached the strange old man while the sergeant oversaw the inspection of two carts. He looked the man over again and noticed that he was dressed like a wealthy baron. His undergarment, that slightly stuck out, was made of fine red silk, which would cost a soldier six months' wage alone. 

Additionally, the man adorned himself with gold rings, bracelets, and a silk shirt stitched with gold, which would cost more than what the average soldier earned in years. To top it all off, he wore an amulet with a single precious red ruby the size of a walnut hanging by a thick silver chain. 

Luthias was weary at the sight of the needless eloquence. For a moment their gaze met, and he viewed the old man as soft but with a level of wisdom and age that defied his appearance while toting a smile that was deceivingly disarming. 

The fact that he could make it to Skara Brae unmolested made Luthias even more suspicious and, despite the man's frail appearance, he seemed to carry himself with what he felt was a foolish level of confidence. He stood at a lanky five feet eight inches tall and appeared malnourished, his hands looking like the rings would fall off of his fingers if he were to point them towards the ground. In the past, any trader that made it to their city would have to hire enough men for protection that the goods they would procure at the rates they would pay lacked any real profitability.

Once the men were done, they left the trade goods respectfully within the carts. “Captain! There appears to be nothing suspicious, just a bunch of random assorted goods,” the sergeant reported.

“Very well sergeant, back to your post,” Luthias ordered.

As the Sergeant and his men retreated through the gates, Luthias motioned for the man and his guards to enter with a wave as he led the way. They picked up their spears and followed along the main path towards the city centre where the deprived market of the city awaited with whispers already circulating of the visiting stranger. Civilians stopped what they were doing to look at the rare sight, some beginning to follow the escorted caravan as it passed. 

“I'm Marduk, I'm glad to finally meet you Luthias,” the elderly man introduced himself, taking Luthias by surprise “Have you noticed anything strange in the world this far north?” He then asked, receiving a confused look.

“How do you know my name? And no, it has been very quiet and uneventful. We rarely venture beyond our borders,” Luthias responded with both a question and a statement, his intuition on edge. 

“You are famous in these parts, you know,” Marduk stated with a grin. 

When they made it to the market, Marduk ordered his men to set up shop. Some of them took the horses to a nearby stable where they could be boarded, sheltered, and fed, while the others prepared to do business. Within minutes, the men quickly converted the two carts into market tents and set up signs, while conversing with the excited locals, who eagerly surrounded them to get a look and meet the visitors. 

“May I have a word with you in private?” Marduk asked Luthias, who was curious enough to grant his request, motioning towards the local tavern but he shook his head and stated, “It would be better if we were alone without any prying eyes.”

“You are a strange man,” Luthias stated and then added, “You had better not be wasting my time,” he threatened but couldn't satiate his curiosity after such a lacklustre few weeks, being forced to guard the wall after his injury.

“When you have information that will change someone's entire existence, it is never a waste of time,” Marduk stated cryptically.

“We can have a word in my home if you like,” he offered.

Marduk motioned for him to lead the way with a frail outstretched hand that pointed towards the direction of Luthias's home, which made him give the man an accusing glare of mistrust.

A flash from Marduk's eyes seemed to reverberate in Luthias's mind, which put his tension at ease and gave the frail man a sense of familiarity for reasons unknown. When they made it to his home, Luthias opened the door and welcomed him in.

His dwelling was quaint and humble with a bedroom, a main dining room and a table that could seat up to six in a lounge where guests could be served, next to a kitchen area that was laden with smoked meat and various root vegetables which lined the counter. Luthias retrieved two goblets of wine, which was a rare Tikal treat, giving one to Marduk, who accepted it graciously as they sat down across from each other at the table. Marduk took a large gulp of wine, his facial expression showing approval of the flavour before putting the goblet down in front of him. 

His home was made of granite bricks on the exterior while the interior floors were lined with fur rugs from hunted animals over hardwood planks that were fit together with precision, the walls having a softer inner layer of thin clay bricks. Luthias's home was complete with a fireplace, wooden furniture and many trophies that hung on the walls from souvenirs he took off of his opponents in the form of weapons or trophies that were mounted alongside animal heads from hunting. 

In the kitchen area, there was a shelf with various herbs used for medicinal and cooking purposes, a counter made of clay brick that stood over an enclosed fire pit for baking bread, with a small chimney for the smoke to exit out of. 

The table they sat down in front of was dark brown, very thick, heavy, and well-made. It stood three feet high, three feet wide and six feet long, with various flowing vine-like patterns along the edges. The chairs were very hefty and made of the same material, but with only a basic design for comfort with tall backrests. 

Marduk looked around and proclaimed, “You have a very fine home.” 

Luthias impatiently replied, “Please get to the point.”

Marduk smiled and then concentrated, pressing his hands flat against the table, slowly moving them outward as a glowing square of pure blue energy illuminated the room. Luthias shook free of his familial trance, leaping from his chair, and pressing his back against the back wall as the blue energy took shape, filling the room with a three-dimensional projection that showed an image of an entire planet. 

“This is sorcery! The punishment for this is banishment or death for convening with dark forces! I should have you locked up!” Luthias shouted. 

“Then your pretty wife should be locked up right beside me... Shouldn't she?” Marduk suggested with a rhetorical question and then added “Now if you will kindly take your seat and allow me to explain, you will know why your wife Patli has the healing power she does that you both so readily hide from your peers. We are related distantly, you know.”

Luthias first reached out to touch the image of the world, his hand passing right through it. He repeated this several times before taking a seat, looking awestruck. 

“So, you know about my Patli, do you... I will listen to you but know this old man. If you have come here to blackmail us, your word will not be taken above mine and you will be locked up, your men executed and your goods confiscated,” Luthias warned. 

“No need for threats. You and your wife are the very people I wanted to see. Now listen closely and watch,” Marduk assured him. 

“We will begin back before the dark times of this world took place. We are called Taloshean, and we were a very advanced species that had to take shelter on this planet to avoid being consumed by another species known as the Learyn. After some time, they found us and a battle ensued which released so much energy that your world was forever changed by disaster. I am one of our species' last two remaining, original elders. We caused this world's hardships but if we had lost the battle, everyone that you know today would have been consumed and this world left void of life,” Marduk began.

Luthias found himself mesmerized by the lifelike images, while another flash of Marduk's eyes added an unexplainable familiarity to everything. He observed the vision of a beautiful and seemingly flawless home world, followed by its population's decimation. 

He witnessed the survivors fleeing and their ship stealthily burrowing into the mountains of the northern area of the eastern continent, where they built their new underground home. The ship was the size of a small city which was advanced beyond Luthias's limited comprehension, translucent blue and shaped like a perfectly smooth cylinder with a luminescence caused by the energy shield that surrounded it.  

“We rebuilt our society many miles underground while your world was none the wiser to our presence but after five centuries had passed the Learyn somehow detected us,” Marduk continued showing images of a thriving ecosystem that was created underground with an unimaginably advanced culture and habitat, followed by a large blob like red Learyn melting through their city's upper cavern wall “We fought back for once having many centuries to perfect our defensive capabilities, choosing to be destroyed rather than be consumed if necessary. In the end, we prevailed but at an enormous cost. Very few of us remained. One of the Learyn escaped. Even though the four Learyn that were left behind had reverted into the form of the helmets they became when they landed, we could not destroy them, or at the very least, lacked the ability to do so. Instead, eight volunteers carried the four helmets to the four most remote areas of this world, where we hoped they would never be discovered again. The only problem is that the fifth Learyn escaped and evaded my partner and I, and has been building up its power again.”

Luthias was horrified by the violent visions of adults self-destructing and destroying their children if they were unable to continue defending them, so the vile beings couldn’t consume them. The abilities and vile malicious nature of the Learyn was on full display, that he could only watch with terrified eyes as he witnessed atrocities he had never imagined or even came close to seeing on any battlefield, even against their enemies. At the same time the valor and willingness of the Taloshean to resist at any cost was more then he would ever expect of his own men. He watched a population that dwarfed his own city get torn apart but they never faltered as the Learyn seemed to get weaker the more they expended their power. The entire underground world withered and died. 

“The result of so much energy being discharged so close to your world's core caused all the disasters on the surface by disrupting the energetic field surrounding your planet. We were lucky the destruction wasn't worse. In the end what few of us remained decided to change our appearance to be more suitable for integration into your population,” Marduk explained while showing images of the remaining survivors using their powers to manipulate their appearance and leave what was left of their city to head into the world “Two generations later the remaining Learyn must have recovered enough of his power because on every battlefield, there have been reports of a mysterious fog that rolls over and takes the bodies of the fallen soldiers in their entirety. Shadowy figures have been seen doing so, but they never bother the living. I believe that the remaining Learyn is amassing a force to gather his fallen comrades so they can consume this world and build their power back up to continue consuming others, eventually bringing in an entire army to consume and enslave every world in this galaxy. The weapons of this world cannot stop them, and if I fail to gather the descendants of our people and assist them in discovering and enhancing their powers, then all life on this planet is doomed. We may not have been able to save ourselves, but we can at least save this world and stop the Learyn from destroying others,” Marduk finished, triggering both confusion and shock in Luthias. 

Luthias scratched his head, clearly showing through his dumbfounded expression that he was trying his best to grasp what he was shown. He stated, “I don't know about all that mumbo jumbo, or how everything works, but from what I understand, you want me to believe that some evil thing is gathering an army of dead soldiers to consume our world, and you want me to help stop it. I don't have any powers, you crazy daft man, certainly I could not stand before any of those beings and live.”

That's when the memory of losing his eye came back to him. The shock from his injuries caused him to fall unconscious shortly after winning the battle. With his vision compromised, he vaguely remembered the fog and blurry figures that he couldn't quite make out. He recalled that when he came to, his men refused to talk about the incident and he simply chalked it up as a victory, too preoccupied with a potential conflict with Tikal to pay it any mind. 

“When I lost my eye, I remember this fog before I fell to my wounds,” Luthias admitted and then asked, “This has been happening all over the world, you say?”

Marduk finished the rest of his wine before nodding and then stating in a firmer tone of voice “This particular Learyn is not strong but knows how to use the recently slain to his advantage forcing them to retain their life force energy to do his bidding autonomously while preserving the bodies. He manipulates conflict and causes turmoil, which gives him a consistent world-wide supply of soldiers.”

“I have lived in Skara Brae my whole life, and I have pledged loyalty to my king and the people within these walls. I can not simply abandon them,” Luthias stated proudly “As grandiose as this journey sounds, my place is here and so is Patli's.”

“Place your hands in mine,” Marduk requested holding out his hands palms up, receiving an uncomfortable glare from Luthias “I will show you where you came from and If you are still not convinced, I will leave and you can go back to your life as it was before we ever met. Your DNA has memory and I can show you your origins.”

Luthias had no idea what DNA was, but hesitantly placed his hands in Marduk's. A moment went by before a wave of emotion accompanied by a flood of memories rushed into his mind. He felt instantly at peace seeing who he strangely knew, were his parents, who were among the remaining survivors of the underground city that was reduced to ruins. 

A younger, more robust Marduk set the survivors off on their journey with provisions, a map, and information they needed. He watched, in segments, their perilous journey as they travelled through a massive continent he had heard of only in rumours, crossed the ocean, and made it to Tikal where they helped rebuild for a while before settling in Perdida. 

He watched his parents give birth to him in their new home carved out of stone on the side of the mountain village. Not long after having their child, the local population saw his parents using their powers to defend a group of travellers from bandits, but despite their good deed, the people became fearful of them. They fled to Skara Brae, where they left Luthias with a husband and wife who took him in and was not aware of what was happening. Then, he watched as the mob surrounded his parents, who exhausted them from weeks of being hunted. The mob took them prisoner and sentenced them to death by beheading in Skara Brae, where he grew up never knowing that his caregivers whom he lost to disease a few years back were not his actual parents, but they cared for him as if they were. 

As Marduk let go of Luthias's hands, he snapped out of the vision, noticing a tear had rolled down his cheek, stopping at the edge of his beard. He felt a surge of emotion overwhelm his entire body. He looked at Marduk as if he was looking at his long-lost family member, feeling a connection to him that was unexplainably deep.

“My parents weren't my parents,” he stated in disbelief.

“No, but you are who you are today because of the ones you had.”

Luthias simply muttered, “I don't know what to say,” staring at the floor as he processed everything, coming to an odd conclusion as logic set in he asked, “If they were so powerful, why didn’t they defend themselves?”

“A pledge was taken, and we take pledges seriously until death, that we would not harm the ignorant unevolved beings of this world, as it is not their fault that we are here or have terribly disrupted their lives,” Marduk explained with an eye roll.

“They were that disciplined were they,” Luthias stated, feeling a sense of pride, having come from such honorable origins.

“There is a process we put our children through to help them become in tune with the universe through consistent mental training and meditative prayer connection. In a world like this, where the material is over valued and constant conflict is a way of life, people often ignore such aspects and either your powers may manifest by coincidence because of an extreme circumstance, or not at all. Do not worry, I will help you with that,” he reassured. 

A loud bell startled Luthias with a head ringing clang, the city igniting with shouting and bustling. He leaped from his chair and burst through the door to see citizens taking cover in their homes and soldiers rushing to the wall. 

“An invasion?” Luthias managed to say before a frail hand pressed against the back of his head, causing his body to freeze up in total paralysis. 

“That would be the Frisii army with a certain commander I need,” Marduk stated. 

Luthias attempted to speak but found he couldn't, no matter how hard he fought against the invisible force that controlled him. The two carts pulled up on cue. It took six of Marduk's caravan guards to load Luthias onto the front cart, throwing the tent cloth over him so that he would not draw any attention. A higher-ranking officer with a dozen men on their way to the wall stopped in front of Marduk and his caravan, eyeing them for a moment.

“You should move to the north of the city to safety. This is Luthias's home. Where is he?” The man asked suspiciously.

“He hurried off to the wall,” Marduk simply replied, his eyes flashing as the officer gave a nod and moved on with his men as he turned to his own entourage “We had better listen to the man.” 
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Chapter Two
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Marduk led the caravan towards the northeastern corner of the city, which ended against the base of the mountain range. Above them was a platform situated twenty feet high, with a ramp leading up to it from the ground level where a passageway had been constructed. 

Marduk waved his hand over the rock face, causing the stone to recede with a low rumble and an ear wrenching grind, forming a fifty-square-foot alcove. The horses tried to protest when the men attempted to lead them into the cramped space, but a simple touch from Marduk calmed them. Once they were all inside, he concentrated. An illusion formed that made the rock face look as if it was solid, acting like a one-way mirror. 

“Stay here, I'll be back,” Marduk ordered his men before seamlessly walking through the illusion. 

Patli was bandaging up a soldier who took a minor injury on his right forearm from training. The injury was superficial, but infection was the real threat and she demanded that they see her, no matter how small the wound may be. She bandaged him up with a cleansed cloth that she dabbed with alcohol, gently tying it in a soft knot. 

The ringing of the alarm caused the soldier to spring up from his chair, jerking the ends of the cloth from her hands. He respectfully bowed in her direction “Thank you mam,” before throwing on his armour, grabbing his weapon, and making a hasty exit. 

As she looked around at the empty infirmary, her two apprentices looked toward her, waiting for guidance. 

“Prepare the bandages, herbs and medical tools. We may start receiving wounded,” she softly ordered the two men in white wool robes, in a tone that showed her disapproval, as they acknowledged her order with a bow before preparing the room. 

The infirmary was a five hundred square foot building, with dozens of tightly packed together, small single cots and a smattering of chairs lining the walls for those with minor injuries. There was just enough room for her and her apprentices to fit between the cots and move their small carts around with them, which contained their medical equipment. 

On a shelf next to the back wall was a stack of spare sheets and a washbasin with fresh water to clean the bloody ones so they could be reused. The equipment comprised of bandages, silk thread for suturing wounds, sharpened bone needles to feed the silk thread through flesh, iron pliers to dig out arrowheads or anything else that may imbed into a soldier’s body, and various herbs beside a container filled with leeches that squirmed about in a dark heap. 

The tool she despised the most was the two-person carpenter's serrated iron saw for the amputation of limbs, staring at it with trepidation for a moment. 

Patli felt a little unhinged remembering the last time she heard the same alarm years ago, which caused the hair to stand up on the back of her neck. Frisii attacked their city with fifty thousand men, using a bunch of crude and ill-prepared siege equipment in a desperate attempt to breach their defences. 

Their ladders were knocked down, their battering ram was set ablaze, and they lost close to a third of their force while Skara Brae suffered several hundred casualties, with many more wounded. 

She remembered her inability to keep up with their dire needs, taking on the guilt of every man who died in her care.

Several times she used her healing ability to secretly help stabilize those who were near death, nearly being seen on more than one occasion and collapsing afterward from the strain and exhaustion. 

She was not looking forward to repeating that experience, as she had a close bond with many of the city's soldiers. More times than she cared to remember, from that botched invasion, the image of men looking up at her with such hope while they died in her care. 

The worst was when a limb had to be amputated, the pain alone being enough to send the patient into shock while they cried out through clenched teeth, biting down desperately on a strip of leather.  

Sawing through a leg and bone was like cutting through a branch off of a squishy blood-squirting tree that screams as you cut through it, but you had to keep going no matter how painful it sounded. The noises that a man made under such duress were chilling. 

The smell of the blood had an iron-like quality of death attached to it that was unmistakable and stuck in her sinuses. Infected flesh was even worse, having a putrid mix of copper and sewage with a hint of sulphur. After spending days with the dead and wounded, she couldn't help but continue to smell death for weeks afterward, the funeral pyres making the situation worse for her as she was expected to attend the funerals alongside her husband. The burned fats of the bodies rose heavily into the air and attached themselves to the walls of every nearby building creating a film on the marble that resembled chard glue mixed with grease.

Many died unnecessarily that she could have healed but didn't want to be persecuted for the accusation of dabbling into the dark arts, that taking only a rumor to start an inquiry from the local seer. 

The guilt she felt for not being able to help others who desperately begged her to with their dying breath was haunting. She would wake up in bed crying and sweating profusely almost every night after a battle, Luthias comforting her back to sleep with the strength of his embrace sometimes for hours. Her husband was her other fear. 

As brave and strong of a warrior that he was, he was not invulnerable, and she feared she could not handle it if he were one of the men who died in her care. When she woke from night terrors, it was usually because the face of whomever she was healing in her dream turned into his. 

As her two apprentices set up the room, Marduk entered quietly enough to watch Patli for a few moments before she took notice of his presence with her naturally inviting smile. 

“Hello, what can I do for you?” She asked. 

“Your husband Luthias has been injured. Please come with me,” Marduk lied with a stone-cold expression of fake concern, combined with the innocent voice of an elderly man.

Patli's heart sank, but having never seen this man before, she asked, “How do you know my husband and how was he injured?” narrowing her eyes as the tone of her voice became as serious as his expression was cold.

“I don't have time for this,” Marduk stated, snapping his fingers. Patli looked around at a world that was suddenly frozen in time. Before she could say anything, he approached her and added, “You will not have mistrust towards me when you understand your past,” he promised, before grabbing both of her hands impatiently.  

She was thrust out of her current world and into a vision. Despite her blue and silver-haired appearance, she recognized her mother standing in a decimated underground landscape with a few dozen other beings who looked similar to her, with a young and vibrant version of the elderly man who held her hands among them. 

Despite her mother's alien appearance, she felt her mind relax, as a feeling of love spread throughout her body from her heart centre. In vivid segments, her vision showed her mother changing her appearance to resemble a citizen of Tikal. She watched her travel to a city she did not recognize to the southern mountain range with the others, who scattered in various directions once they made it through a valley. 

Her journey brought her to a large lake near a mountain range where she helped heal numerous adults and children who praised her ability as a gift from the gods. After a while, she departed and headed west across the sea, ending up in Tikal and settling there. 

She came across a handsome man who ran a hospice for the elderly and terminally ill, where she spent most of her days, but it became apparent over time that her mother wasn’t aging like her father was. 

Eventually, she gave birth to a baby girl who came out as blue as her mother was before her appearance altered once she imprinted her mother’s face through oval ice-blue eyes that held the universe within them. 

The father was shocked at first but kept the incident a secret because he loved her mother so. They raised her together, but her mother wasn’t aging like her father and he was already elderly when she gave birth. She observed her mother through an inquisitive toddler perspective, tending to her father, who was weakening quickly. She felt her heart cringe as she silently witnessed her father's passing, prompting her mother to teach her the art of healing. The citizens took notice of her lack of aging but because she was such a positive contributor to their people they simply ignored it.

It wasn’t until her mother had a near-death fall that she was forced to use her power to heal her. Her mother passed only a few years ago, but her heart longed to see her again as the vision ended and she snapped back into reality. To her dismay, what was her last chance to see her mother vividly was replaced with Marduk’s smug grin and piercing gaze, his eyes flashing as a sense of familiarity washed over her.

Patli removed her hands from his frail grasp and asked, “What was that? I just watched my mother's journey and saw myself born.” 

“Explanations are not always efficient. Sometimes it is better to show them. We are all visual creatures,” he arrogantly explained. 

“Who is my mother? She looked so different, like she was not the same as everyone else, which means that... I am not the same... She always told me we were favoured by God but made me hide my gift and taught me to be humble... Why would she keep this from me... Who are you?” Patli rambled, overwhelmed by the experience while looking at this man she never met yet feeling as if she'd known him her entire life, as if a missing puzzle piece was set in place, rather then cut to fit it a place it didn’t belong.   

“Luthias is just like you with a story of his own that I helped him visualize,” Marduk stated before lightly taking Patli's hand again “Come, we must go, Luthias is waiting for you.”

Marduk snapped his fingers as they exited the infirmary, the sound of the alarm filling their ears again, Patli hesitantly following his lead.

When they made it to the alcove, he walked through the illusionary rock face, but she stopped and stared in disbelief, pulling away from him, poking her finger through the wall repeatedly. A hand grabbed hers and yanked her through it. She stood on the spot and looked behind her at the transparent wall, putting her hand through it again in disbelief.

After satisfying her curiosity, she turned around and spotted a large lump under a tent cloth. She quickly whipped it off of Luthias's paralyzed body, her eyes widening in horror. Only his eyes could move, locking on hers. She leaned over him with concern and placed a hand on his cheek.

“What did you do to him?!” She asked with a snarl that resembled a mouse attempting to roar. 

“He wanted to rush into battle and I can't afford to lose any of you, so I did the only thing I could to get him to cooperate,” Marduk replied and then reassured her “He is merely paralyzed and I can reverse it whenever I choose but Skara Brae is about to be on the losing side of this battle and I had to make sure that both of you were kept safe.”

“Our walls have never been breached! We can't simply abandon our friends! They will need his leadership and my healing!” Patli loudly protested as Marduk sighed. 

With a deceiving burst of speed, he was face to face with her as his hand grasped her shoulder. Her entire body froze in a state of paralysis. Two of the guards picked her up, laying her on her left side in front of her husband so they would both have a clear view of the street, removing the wall of the wagon. Marduk simply pulled a chair out of the other cart and plunked down beside them, taking a seat and watching intently. 

Hundreds of soldiers and archers manned Skara Brae's walls, keeping a vigilant watch over the farmers who toiled away in the fields in the huge clearing between the city and the southern tree line. The fields were in neat rows, growing mostly root vegetables along with wheat, which left little to the imagination when it came to their diet, but it accommodated survival during the long winter months. Along the river once per year, the fish moved back upstream to their spawning grounds, and they were in the perfect position to take advantage of that with large smokehouses to preserve their catch along with a steady supply of salt from Tikal in exchange for some of their bounty. With the fish came larger predators, which they hunted and used every part of right down to the bones and pelts. 

During a calm morning, the farmers worked their fields, the soldiers stood guard, the mining teams extracted ore and the hunting teams stalked their prey. 

A towering man watched from within the tree line. He had a very husky build, wearing a crudely crafted suit of chain mail under thick plate, carrying a two-handed, dual bladed war axe. With a fierce look in his eyes, he watched the unsuspecting citizens with predatory lust. 

To his right, a rugged woman stood at a dominating five feet ten inches with dirty blond hair that flopped down just past her collar. She had an unusually powerful physique with broad shoulders, which made her quite stout and formidable. She wore a wolf pelt over her shoulders with the head of the wolf facing forward, resting on her head with the teeth bared in the clenched position. Thick studded leather armour covered her body, the legs draping over shin-high hide boots that had leather laces tightly knotted. A pair of short Orleans-style axes were strapped to her belt line, one on each hip complimented by a small wooden buckler that was secured to her left arm. A tribal patterned tattoo lined her forehead like a crown that ended at her hairline, which was a sign of great importance within Frisii culture. Her deceivingly fair and soft face was masked by a battle-hardened expression that overshadowed her hazel-green eyes. 

A small and steady stream of smoke began to rise miles off to the west, along the mountain range, giving them their signal. 

“Shall I lead our forces?” The rugged woman asked, after spotting the smoke. 

“This will be your chance to prove your worth Clarimond. Bring us victory and you become one of us and will cement your legacy within our proud culture for generations,” the man to her left promised in a deep, stern voice. 

Clarimond looked over at the other chieftains, making sure she made eye contact with them before removing her axes and lifting them in the air. One hundred thousand men stood up from a prone position in unison. Their weapons ranging from various forms of axes, spears and wooden shields with numerous patterns on them to signify what tribe they were from. They were all lightly equipped with either leather, hide, or just the fur pelts to keep them warm. 

They stood silent and disciplined, only moving forward when Clarimond did, their tribal leaders in the front lines, spaced out thirty yards between each rabble. When the massive force emerged from the tree line, the initial villagers that spotted them panicked, gathering their families before running towards the city gates. It was a matter of seconds before a loud bell chimed repeatedly. Clarimond slowly moved forward with the army matching her pace, allowing the farmers to mercifully take refuge in the city. 

“Make sure you keep up with my pace as we practiced,” Clarimond ordered two spry men with spears that followed her closely, receiving a nod from them.

The guards witnessed the legions of warriors emerge from the tree line like an infestation that advanced across the open fields. Within a couple hundred yards from the wall, the invading force came to a stop, staring up at the soldiers who were getting ready with their bows and wall defenses. 

The large iron gates slammed shut once every villager was inside with a crash, a large beam that took three men to lift being placed securely on hinges to bar it from the inside. 

The Frisii army stared with eerie silence as one Skara Brae archer fired a single arrow from his longbow that fell short.

“My lord, a large Frisii army has approached our city! We have safely secured all citizens within our walls and are gathering our forces!” A rather well-equipped but weathered general shouted in a worried tone after bursting through a door at the top floor of the inner keep. He interrupted the king, who was indulging himself in front of a table filled with rare luxuries, delicacies, and bottles of wine. 

The king had grown old, and was an overconfident blowhard who had become complacent over the last few years, allowing his generals to handle most business for him. 

He stood at a less-than-formidable height and looked as if he was pregnant, allowing his indulgence to get the better of him. His hair was grey and long but well kept under his iron crown that was a standard halo shape with the front of it bearing the blue star crest that extended three inches above his head as well as three inches down to the bridge of his nose, encrusted with a mixture of precious and colourful stones. He wore a large but finely crafted grey robe with silver and gold stitching that was clasped together with silk strands wrapped around golden buttons sewn on with silk thread that looked as if they would pop open if he were to stretch the wrong way. 

His boots were polished black fine leather, his pants were made of the best silk fabric that was secured by a leather belt with a golden buckle that looked as if it could burst at any moment. The robe and buckle both dawned the blue star crest. 

The king chugged back his wine before standing up and walking out onto his balcony to take a better look. He strained to see the entire scene for a moment before asking his general, “Why do they approach our walls with no siege equipment? How do they expect to do anything but die?” He arrogantly slurred in a gruff voice ending with a full-bellied drunken chuckle as he then spotted a stream of thick black smoke over to the west “Looks like they set a fire to the west as a distraction!” He then declared. 

“Only one way to find out, my lord. Would you like me to take an envoy to ask their intentions? Unfortunately we are not in a position to deal with a fire,” the general asked and informed. 

“I will go with you!” The king shouted, shattering the bottle he held, after a last gulp, with a hard throw against the far wall as glass shards and red liquid scattered about, staining its surroundings. 

“Are you sure that's wise, my lord?” His general asked, causing the king to stop and stare at him with bloodshot eyes behind a bright red nose and cherry red face.

“Do not question my orders general, just gather a convoy... Uh, I mean envoy!” The king slurred, grabbing his flashy, well-made long sword with a jewel-encrusted hilt that he clumsily attached to his belt, nearly dropping the sheath onto the floor. 

Within minutes, the king and his general were at the gate with thirty of his royal guards. The most elite warriors, the royal guards, wore the absolute finest full plate armour topped with Barbute helmets. The general himself chose these guards, as he was one of the deadliest and most disciplined men in the army. It was the highest honour that could be bestowed upon a soldier from Skara Brae. 

“Open the ...” The king began, but was interrupted by a rumbling beneath their feet that quickly turned to violent shaking.

The earth began to convulse as, before their eyes, an entire section of the once menacing wall between two towers to the farthest left section crumbled and fell into a massive sinkhole that formed beneath it. Rubble filled the chasm as only a smattering of crumbled stones knee high spread out over several yards, creating rough terrain. Several men fell to their deaths, some of them disappearing in the rubble, while others struck the broken granite with a sickening metallic crash, blood spurting from their mouths and between the joints of their armour. 

The men who survived the fall were stuck in place, screaming in pain while making futile attempts to reach out with their arms for help. The general grabbed the king, who jerked his shoulder away from his grasp, drawing his sword. 

“My lord, we must take refuge within the inner keep,” the general pleaded, seeing the dire situation.

“I will not allow this city to be conquered or the walls to be breached. I refuse to be remembered as the first to let that happen and then hide behind my people in the keep! Get your fastest men and make sure they get as many of our people away from here as you can, arm them, and then take them to the mines!” The king ordered before leading his royal guard towards the gap in the defences that the shocked men on the ground attempted to create a defensive wall with a bit of panic. 

A mere moments later, the war cries of the Frisii army erupted frantically as they charged towards the breach. The archers that still stood firm on the rest of the wall gathered themselves and fired arrows at will into the encroaching horde. Only enough men to form one meagre line to block the opening could be mustered, a second one still getting into position, trying in vain to fortify the opening with a wall of shields, but their heavy armour they wore did not allow them to close in on the compromised section with haste.

Clarimond led the charge, her stride turning into a sprint with the rest of the army moving like an endless wave only a few steps behind her, the two men with spears keeping pace. An arrow cut the left side of her face below the eye as it swished through her hair, causing her to push forward even harder. As she quickly approached the rubble that gave way to a finely polished line of shields, the two men threw their spears at one soldier in the centre of the formation. 

They skillfully aimed towards his helmet, causing him to lift his shield to deflect the spear, blocking his vision for a moment. She bounded through the rubble before leaping and using the soldier’s shield as a springboard, launching herself over the first line while deflecting attempted stabs from the other soldiers, landing on her feet in a crouched position. 

Without pause, she spun around towards the back of the soldier she had just leapt over, hooking his helmet with one axe and then chopping the side of his throat with the other. Blood splattered onto the face of the soldier to man's right, as the wounded one made a desperate gurgling sound, dropping his sword and gripping the wound across his neck. This created a small opening for the advancing army. She sprang inwards past the second line, deflecting two more swings, avoiding the collision of her forces as they smashed into the front line, breaking through the small gap that instantly widened as Frisii soldiers pushed through in a trickle that quickly turned into a flood.

The war cries mixed with clanging steel were deafening and drowned out any ability the Skara Brae officers had to direct their men, causing a collapse in their discipline. As they broke, the battle became pitched and vicious. The soldiers of Skara Brae had the advantage of heavy armour, but as their lines wavered, the lighter and more maneuverable Frisii soldiers showed their true zeal. 

Frisii bodies mounted, being struck down with single blows, but their numbers overwhelmed the defences as what appeared to be a never-ending wave trampled over their own dead with unstoppable momentum. 

Clarimond skillfully dispatched opponents one after another, hitting every small gap in their armour with precision. As the lines collapsed, it turned into a melee of scattered combat that quickly spread throughout the streets. The Frisii army moved in every direction with no inkling of where to go after words, aimlessly fighting in packs, charging down every street and engaging whatever resistance would arise. 

The king and his royal guard were firmly standing their ground along the main path that led to the centre of the city, being pushed back by the initial clash, and slaying all sporadic groups of enemies that charged at them but slowly the groups were forming as one cohesive pack that pushed against his small line. 

Even the king slayed a few soldiers that broke past his guards as he drunkenly yelled out in defiance “Death to the Frisii savages!” Trying to catch the attention of any scattered soldiers within earshot who rallied in front of him, creating another line of defence. 

Clarimond knew that if they rallied around the king, they would either become organized and turn the tide of battle or cause greater numbers of casualties. She grabbed a spear from one of her slain comrades, watching and waiting for her moment. She patiently observed her men being cut down until one of her soldiers knocked a member of the royal guard off balance for a moment. This was all she needed, launching the spear with incredible precision. She watched in anticipation as her aim struck the king firmly through the neck. A smile spread over her blood-speckled face at the sight of the fat, drunken, jewel-encrusted man's eyes opening in shock as his rallying cries were instantly silenced.

The king dropped his sword and clutched his throat as the blood ran down his robe, soaking it and the ground beneath him. He fell to his knees and then onto his side, becoming limp. 

“The king has fallen!” One soldier cried, before being hacked down by multiple axes.

The defence of the royal guard and rallying soldiers crumbled, leaving them divided and fighting for survival instead of supporting one another. In a chaotic and ruthless manner, the Frisii army overran the city, attacking each street and house, engaging in looting and murder without mercy. The women who were unfortunate enough to not make it to the shelter were brutally raped in their own homes with their children, barring witness to the horrors before being killed and left to rot with their slain parents. 

“Search and clear the city streets with your men. Pockets of resistance may mount,” the large man with the battle axe ordered after catching up to Clairmond, watching as she struck a soldier across the neck after knocking him onto his back. 

“This was only a small portion of their military. The rest must be in hiding. I'll flush them out!” Clarimond declared before hollering to a group of her men to follow. 

Twenty men heeded her call, and she led them towards the base of the mountain range, stopping to search every home and hiding place that was visible along the way. Strangely enough, she couldn't find a single person except for a few who had already been killed, which made her frustration grow. 

“They have to be somewhere, spread out and find someone to interrogate!” Clarimond yelled at the men, who scattered in every direction. 

As they slowly dispersed outward from her position, she caught a glimpse of a small child running away out of the corner of her eye around the bend of homes. She gave chase. No matter how fast she ran, the child seemed to keep just ahead of her and continued to duck out of sight around the bend of the circular-shaped city street that stretched around the entire outer perimeter. 

As she made it to the northeastern corner of the city, she managed to get a full look at whom she was chasing. A young girl who couldn't have been more than ten years old with thick wool clothes, hide boots and mittens on her hands, looking at her with a sly smile beneath her straight brunette hair. Clarimond became suspicious when the little girl stood against the rock face without fear, as if taunting her.

“Where are your parents?” Clarimond asked, softening her voice to appear as less of a threat, which made little difference while gripping her flesh-soaked axes combined with blood splattered across her armour and face, matting random strands of her hair together, with a threatening wolf hide glaring above her head.  

The little girl didn't respond and only continued to smile, extending her small mitten hand out towards Clarimond, looking innocent with her brown saucer eyes. Just inches away from the child, she abruptly stopped, her senses becoming more acute in the peculiar scenario. She looked around and noticed that her men were nowhere in sight, only the faint sound of clashing metal and battle cries being heard off in the distance. She didn't realize just how far she had gone astray.

Two Skara Brae soldiers rounded the corner with a group of civilians, who stopped when they spotted her staring at a wall by herself. They stared at each other for a moment, waving the civilians away, who ducked out of sight between the homes and drew their swords as Clarimond turned to face them.

She watched them approach and scanned her surroundings, gripping her axes firmly and taking up a defensive posture. When she took a quick peek over her shoulder, the girl had vanished without a trace. 

“So, which one of you will show me where your people are hiding?” Clarimond asked with a ferocious smile before adding, “The first one that does can live as a Frisii slave working in our newly acquired mines.” 

The soldier to her left charged forward, his companion following suit a step later. He swung down hard, Clarimond deflecting the blow with one axe before clubbing him over the top of the helmet with the back of the other. With a crash his eyes glazed over, switching her attention to the other man, who swung for her chest sideways. She lowered herself beneath the swing while spinning on the spot, sweeping his feet out from under him with a single kick. 

The first soldier adjusted his helmet, trying to stand on his wobbly legs, as Clarimond brought an axe down across the neck of his friend, blood splattering against her face. He let out a desperate drowning noise before his hands slumped to the ground, his eyes staring blankly at the sky. The ground beneath him turned red, the blood slowly expanding outward, filling the cracks in the stone road. 

The remaining soldier furiously cried out after seeing his friend slain, rushing forward with a wild barrage of swings. Clarimond parried each blow with ease until he swung with rage, stumbling forward as she stepped sideways, causing him to miss entirely. 

She brought both of her axes down with a hard double swing onto his back, sending him face down onto the ground. She slowly approached him while he struggled to turn over. As she raised her axe to deliver a fatal blow, he made a desperate move to survive by throwing himself onto his back with an adrenalin filled thrust and swing, cutting her face with his blade. 

Clarimond drew back and pressed her hand against the wound, looking at the blood that pooled in her palm. She became enraged while the soldier tried desperately to get back on his feet. She sprang forward with incredible speed. The soldier barely lifted his sword before she hit him with a combination of blows, each one reverberating through the steel, which eventually brought him down flat onto his back. 

Standing tall over her semi-conscious rival, she gazed into his eyes with triumph. Once satisfied that he could see her clearly, she began chopping down on his neck repeatedly, each successive hit after the first, creating a sickening squishing sound of split flesh and splattering until his head separated from his body with the helmet still attached. 

She stooped and picked up the man's head, taking it out of the helmet by the hair, holding it to within inches of her face as if she wanted to look into his lifeless but still open eyes to prove a point before lobbing it down the pathway. It hit the ground and rolled to a stop with a surprised expression facing her. She looked around for the next opponent but found herself alone again, wondering where to go next.

Her body tightened up after an unexpected cold and frail hand grabbed the back of her neck. Her first instinct was to turn and swing, but it was no use as Marduk walked in front of her, smiling and brushing her hair back away from her eyes. 

“Place this one in a chair so that she can enjoy the view as well,” he ordered, as his men emerged from the illusion, picking her up like a piece of furniture. 

He grabbed a second chair from the same cart and set it down beside his own. Marduk's men shaped her posture and sat her down in the chair, positioning her limbs so that she would not fall while she took a seat. 

“Well Clarimond, I'm glad that I finally found you, I have a lot to explain and no time to waste but what I want you to do right now, as if you had a choice, is to watch what happens next, as if you didn't already know,” Marduk spoke calmly, his men having a quick bite of bread with a goblet of wine each, unmoved by the horrific violence they had just witnessed, while the horses let out a snort or whinny from time to time. 

As the sounds of combat died down in the distance and the streets fell silent, a thick fog rolled through Skara Brae that seemed to materialize out of nowhere and from all directions. Luthias, Patli and Clarimond had no choice but to watch as the fog crept towards them. 

It penetrated the veil and filled their hiding place up to the bottom of the carts, yet despite its visual existence, it offended no other sensation. When they inhaled, there was no difference, their eyes were not affected and when Marduk gently touched it, the eerie fog seamlessly moved around his hand.

“Such a powerful illusion,” he stated.

Dark shadowy figures materialized and approached the two bodies that lay dead on the ground. Their eyes glowed red and their bodies were humanoid in appearance, but looked as if they were incorporeal, going in and out of a solid state. They had distorted faces and were nearly solid black in colour but still offered definition, their features largely shaded with a darker outline that signified their anatomy. 

One of the creatures looked over at them for a moment, as if it could see through the illusion. They were both the same height of six feet and were slender. Marduk smiled and waved at them as they went about their business.

One creature picked up the severed head and then lifted the headless body of the soldier it belonged to with one hand as if it were weightless. It fitted the head back onto the body and used a thick black substance that oozed from its finger to reattach it before slinging the dead soldier over its shoulder, picking up the dropped sword and then vanishing from sight. The second creature picked up the other body, making sure it had his weapon as well, before disappearing. 

“This has been happening all over the world for several cycles now,” Marduk stated before standing up “Place Clarimond in the other cart. I need to make us a passage so we can leave.”

Marduk approached the back of the alcove as the rock face shut behind them now, replacing the illusion with a loud scraping noise mixed with a minor tremor. He faced the back of the space and created an opening with a ramp that had a slight upward incline wide enough for the horses and wagons to fit through. 

The guards led the horses up the path that seemed to open in front of Marduk as he walked forward, creating a perfectly shaped hallway that closed just behind them as they moved forward. He lit the way by creating a torch-sized light in his right hand. 

After a while, the roof above them opened up into a tunnel as they now travelled along the mountain pass towards the east. The pathway closed behind them as Marduk led the way for another hour until they emerged in the open, the cold air sending a shiver down their spines as they left Skara Brae behind them. 

Marduk took in the scenery a over a hundred yards straight up the mountain on the trade path towards Perdida, inhaling and exhaling, his smug grin betraying his affinity for the outdoors “Ah the air up here is much better than the burning air of that dirty city,” he exclaimed before facing the still paralyzed Luthias, Patli, and Clarimond “I apologize but you will find out how necessary this all is,” he proclaimed before turning towards the tunnel, pointing his finger for a moment as the ground shook, collapsing the entire tunnel.
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The caravan snaked its way along the mountain pass until the sun began to set. The wind chill penetrated everyone to the bone, giving the caravan guards reason enough to grumble under their breaths as they hugged themselves beneath their fur pelts to keep warm. 

At this point Marduk sat up from his nap and had a look around, seeing still more barren rock and an excellent view to the south, the shadow of the setting sun beginning to drape the land in darkness while lightening the sky up in a vibrant orange glow.

The side of the mountain range had a narrow path carved out, with a sheer climb on one side and a steep drop on the other. Barricades were installed to prevent accidental falls at night. It was flat and wound around the mountain's features and was just wide enough to walk the two horses side by side to toe the carts. Travelers could rest at a carved-out alcove that was set up every ten miles. 

As they approached one of these alcoves, Marduk ordered, “Let's stop here for the night and I will help these three get acquainted,” he stated with an amused smirk forming. 

The caravan guards directed the horses and wagon into the clearing where T-shaped posts were dug into the side of the mountain to tie them off. Marduk slowly stepped down off of the wagon, tapping the three shoulders of his captives. 

A few moments passed as they wiggled their fingers and toes, the stiffness making their numb limbs feel almost brittle. All three of them jumped up suddenly, a look of shock on their faces. Clarimond and Luthias readied their weapons, facing each other menacingly, exchanging threatening glares.

“Holy shite!” Luthias yelled, dropping his shield and running towards the railing.

Clarimond wanted to jump him while his back was turned but instead, she mimicked his cry of pain as the instant pressure on her bladder took control “By the Gods!” 

Patli squealed as she and Clarimond squatted at opposite ends of the rest station in the open while Luthias was happy to urinate through the barricade, over the edge of the cliff, after lifting a small trap door attached to the steel groin of his armour.

“OH Yeah! That's good!” Luthias called out with pleasure.

The caravan guards broke out into laughter amongst each other at the sight while standing behind the wagons in case any fighting broke out.

“Stop looking at me, I'm a lady, you barbarians!” Patli decried, which only fuelled the laughter.

Clarimond stayed quiet and kept her axes grasped while continually switching her gaze from person to person surrounding her. Patli looked embarrassed with a flush red face, looking down at the flow of steaming urine beneath her. Luthias was the first one to finish, accidentally letting the hatch drop, and yelling out in pain before reopening it to push his genitals back into his armour. He ran over and picked up his shield, readying his sword by resting the blade on top of it while directing the tip towards his enemy.  

When Clarimond saw Luthias had finished, she directed her axes at him, looking ridiculous in a still squatting position “There is no way I'm letting you slay me in this position you fat Skara Braen bastard!” 

“Your people attacked mine for no reason, you savage, but unlike you cowards, I'll let you get ready before I send you to the afterlife!” Luthias retorted, allowing her to finish, and pull up her pants.

“Attacked? You mean beaten easily like the insects you are, hoarding your fine steel and ore from us. You must have known this day was coming!” She responded arrogantly, taking up her defensive posture. 

Patli pulled up her undergarment and quickly refastened her robe, allowing it to drape back down before rushing in between them “Fighting here and now makes no sense. It's that guy who kidnapped us. We should be mad at him!” She yelled, pointing a finger at Marduk, who looked unimpressed with the spectacle. 

“Yes, that's the spirit, stop fighting each other and pay attention to me if you do not want this entire world to be consumed,” Marduk stated in a less than enthusiastic tone, patting his mouth with his right hand as he pretended to yawn. 

Luthias and Clarimond kept turning their gaze from each other to Marduk, neither wanting to make the first move. 

It was at that moment that one guard spoke up and asked, “Can we finish taking you guys to Perdida and get paid so we can go about our business?” 

Marduk looked over at the guard and then back at his three deviously acquired hostages and asked, “What do you guys think, want to keep travelling to Perdida?” Then added, “I could just paralyze you again, but that is growing tiresome and you'll never learn to be allies that way.”

“Allies!” Both Clarimond and Luthias yelled out, both of them now looking menacingly in Marduk's direction. 

“We are at least a week or so from Perdida. I suggest we get a move on if we are to make it there before... Well, it's best if you see for yourselves,” Marduk trailed off cryptically. 

“You're insane old man, I'm going back to my army in Skara Brae” Clarimond stated while back stepping in the direction they came.

“I completely closed off the passage. Your option is to climb down if you like or up if you prefer,” Marduk stated with a sly grin as Clarimond took a peek over the side of the cliff and then glared at him. 

“Then unblock it!” She demanded. 

“If anyone needs to go back, it's us so I can slay you savages and help my people take back our city!” Luthias proclaimed. 

“Why don't we settle this now?! The winner gets to shove the old man in a cart and go back alive,” Clarimond offered. 

“We are not fighting!” Patli shouted, continuing to stand in front of Luthias to block his path. 

“No wonder your city fell to us. You've grown so weak from peace that you hide behind your wives. Do you think I won't cut you down just to make him watch before I kill him too?!” Clarimond threatened and mocked. 

“I guess they toss the ugly ones on the front line that no one would breed with for fodder, don't they!” Luthias insulted. 

Clarimond's eye narrowed before bursting forward, closing the short gap between her and Patli faster than Luthias could react. Her eyes screamed for the kill as she brought down the blade of her axe, only to have it stop an inch short of Patli's face, as if an invisible wall blocked her path. 

Patli took a moment to take in the blade nearly touching her petite nose, as if unphased by the attempt on her life. She noticed the wound on the right side of Clarimond's face and compassionately reached up, placing her hand on it gently. Luthias was puzzled and looked over at Marduk, who had his left hand outstretched in Clarimond's direction with his devious grin, becoming an arrogant smirk complete with a raised eyebrow. 

Luthias took advantage of the situation, raising his sword and chopping down at his Frisii enemy but was quickly stopped himself. Unlike the last time, they could both still talk, but Marduk had both of his hands outstretched to keep them in place. 

“Don't touch me!” Clarimond shouted but was ignored as Patli's hand glowed, causing the dried, bloody wound to close up and vanish.

“There, now your face is beautiful again, but that wolf's head doesn't do it justice,” Patli innocently commented through a kind smile.

“What did you do to me!?” Clarimond shouted. 

“I healed you,” Patli responded in a satisfied tone. 

Marduk smiled and drew back his left hand, causing Clarimond to fly backwards a few feet and then forward past them. Her helpless body stopped in a hovering position an arm's length from Marduk before being turned around to face him. He let his grip go on Luthias and gave him a glare that silently told him to keep his distance. Luthias responded to his look with a one of his own, hesitantly re-sheathing his sword. 

“Maybe this will help you. Do you know who your parents are?” Marduk asked. 

“I'm going to pull out your intestines and skip rope with them!” Clarimond threatened, the adrenaline coursing through her veins as she struggled to no avail. 

Marduk took his right hand, placing it on her forehead. Clarimond was sucked into a fragmented vision just as Luthias and Patli were only hers began while the battle was coming to a close with the Learyn. 

She watched a man and a woman deliver the final blow to an enraged gelatinous-looking creature with swords of pure blue energy that extended from their hands. In its final act of defiance, it lashed out at the man with a tentacle from a random spot on its body. He attempted to dodge the strike, which grazed his shoulder, causing a minor wound. A tinge of black covered his luminescent blue flesh like a stain that dampened his energy in the area of effect. 

When the creature reverted to a helmet, its host body dissolved into a putrid puddle of liquid flesh beneath it. They collected the helmet and took it to the remaining survivors with the other three that were recovered. 

The next image showed the man and woman travelling across the ocean on a merchant vessel while the small black stain had begun to spread. As he lost control of his faculties, they made a harrowing decision. 

The man would end his life before he became a monster and harmed others. The woman pleaded, but knew in her heart what had to happen and in secret she helped put him to rest with a single thrust of her sword arm, keeping eye contact as long as they could before the light in the man’s eyes faded, watching her burry him with  small mound of rocks. 

His partner continued the journey for the next few years while mourning her loss, scraping by as a member of security for a caravan. 

A decade later she made it to what Clarimond recognized as Roden territory where she met a soldier who was working as a mercenary as they do when they were no longer within the ranks of the military. 

A year later, she was looking very pregnant. The woman gave birth to two girls. Clarimond's rage becoming overshadowed with warmth when she recognized one girl as herself and the woman as her mother for the first time. A heartwarming surprise followed this as a forgotten memory of her sister sparked what little recollection she had of her as children. 

She saw her and her sister as tiny luminescent blue babies who took on the form of Roden children. For a moment, the father was shocked, but then accepted them as a blessing from God, looking at his wife as a divine being. Two years passed before the father became ill.

As her father's condition worsened, he eventually died from a respiratory illness that the limited abilities of the healers could not overcome, the illness strangely infecting their mother a short time later to her shock as she slowly lost her ability to function and died in her bed with two distraught children crying by her side, too young to understand what was happening. A surrogate family stepped up and took possession of them, as the citizens buried the bodies. 

Clarimond watched her and her sister grow up till the age of eight in a farming village on the outskirts of Roden. This brought back a flood of old memories that she had long forgotten. She had pushed these memories into the deepest recesses of her mind to focus on her survival. To her horror, she was forced to relive the memory of a Frisii raiding party that came into their village, killing or capturing everyone, looting everything they could while burning it all to the ground afterwards. The woman who she believed to be her mother hid her sister in a woodpile where she stayed perfectly quiet while Clarimond hid under her bed in their quaint little home. 

A large Frisii soldier enter the house, killing her surrogate father, who tried valiantly to defend them. When the soldier was done with the father, he defiled her mother before brutally killing her as well. 

She remembered the raw emotion she felt before, watching in horror as that same man heard her sister whimper. As the man approached her sister, who stood frozen in place, Clarimond rushed out from under her bed, grabbing a small axe on the ground that was used for kindling.

The large man felt the iron blade of the axe sink into his lower back with a thud. He stumbled forward and scrambled to reach it while turning to face his attacker with a furious look. Clarimond circled him faster than he could spot her, dislodging the axe with a yank. 

The man continued to spin as she chopped down, sheering off his kneecap that hit the wooden planked floor and spun like a small flesh bowl. He cried out in pain, grasping his leg as she continued her assault, chopping frantically at the man repeatedly opening up wound after wound. The large raider made a desperate grab in her direction before succumbing to his injuries, going limp after receiving three strikes to the skull. Thick brain matter mixed with blood poured down his enraged face, that took on an expression of shock.
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