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Raiding Party in the Dark Forest

By: Trench Wolfhound

The forest was dark, much darker here than in any other part of the forests.  This made perfect sense as it was home to a band of dark elves, the drow.  A band?  That would’ve been an understatement, to be certain.  But, none knew how many there were.  None lived long enough to find out and only a few lived long enough to discover what was there at all.  All that was known was that the Dark Forest was certainly fitting to its name, and quite large.  It was also the only part of any forest that was exceptionally darker than the areas around it, and that helped keep its mystery.  That and the fact that people had been scared of it so long that it had remained mostly abandoned for as long as any alive, even in the older races, could recall.  The ghost stories surrounding it seemed true to all, but the thought that they were merely myths was always back in the minds of most.  Some warriors thought that what lived within weren’t elves of any kind, but actually gargoyles that found a place for themselves.  Yet, those that thought such things also figured that as long as they didn’t leave that part of the forest, then why bother agitating them?  That’s what was said publicly, anyway.


It was these things that plagued Kelsar’s mind as he looked into the dark woods.  Attention shifted to his stopped companions, each shifting nervously at the forest's edge.  Only the sudden darkness of the trees made a distinction between the forest and the darkness.  The same thought entered all their minds – a gargish camp.  The prime reason of their being there had been that they had chased a wingless gargoyle into the darkness.  Originally, it was a part of an attacking party from the southern coast of the forest.  The gargoyle, having seen his attacking party become pelted with arrows from elven guards, ended up fleeing towards the Dark Forest.  They realized that if he got away, he could warn future gargish raiding parties of the elven long ranged attacks.  That’s when Kelsar and his party took off after him.  Despite their chase, he did enter the forest, whether by accident or on purpose was still undetermined.


Now, they stood at the edge of the Dark Forest, looking in, debating if entrance would mean their deaths or the capture of their prey.


“They’re stories.  Fairy tales told to children to keep them in line.”  Stated Kelsar.


It was uncertain if his words were said to convince his companions or himself.  Whichever the case, they hesitantly nodded in agreement before looking to each other silently, wondering if any were going to make the first step.


Kelsar took in a deep breath and made the first step into the darkness of the trees, the other three quickly following behind.  From years of training, they split up the views of attack between them, Kelsar watching the front, two of the others taking either side and the last watching the rear.  Despite the stories of it being a dead forest, it felt very much alive, as if the darkness itself were moving.  Though none said it, they all felt the feeling of being watched.  As they moved further from the light of their forest, the more they began to depend on the advanced sight and heightened hearing. Even still, it was difficult to see too far around them and sounds were heard from a multitude of directions.  Some sounds consisted of unusual birdcalls, some of the musical insects, but the most concern was that of movement.  The sounds of walking, or running, of several larger creatures within the darkness was most concerning, indeed.  For all the excellence of their vision, they could not see the origins of the sounds.


“So, Kel,” one began to whisper, “Are those the fairies that the tales are told from?”


At first, Kel replied with silence, but soon realized he needed reassurance as much as his companions did, “No, but this place is untamed, wild.  They are animals, just as in our part of the forest; it’s just there are no hunters in here, so there are more of them.”  Even as he said this, he was uncertain if he believed it.  That’s when they heard footsteps running in front of them.  “There he is!”


They spotted the gargoyle and began pursuit, no longer watching as intently on their sides and not at all on their backs.  Still, the lingering thought that gargoyles lived in the forest, that they could be walking into a trap, kept them alert.  But, nothing did attack as they chased the gargoyle down.  At first they lost sight of hi though the trees, but his running gave him away, keeping them closing on his trail.  Then, suddenly, even his footsteps stopped.  They quickly surrounded the area where they heard the last footsteps.


They found him, facing them.  Quickly, instinctively, they each drew their bows and fired at their prey.  Yet, as their arrows hit, they head did not drop.  The familiar thud of arrow hitting flesh was sickeningly tainted, echoing strangely to their masked senses.  Curiously, the creature didn't respond, simply watching his attackers in silence.  They reloaded their arrows, but Kelsar raised his hand, walking towards the gargoyle.  As his eyes focused to the darkness, he suddenly realized, “He has no body!”


A disbelieving voice from behind him questioned excitedly, “What?!”


The head, as the others noticed the closer they got, was held aloft by the arrows that had been shot clear through the head and into the tree behind it.  The same tree that their arrows had shot into, when they thought it was the gargoyle’s body.  However, as they quickly noticed, there was a body, just laid out on the ground, separated from its head.

“We were right behind him.  What could have some something like this so quickly?”  Another had asked.


Kelsar stepped forward and examined the arrow that stuck through the head.  “It’s dark.  Hard to tell in this light, or lack of, but I think it’s black.”  As he touched it, he continues the arrow’s description, “It’s not wood.  In fact, I can’t tell what it is.  Nothing like what I’ve seen before.”  Kelsar quickly grew nervous, as much from the strange arrow as from the sharp menacing teeth protruding from the gargoyle’s skull.


The other three were already positioned to guard all exposed sides, arrows cocked and ready to fire at anything that moved.  Kelsar, under the guard of his men, continues looking over the body.  “It's a clean cut.  No real resistance as whoever did this sliced.  Either the attacker is strong, or a very sharp blade.”


“Or both.”  One whispered.


“Aye… This gargoyle is dead, and I’m not too curious as to what lives in here.  Let’s get out of here.  Quickly.”  Without a further word, they began moving.  It didn’t take long for them to realize that through the chase, they lost any path to find their way back.  The forest was second nature to them, but this was a new and strange place.  They would trace their footsteps back, using well honed tracking skills, but somehow, there was no trail back.


“One of us is going to have to get a higher view, figure out where we’re going.”  As Kelsar said the words, they all looked up to the dark canopy hanging on the high trees above.  “Amrith, you are the fastest of us, especially when it comes to the trees.”


Amrith was slim, even for an elf.  It was true that he was fast, but as many youthful races had proven, he was only a step faster than Kelsar.  But, even had Kelsar been faster, he was leading the party and was needed with the group.  He nodded, understanding what was needed to be done.  There was no sun to determine direction.  They all knew they had to travel south, but at this point, none could tell which way south was.


After a moment’s search for the best course, he quickly began bounding up trees, jumping from branch to branch, reaching closer to the dark canopy above.  Kelsar kept a close watch on Amrith, the other two kept a close watch on the rest of the forest.  Whatever killed the gargoyle was still out there.  For the moment that Amrith was out of sight, as he disappeared into the darkness above, Kelsar’s breath stopped, his ears perked, poised for anything.


“What was that?” And urgent voice called from beside him.  Kelsar’s vision quickly scanned the area for any sign of movement as they one who saw it pointed up into the trees.  “I saw something move up there, I know it.  But, it was fast. Very fast.  Don’t recall ever seeing something move like that before.”  But, it was gone.


“I found it!”  Amrith’s voice called from the tree tops.  Kelsar looked back to the point Amrith had disappeared to, seeing the scout once more as he was pointing into a direction, “That’s south.  We’re in farther than I thought, but it shouldn’t take long if we hurry.”


“Well, get down! Mahtan spotted something moving in the trees.”


“On my way!”  Kelsar saw Amrith begin to leap from branch to branch, moving downward before something swooped across his path, stealing Amrith from sight.


“Amrith!”  Kelsar called out.  He began to run to the trees, but Mahtan grabbed his shoulders, pulling him back.


“We don’t know what’s up there.  If Amrith is alive, we’ll get him.  If he’s not, there’s no sense in us getting killed, as well.”


Kelsar struggled at Mahtan’s grasp, but Mahtan was a large elf, and the struggle did little good.  After a brief moment, Kelsar sighed and nodded in agreement.  He looked back up, hoping to see any sign of Amrith, or what got him.


Kelsar looked to the two with a nod of determination.  “Still, I’m going up.  I want you both to go up on either side of me.  Watch each other’s backs, but keep an eye on me, should something happen.  If I don’t survive, I need you two to run out of here and tell the others what happened.”  The two were hesitant, but nodded.


As they each turned into different direction and began running to different trees, they were stopped by a loud scream.  They each turned and looked up to see Amrith falling from above, screaming on his way down.  They all ran to save him, but his body crashed unto the ground before any could reach.  Kelsar cringed in horror as he heard the crunch of the body pounding onto the ground.  Mahtan continues to Amrith to investigate, see if there was still a chance for life.  There wasn’t.


“Whatever did this tore him up bad first.  Even had he not fallen, he certainly would not have lived.”


Kelsar walked up to the body, looking upon it in mournful terror.  It was true.  Slashes and scrapes all over his body left pools of blood all over him.  In his chest, right through his heart, was the same strange arrow.


Upon noticing this, Kelsar stated, “This would have killed him first, how was he still alive on the fall?”  Before any answer could be given, a laughter echoed through the forest; an insane, menacing laughter that seemed to surround them and sent a chill through their bones.  “We have to get out of here… Now!”


Mahtan began to pick up Amrith’s body, but was interrupted, “No, leave him. We can do him no good now, and we must travel as fast as possible to get out of here.  We’ll come back with a much larger party to retrieve him.”


The large elf nodded and set the body down.  Mahtan and Amrith, Kelsar remembered, had been childhood friends.  One was quick and cunning, the other strong as an ox.  They worked perfectly with each other, grew together and each of their strengths more than made up for the other’s weaknesses.


He could only imagine what Mahtan would be going through, now.  He looked at the other elf, thinking, ‘Just as if I lost Suvert.’  Mahtan stood and began walking the way Amrith had pointed, the other two quickly following, each guarding a separate direction as they moved.


After a few moments’ of silence, Suvert spoke up, “We should pick up the pace.  Whatever’s out there moves fast and is no doubt watching us.”  No verbal response was given, but all three began moving at a hurried, but cautious, jog.  Their footsteps echoed through the forest, but blended in with the variety of other sounds that made the forest seem alive.


After a short distance, Mahtan began to realize that the footsteps echoing through weren’t only theirs.  Something was following directly behind them.  He stated this observation to his comrades. “You both keep running.  I’m going to confront this terror.  Maybe it isn’t so tough without catching its prey by surprise.  If nothing else, I can slow it down enough to get you guys out of here.”


“We’ve lost one, already.  I’m not going to sacrifice you, too.” Kelsar stated amid shallow breaths from the quickened pace.


“If I don’t, Kel, then that thing will pick us all off, one by one as we have our backs turned to it.”  Without further word, Mahtan turned in mid-stride, and rushed towards the hunter.


Kelsar turned to stop him, but Suvert pulled on him, “If Mahtan can’t stop that thing we won’t do much good.  He’s giving us a chance at survival, let’s not waste his sacrifice.  You’re certainly not going to be able to force him to come with us.”  Suvert was right.  Mahtan was stubborn as a mule, and almost as heavy.


After they got a good distance away, they heard an inhuman cry of pain, a scream, long and loud, of torture.  As the screams died away, they were replaced by the shrill, chilling sounds of laughter.  The two elves ran faster.


Kelsar was young and small when he first met Suvert.  They both were.  They studied under the same mentor, Merenwen.  Many did.  Though he still appeared youthful, relatively speaking, Merenwen was considered one of the older and wisest of the elves.  Often, Kelsar felt fortunate to be able to study under him, and next to Suvert.  They worked, sparred and studied together in nearly all things.  Often, their mentor tries to separate them, have them each to work with other children so they may better socialize.  Nevertheless, almost every time, the two found a way to work together.  As they grew, Kelsar became outspoken and certain, but Suvert was always his quiet support, content to remain in Kelsar’s shadow.  Yet, nothing ever came to pass where Kelsar didn’t give Suvert equal credit for all things they accomplished.  Suvert never sought the attention, but appreciated it all the same.


Then a day came when they both were offered to lead teams against the gargoyles in support of the war.  It was something Kelsar always wanted, but the thought of leaving his life long friend to go where he was needed made things difficult.  Yet, without hesitation, Suvert gave up his opportunity to command and offered his blade to remain at Kelsar’s side.  And for many years to follow, he had done just that.  Until now.


Kelsar looked to his side to find it, surprisingly, vacant.  How long had he been running alone?  Did Suvert sacrifice himself like Mahtan, or was he taken like Amrith?  He turned to look around and saw nothing.  He heard nothing, not even the multitude of sounds that had enlivened the dark forest earlier.  Everything was still… Dead.  He paused and waited.  Nothing.  That which must have been only a moment in time seemed to be nearly an eternity.  Faintly, through the dark silence, broke the soft chirping of a bird.  He looked towards it and saw a break of light.  His forest was within sight.


He looked back, debating to search for his life long friend or to make the run for his life while he still had the chance.  The decision was made for him.


“Kelsar…” A high pitch, though masculine, voice had spoken from the darkness.  It walked towards him, at first only a silhouette of a being.


“How do you know my name?  Who are you?”  He began to move away, towards the light of his own forest.


“Who I am, you will know.  You already know.  As of your name, it was the last thing he said.”  The form lunged forward, its head thrusting outward, the face of Suvert worn on it like a dead and haunting mask.


Instantly, Kelsar draw a thin, sturdy blade from its scabbard and thrust to the killer.  The creature dodged the blade by twisting his body to the side of the lunge.  A sharp claw swiped out, slashing the elf across the chest.  In that same moment, what seemed to be a thousand other slashes attacked his body, the creature moving so fast around him that he couldn’t even see his attacker.  In a desperate effort, Kelsar swung his blade outwardly.  His heart leapt into his throat as the blade struck something.  As he looked, the blade stuck out of the creature’s chest, the killer looking at him in disbelief, from under the mask of his old friend’s face.  Kelsar shoved the blade further in, twisting it a bit in the body.


Once he pulled the blade from the body, the creature fell to the ground.  Kelsar quickly looked over himself, blood pouring from several deep cuts throughout his body.  However, it was over and the killer of the Dark Forest lay on the ground, dead.


Kelsar turned to walk out of the forest, but was stopped by a strange sound behind him.  One sound, low and mournful.  A cry of sorrow.  Soon, it was followed by another, and another.  Each new cry enhancing the one’s before it, the sound growing louder and louder.  And as Kelsar looked up to the trees, he saw the source.  The trees were filled with them.  They were elves, twisted and misshapen by the darkness.  Their appearances vile and frightening to behold, all scattered around, banging and hollering from the death of one of their own.  Some even wore masks of previous kills.  Kelsar recognized the faces of Mahtan and Amrith amid them, and even the face of the gargoyle.


He turned and ran to the light, seeking his salvation as the hordes of dark elves poured from the trees, towards him.  A wave of relief hit him as the sun shone onto his face, his legs still carrying him in urgency away from the Dark Forest.


From the shadows, a bowstring was pulled back, the dark elf making a final shot to the last of its prey.


Scouting parties were common along the Dark Forest, even though nothing ever came of them.  No scouting party ever dared to cross its border.  One such party came across an elven body.  The body had an arrow in its back, right into his heart.  The arrow appeared black, and made of a strange metal…

