Chapter 2: A Forbidding Storm

     The sun was now covered up by the clouds in the sky, setting the evening for a very pleasant stroll. There was a lack of wind in the air, but the lack of heat made up for it. Azaroth made his way along the grassy plains towards Taykon, his leather boots moving swiftly along the plains, as his two female companions followed him from behind, all the while talking amicably to each other.

     “ So, what actually made you decide to come here?” Selene was heard asking.

     “ I guess I was more of a rebellious type of elf, in your terms. Never really wanted to listen to my mother. Besides, I’ve lived in the forests of Payon long enough. I figured I would rather explore the world than confine myself to the limits of the forest. Besides, I find the culture fascinating,” Serene answered gleefully.

     “ Where do you stay now? Payon is of a great distance from here,” Selene asked.

     “ Ah, I can sleep anywhere…dropping off on a branch of the tree comes natural to me,” Serene replied, laughing. 

     “ I do seem to remember that you can NEVER drop off at my place, and according to your description, looks like my hut is worse of than a branch,” Azaroth replied, interrupting the conversation.

“ Well, it does suck…” Serene replied. 

They had been moving for almost an hour now and they were making quite good progress by Azaroth’s standards. Selene was rather amicable, very friendly and easy to chat with. She told them a lot of things, about events going on into the city and her job as a priestess. Strangely enough, especially coming from a female, Azaroth now even knew her age.

“ We have been walking for too long…” Serene whined.

“ We only have been walking for one hour,” Azaroth shot back.

“ Why can’t we take a five minute break for a while?” Serene asked.

“ Because I smell trouble,” Azaroth replied grimly, suddenly drawing both his swords. Selene and Serene were totally taken aback as Azaroth started dashing up ahead, passing a small knoll and crashing through the bush. His footsteps died out after a while.

“ What just happened?” Selene asked.

Serene was a bout to reply when she started sniffing the air. There was no mistake about it: there was smoke in the air, and her elven senses told her it was rather thick and dense. Selene seemed to have smelled it too, as both of them took of immediately into Azaroth’s direction.

The sight that greeted them was gruesome. After passing the knoll and coming out from behind a line of bushes, located right in front of them about 200 meters away was a burning village. The entire place was set on fire, and the remnants of the houses that once stood there were now burning into ashes. From the looks of it, it seemed that the village was just burnt down recently.

But the more gruesome sight was of the bodies of the dead villagers that surrounded the place, lying crumpled all over the place spotting gruesome wounds. The ground was slightly coloured in red, and now that they were this close, the smell of burning bodies could be tasted in the air.

“ Oh my God,” Selene gasped, remembering that she was suppose to meet a group of acolytes here. Fearing the worst, she immediately took after Azaroth, who was already dashing through the village in a futile attempt to find anyone alive.

The smell of death was even more apparent when she entered the village compound, which was slightly overwhelming. But her years in the army had hardened Selene somewhat to the point where the smell was just excruciatingly bad. She had more things to worry about than the smell.

She started to look around desperately, hoping to find any clue on whether the acolytes were had shared the same fate as the poor villagers had, but she was really hoping she would not find them at all, meaning that they had somehow escaped. Her heart jumped when she heard her name being called, realising that is was only Azaroth calling out to her.

Following the direction of his voice and avoiding a burning house, she arrived at what looked like the village’s square where Azaroth stood in the middle. She did not like what she saw.

Right where Azaroth stood was the body of a man, but not just any man. He was dressed as a priest to show his rank and job. He was obviously dead, lying face down with his head missing from his neck. There was this large pool of blood seeping from where his head was severed off.

“ One of yours, I presume?” Azaroth replied, sheathing his weapons. Selene merely nodded, trying to keep her tears back.

“ I didn’t see any acolytes, and from the looks of the houses, I don’t think they were trapped inside or anything. I doubt they are here. Do you suppose he opened a warp portal to allow them to escape?” Azaroth asked, looking at the body.

“ I suppose he did. That’s what we would do,” Selene replied.

“ Hey!” Both of them heard Serene exclaim out loud. They spotted her running towards them.

“ I don’t get this…it looks like the only reason they were here was just to burn this place to the ground. I made a quick search in the houses and it appears that nothing was stolen, possibly not even a loaf a bread. Whoever did this just did it just for the sake of destroying this place,” Serene replied.

“ The problem is…what did this?” Azaroth replied.

“ What? Don’t you mean who?” Serene asked.

“ Nope, I don’t think so. Here is what I deduced so far: whatever did this did not do it alone, that’s for sure. There is just too much destruction to be accounted for. Slash wounds and beheadings show that the weapon of choice here are swords. The thing is, they were very blunt swords,” Azaroth replied, bending down towards the dead priest’s body. Both Selene and Serene took a look.

Just below of where the neck was severed off, there were two horizontal lines marking sword wounds where he had been hacked at. Apparently, whoever beheaded him had to chop his neck three time before it came off.

“ Zombie soldiers…” Selene gasped.

“ What?” Azaroth exclaimed.

“ If whoever did this was not human, then the only creature I can think of who uses dulled, blunt swords are zombie soldiers,” Selene replied. She was right in a way. When they were summoned, they would rise from the ground, carrying their old weapons that were buried along with them. Since the zombie isn’t capable of thought, it will carry and use its sword until it breaks. The sword was dulled during the course of its time underground.

“ Maybe…the question is: What the hell are they doing here?” Azaroth asked. That was not a question either of them could answer, evident as Selene and Serene shook their heads.

“ I’ll take a look around. Keep an eye on things. We’ll meet back here in 15 minutes,” Azaroth replied, running off to take another look around town. Serene watched him run off, before turning her attention to Selene, who was looking around sadly, lost in her thoughts.

Azaroth searched the place, looking for clues on any signs of entry. If something really attacked the town, then it must have come from somewhere. Unfortunately, there seemed to be no visible tracks leading in or out of the village. The village was small enough to go around it quickly, but even after a second try, he could not find any traces of people coming in, or even leaving.

If zombies came here, they would be the easiest to track. The thing that troubled Azaroth was that there were no tracks, and with that the possibility of zombies attacking the village being zero.

He observed the blood trails made by the villagers. There were not many footprints, but Azaroth noticed track marks definitely not made by humans nor domesticated animals that the villager bred. They were more like large, deep impressions of wheels, except they stopped between intervals. Azaroth deduced that they were marks made by dragging feet, which matched the zombie theory.

The problem was he had no idea how the zombies came here.

None of the tracks led to the outside, which meant that they did not enter from the outside, and they did not leave at all. Which meant two other options: they flew here, transported by flying creature like griffins or wyverns and were transported back out, or either that they emerged from the ground where the village was placed, and then later went back in the depths of the earth.

Azaroth doubted the latter theory. To summon zombies from the ground, first of all there had to be fresh corpses from beneath the ground. It was traditional of villagers to burn the bodies of the ones who had passed away, leaving no vessel to be raised again as the undead. Secondly, the ground had to be corrupted in some fashion, or the surrounding environment. Lastly, a powerful spell or enchantment was needed to summon the dead...usually. The village probably fitted none of the criteria above.

As Azaroth decided his investigation time was up and was ready to head back to where Selene and Serene were, he suddenly spotted something on the ground. Directly to his right, where there was quite an amount of blood shed on the ground, was a particular scene. Right in the middle of an empty area where three burning houses once stood, the ground was glowing slightly red. Not just any red. The eerie, dark red glow that lighted the small patch on the ground.

Azaroth cautiously walked up to the glowing spot. Closer now, he could see that there were lines that were traced beneath the soil which emitted the red glow. Azaroth could not really make it out, but he was quite sure they looked like ancient runes scribbled on the ground. Getting down on his knees, he started to dig about the soil that covered the glowing runes, revealing them from beneath.

What Azaroth discovered was astounding. The runes did not cover a small area. As he continued to move the surrounding soil away, more red glowing runes started to appear, and the spot Azaroth initially discovered was getting larger and larger, until it reached a size of about 2 feet in diameter. What was worse was it looked like it was not going to stop. The runes were now glowing brighter now, probably due to the fact that Azaroth revealed up such a large number.

“ What the hell are these runes doing here?' Azaroth asked himself.

“ Want to know?” a dark, deep voice answered his question from behind him. Azaroth spun around, his hand to the hilt of his sword as a dark shadow approached him from behind.

“ What's taking that moron so long?” Serene grumbled. “ He's is already a couple of minutes late!”

“ It is just a couple of minutes,” Selene replied.

“ Apparently you don't know that elves are very particular with punctuality,” Serene replied, now pacing up and down a chosen path.

“ Maybe something happened to him, or he found out something. Why don't we go look for him?” Selene suggested. “ It would be better than waiting here for him to come back. I think he went in this direction,” Selene continued, walking towards the direction Azaroth took off to earlier without waiting for Serene to agree with her. 

“ What the hell?!” Azaroth cried, gritting his teeth as he instantly drew both his weapons.

The large, abominable figure of a wraith hovered several feet above the ground, just right behind Azaroth. The horrendous stench that seemed to seep out of its grotesque body was overwhelming, forcing Azaroth to step back a few paces. The floating corpse was grinning, or so Azaroth thought as he saw the impression etched on its skull. Long, swirling robes of blue and crimson waved around the creature, as it looked at Azaroth in a rather amused fashion.

Azaroth was not too sure what was going on. Wraiths never appear all of a sudden in the middle of small villages. They usually wander around in the cursed halls of caves and dark places where few would tread. The chance of a wraith appearing like this was about as equivalent to Azaroth becoming a female.

“ I was not aware that there were any more survivors, unless you came from somewhere else,” the wraith replied.

“ What the hell are you here for?” Azaroth demanded.

“ Why…a spirited one, this one is…” the Wraith replied, almost mockingly. Azaroth angrily slashed out at the monster with his blade, but it merely floated aside, the blade tearing at its already torn rags that covered its body.

“ Are you responsible for this?!” Azaroth demanded yet again.

“ And what if I am? Besides, I would like to claim credit for such an action, but alas, that is not for me to say,” the Wraith replied. Azaroth decided this was one cheeky Wraith, and he did not like it one bit.

“ Why are you so interested in that patch of runes on the ground? If you are so interested, I’ll show you what they really are…” the Wraith replied, raising both its skeletal arms in the air, like it was worshipping or begging for something. Azaroth felt a tremor beneath his feet as if the ground started to shift. More alarmingly, the soil on the ground seemed to start sieving, as the soil started to disappear to reveal the real size of the red glowing runes.

They soil gave way and Azaroth was surrounded in a large, glowing circle. The glowing runes surrounded the area in a circular shape, over 10 feet in diameter. It started resonating with some kind of evil power, and it seemed to grow brighter. Unconceivable runes started glow in an incandescent light, lighting the floor with unreadable words in a language Azaroth was unfamiliar with. Azaroth decided he had seen enough, and rushed forward to stop whatever the Wraith was trying to accomplish. However, after taking two steps, his foot hooked on to something on the floor and he fell flat down onto the ground.

“ Rise, my minions, and serve your lord under the mark of the Darkblade,” the Wraith howled horribly.

In an instant, what looked like a hundred pair of hands shot up from the ground. Azaroth had seen grey, decaying flesh of zombies to get what kind of hands he was seeing. The hands groped the surfaces of the ground, then slowly but surely, pulled the mangled, dead bodies of an undead warrior from the depths below. Soon, the area was punctuated with moaning cries of the undead as their heads, followed by their broken, skeletal bodies, emerged from the ground like one rising to the surface of water.

Azaroth spotted a pair of hands grappling his feet, and a head groaning at him in a rather pitiful way. Instinctively, he grabbed both his swords tightly and swung it at the zombie who was holding him to the ground, one towards the head and one towards the hands that held him to the ground. With a quick snap, both swords cut off the intended joints and he was free.

He quickly tried to aim for the Wraith, but it had now floated over several zombies, and Azaroth would have to hack through several of them to reach to him. Most of them, he noticed, carrying old, broken weapons, like swords and axes, most of them rusty. The thing worse than a sharpened blade was a rusty one, as Azaroth realized that getting hit by one of the blades might prove fatal in the time to come.

“ I will now watch you die,” the Wraith said laughing, as the entire swarm of undead started to close in on him. 

Azaroth immediately gave a rough glance to look for the area with the least zombies to cut his way out. Spotting one on the left, he immediately dashed off and hacked violently onto the zombie with his swords, severing the undead creature into two parts. Two of them swung their axes clumsily at him, which he easily dodged, before swiftly cutting them down, before channeling his strength to one of his blades and powerfully bashing one on the skull, blowing its brains out.

Azaroth decided it was almost a hopeless attempt to break through the swarm. The zombies were closing in on him faster than he could hack at their lines. He needed another means of escape, and he needed to decide fast.

Drawing two of his swords back so that they were behind his back, Azaroth took a second to concentrate his energy on his sword. As he angled his swords to a certain degree, he tried to focus on his target, rather difficult in the current situation, but he knew this technique is the deciding factor of whether he will live, or die in the next few seconds. Giving a loud war cry, he swung his blades forward in an arced circular motion.

There was a whoosh of air, before a violent ripple blasted through the zombie lines. Two, almost invisible lines started to trace themselves in mid-air, running along in circular lines. As these lines reached the zombies, astonishingly, it ripped them apart, like a blade of air cutting through them. The wind blade blasted through the undead line for about 20 meters before stopping. 

“ What a technique!” Azaroth could hear the Wraith exclaim aloud, but he had not time to pay attention to the Wraith’s reaction.

His technique had cleared an area in the zombie formation, which he started to rush through. Hacking several zombies out of the way, Azaroth made a short beeline towards the nearest, crumbled down house, which thankfully, the foundations were still intact. Sheathing his blades, he grabbed onto on of the side pillars of the house, and holstered himself up, just as the zombies reached his legs. He clambered to what were the remains of the roof, which started to crack under his weight.

“ That was no ordinary technique, human. How did you come to obtain it?” the Wraith asked Azaroth.

Azaroth glared at the Wraith, wondering what it was that attracted his attention. Azaroth had been a self-taught swordsman, and most of his techniques were honed in fighting wild animals in their natural habitat, unlike soldiers in the army who trained in barracks and in war. Other than the regular techniques he learned, he developed a few of his own.

One of his best was the attack he used earlier, which he named “Last Strike”. He found that utilizing the same technique when executing a Bash attack, but by distributing his power in a different manner and angling his sword in a certain angle, he was able to create a ripple of air from the slash that was able to project itself forward, and still act as an attack. But the attack was far from perfect, and Azaroth had even surprised himself that his attack could even reach 20 meters.

Ignoring the curious Wraith, Azaroth ran all the way towards the opposite end of the house, balancing himself on the precariously broken down house frame. He jumped off just in time as it cracked, hitting the ground feet first. Picking himself up, he came face-to-face with several zombies that were quick enough to chase him, but were suddenly cut down all of a sudden.

“ Come on, let’s go,” a voice called up to him. Azaroth glanced slightly to the left to see both Serene and Selene keeping the zombies at bay, Selene blasting them to smithereens with her Holy power and Serene picking them off at a further distance with her bow.

Azaroth did not need to be told twice. The two girls spun around and started to run as soon as Azaroth caught up to their position. The zombies, limbs partially destroyed from death and decay, were just too slow to catch up with them. A remaining few that stood around were instantly cut down by Azaroth’s blades or Selene’s Holy power.

“ What the hell is going on here?” Selene demanded, just blowing a zombie out of her way by waving her hand and blasting a force of white energy that disintegrated the enemy.

“ How should I know? All of a sudden this Wraith appears and he starts summoning all these zombies that are not even supposed to be here!” Azaroth retorted.

“ Wraith summoning zombies? Is that even possible?” Serene asked as they ran.

“ I could care less. We need to get out of here. Selene, can you open a warp portal?” Azaroth asked.

“ I can’t…”

“ What?”

“ Look here. I would have opened up a warp portal already if I could!” Selene replied.

“ What do you…”

“ Something is blocking my energy that allows me to open a warp in space to use a warp portal. Some seal of some sort, but I’m not sure why such a seal of such power even exist in this village,” Selene replied.

Azaroth’s mind started moving back to the red runes that the Wraith made to appear on the ground. Maybe besides acting as a medium to call the dead, it acted as a seal to block Selene’s power. How it worked was beyond Azaroth’s experience to answer, but he had more pressing things to worry about.

“ I have an idea why, but we’ll leave that for later. Now, we need to leave the place,” Azaroth replied, leading the way out. The both of them nodded their heads in agreement and followed him obediently.

Thankfully, they were met with little resistance when exiting the village, most of the zombies, mainly surrounding the seal in the middle of the village, leaving the outskirts mostly empty. The three of them slowed down, trying to catch their breath as they were safely away from the village, the closest zombie towards them about several hundred meters away.

“ Oh God, what a day!” Serene groaned, slumping on the ground, limbs stretched out, taking in deep breaths..

“ Would you like to explain what happened?” Selene asked Azaroth, who was panting as well. He was about to answer when he felt a large shadow suddenly surrounding him, followed by a piercing cry.

The Wraith had suddenly appeared next to them, like it warped right next to them, and now it wrapped its bony arms around Selene and lifted her up from the ground after firmly gripping her by the neck. Serene had her bow up and armed and was about to shoot when the Wraith started to pass demonic energy that crackled with purple sparks into Selene’s body. Selene cried in agony as she felt he body start to burn as the dark magic coursed through her body.

“ Selene!” Azaroth yelled, drawing his sword but was unsure of what action he was suppose to take. Serene did not dare shoot with the nagging doubt that she might hit Selene, but was sure that the Wraith would not let go unless it had killed her.

“ Not bad, humans…I’m impressed,” the Wraith laughed scornfully.

“ Unhand me, you foul dead creature!” Selene yelled.

Despite the pain, Selene still found the strength to collect her energies. She suddenly erupted in bright light, sending powerful blasts of Holy energy back towards the Wraith in return. Taken aback and unable to react, the Wraith took the whole attack and blew up, bursting into flames. It dropped to the ground, bringing Selene along with it.

“ Selene!” Both Azaroth and Serene exclaimed, rushing towards her aid. There were no visible wounds, but the skin of her body felt like it was sizzling, and smoke seemed to rise from her body. She started coughing out blood, staining the front of her dress in her blood. Her eyes seemed out of focus and she felt that she was loosing her senses. The last thing she saw was the blurry images of Azaroth and Selene over her, before the darkness engulfed her. Then, there was silence.

Writer's note: I must admit, Selene and Serene are taken from the same name. Since Serene was a new character I recently created fro the story, I was just too lazy to think of a different name, so I just adjusted Selene's name by one letter. Lazy me...

I seem to have a thing for undead beings. My first ever fanfic (not posted here...it's incomplete and locked up in some obscure place in my computer) had undead beings as well. Technically, my other fanfic on RE is also about the undead. I seem to like dead people.

Never used a priest in the game, but I think they use books as a weapon. Now, if I write down here that Selene used a dictionary or the Holy Bible to beat the crap out of a zombie, that would be so hilarious and slightly nonsensical in a way, so books are definitely not used as a weapon here...priests here use smaller weapons or their magic to fight, or they use their bare fists.

