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A gentle breeze whispered through the forest, causing the branches to sway, and the leaves produced a characteristic rustling sound. The summer night was serene, filled with the chirping of crickets that echoed through the air, while in the distance, the sound of waves crashing against the rocks could be heard. Just beyond the pine forest, a clearing stretched out, and a narrow path led to the cliff that towered over the jagged rocks below. The moon mirrored itself in the calm sea, and its fragrance wafted through the air.

A figure emerged to the north at the entrance of the clearing, moving slowly. Their cloak and hood, both a deep, unprecedented black, shrouded them in a way that made them indistinguishable. Only a pale, skeletal hand of an elderly person, clutching a gnarled staff, and a pair of fiery red eyes were discernible.

Nature seemed to recoil in the presence of this eerie figure. A flowering oleander branch dared to brush against it, and its touch caused the branch to wither and wither in mere moments. The crickets ceased their song, as if they sensed an impending danger. Suddenly, silence enveloped the surroundings, and only the breeze dared to persist as if nothing had happened.

The shrouded figure continued resolutely along the path. They reached the cliff's edge, and the waves gently caressed the rocks with a soft, rhythmic sound.

The hooded figure turned its fiery red eyes towards the sea, where faint lights shimmered on the distant horizon. A group of six boats was approaching the coast.

The figure sighed, raised the gnarled staff, and pointed it towards the horizon. A blue stone set at the staff's peak, initially invisible in the darkness, began to radiate its own light.

The cloaked figure, the embodiment of death's colors, began chanting ominous words that induced excruciating pain in anyone or anything that could hear them.

The gem's light grew stronger, and a bolt of blue light shot forth from it. The thunder's roar echoed for miles around.

The horizon's sky began to fill with storm clouds. The gentle breeze became a tempestuous wind. The sea waves started crashing furiously against the rocks, and the now pitch-black night was illuminated solely by lightning strikes. Some of these struck the pine trees along the coast, splitting them in two and shrouding them in flames.

Offshore, the six boats were filled with troll refugees, males, females, and their young, all with one dream: a better life. They were overcrowded in modest vessels, far beyond their intended capacity. Their only hope was to reach the land of the Southern Elves and seek asylum. It was a perilous journey, especially with such fragile boats, which barely held up against the sea. Luckily, it was summer, and the weather would remain mild for at least another month, after which the crossing would be impossible.

Their astonishment was profound when they saw the flash break the sky practically above their heads. The thunder's boom made the youngest cry.

In dismay, they watched the clouds darken the sky, and heavy rain began to pour down. The waves tossed their makeshift vessels, and the trolls tried to maintain their course against all odds. Returning with that weather was impossible; their only salvation could be reaching the coast.

The six boats started to separate, and some capsized, succumbing to the sea. The young trolls clung to their mothers who tried in vain to reassure them, saying they would soon be safe in the land of the elves.

The trolls fought fiercely against the forces of nature, but it was all in vain.

One by one, the six boats overturned, and the trolls and their children fought desperately to stay afloat. However, one by one, they succumbed to the fury of the sea.

Hundreds perished that night.

The old figure ceased its incantations, and the storm, as suddenly as it had appeared, vanished without a trace. The blue gem on the staff glowed like a smoldering ember, and its radiance gradually faded.

The figure leaned heavily on the staff, tired and drained, as always after wielding such immense power.

They gazed at the horizon for a long time, ensuring that everything had returned to normal. Once convinced, they turned their back on the sea and disappeared into the pine forest.

It was done.
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Chapter 1
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Leabar Sirien, Prince of the Elves of Núninkossë, found himself strolling along the beach that evening. He needed to immerse himself in the nature of the place, if only for a moment, to momentarily forget the burdens of his royal status. At that very moment, the Kingdom's Council was convened, and as a young member of the royal house of Sirien, his presence was expected at the debate, though he was to remain silent, for he was still too young. However, it was challenging for him to remain silent in the face of certain obtuseness. At times, he found it difficult to fathom how others failed to perceive truths that were so clear and self-evident to him. Many a time, he had interrupted the proceedings, causing the King considerable embarrassment.

Failing to contain himself, the only thing he could do was to abstain. He knew well that even this act would be reproached by his father, but what other choice did he have? In his mind, he could already envision what would transpire in the morning. He would be summoned by his father, who would inquire about the reason for his absence. Leabar would explain that it was to spare his father embarrassment, to which the King would cast his gaze to the heavens, stating that he found it inconceivable that his son couldn't exercise self-control and that he must find another way, for it was still his duty, one he must fulfill.

In his mind, he could see the scene unfolding as though it were happening in that very moment. He heaved a sigh and realized that, in the end, his father was right; he should find a way. Perhaps he could plug his ears with wax, so as not to hear the absurdities that the councilors would undoubtedly spew. In his imagination, he could already see himself with earplugs, or worse, completely asleep. What would the councilors say if they heard him snoring?

Leabar smiled bitterly at that thought. Even that stratagem was utterly impractical.

He turned toward the sea, gazing at the moon's reflection upon its surface. He extended his perceptions and began to merge with the energy that Mother Nature permeated all things with. Magic began to seep into him, calming his inner turmoil. He frequently used this method to relax when something troubled his soul.

He became a part of all things; he felt not only the breeze against his skin but became the breeze itself, just as he was the cicadas, the maritime pines, and everything else within hundreds of meters.

He felt the flow of life's energy within him, and his restlessness dissolved like snow in the sun. He was intoxicated and forgetful of everything; it could have been centuries or just minutes, as he had lost all sense of time passing.

Once, he had remained in this state for several days, and only hunger had compelled him to detach from that splendid sensation of peace and energy.

He felt weightless; everything was calm and serene.

Suddenly, he began to perceive a disturbance in the energy. At first, it seemed like a mere ripple, but it grew in intensity. For the first time in his memory, he began to feel unease during his immersion in Mother Nature. His inquisitive mind decided to seek the source of this disturbance. He mentally moved toward the source and saw it – it was an emanation of pure anti-energy, a source that annihilated everything it touched, an utter non-existence. Death had never frightened the elves because it was merely a transformation of nature's energy, constantly changing and renewing itself. But what he saw with his mind's eye was entirely different; it was total annihilation, complete non-existence. All that was would never be again in any new form; it was nothingness in its most absolute sense.

Leabar had heard stories from ancient times that spoke of something known as Evil, contrasting with Good. He had never been able to imagine what it could be because nothing in the nature of things was so disturbing.

Those childhood stories rushed back to his memory, and in that moment, he understood what Evil could be, and this was most certainly it.

His mind came too close to the source of that anti-energy and was scorched by it. He emerged quickly from his magical immersion, feeling a searing pain in his chest. He collapsed on the beach, panting.

For the first time in his life, he felt something previously unknown to him: fear.

He raised his gaze and saw a blue flash emanating from the top of the cliff, heading toward the horizon. His elven sight allowed him to see the troll ships offshore. He turned his gaze to the cliff and glimpsed a figure shrouded in the color of the night, with two burning embers in place of eyes.

A shiver ran down his spine.

Nature around him was shaken to its core. Storm clouds gathered above the troll ships, and the wind began to blow fiercely and uncontrollably.

Leabar struggled to his feet, trying to reach the forest of maritime pines. If he remained exposed, a lightning bolt could strike him, so he had to find shelter quickly.

Rain poured down, and the air was filled with the scent of it. He found refuge in a crevice in the rocky wall, crouched down, and once again immersed himself in the magic of life to understand what was happening.

An unnatural storm had suddenly appeared off the coast, which he could clearly see in his mind's eye. Lightning bolts began to strike the maritime pine forest. Some were struck directly, splintering with a resounding crack, and bursting into flames. It was an evil and unnatural fire, and for a moment, Leabar feared it would consume the entire forest, all of creation. He feared that nothing and no one would ever be able to stop that malevolent fire. But the energy of nature began to react to the anti-energy; it enveloped it, taking the form of water droplets. The flames began to battle against them, exploding and reacting like a wounded creature, as if they felt and experienced something, instead of being a mere chemical reaction. Fiercely, they writhed and reacted to the water, transforming it into vapor. But more rain fell, and they suffered and dwindled. Wounded, they struggled to survive, and their dark power resisted the power of nature with all its might. It was a fight for survival. In the end, they died with one last chilling roar, leaving the pine trunks charred and lifeless. In the years to come, nature would not be able to erase that scar in the forest. Those black and withered trunks would remain as a somber reminder of the true evil in the world.

Leabar had witnessed all of this in horror and disbelief. Fear had now taken hold, rendering him powerless. He had never experienced a sensation as debilitating as this.

He was completely immobilized and drenched. The wind was so strong that it violently carried the rain, ensuring that he remained soaked even under the shelter.

He curled up in a fetal position, arms embracing his legs, weeping. Terrified, he flinched at every clap of thunder, unable to react.

The wind gradually subsided, and the rain ceased suddenly, just as it had appeared.

Leabar felt the grip on his soul loosen, and he slowly emerged from his shelter, standing up. He looked up at the sky and through the branches of the maritime p

ines, glimpsed a few stars. Everything seemed to have returned to normal, as if nothing had happened, but it wasn't so. In his heart, the wound still throbbed with pain.

Slowly, leaning against the tree trunks, he made his way to the beach. He emerged from the Mediterranean scrub, and the moon had resumed its shine in the sky, while the sea appeared calm and peaceful once again, just as it had been not long ago.

He surveyed his surroundings; everything seemed to be as it should be, with only the blackened trees, consumed by flames, bearing witness to the wounds concealed by that apparent calm.

Leabar pondered the reason for all of this, and suddenly, a suspicion dawned on him. He looked out to sea in search of the troll vessels but found none. He delved into the energy of nature, using his elven magic to locate them. He discovered they had been swallowed by the waves; they were all dead.

Leabar recoiled, unconsciously covering his mouth with his hand and taking a step back. He had heard such stories during the Council of the Kingdom, but he had never given them much credence. His mind had been unable to conceive that such a thing could actually happen.

He was shocked, but determination rose within him. He clenched his fist, deciding at that precise moment that he would do everything in his power to end this abomination.

He turned his back to the moon and headed toward the northwestern part of the beach. At the end of the small sandy bay, he moved to the base of the maritime pine forest. Before him, a wall of Mediterranean scrub concealed a hidden path. As he neared a tall pine, he circled it, and before him, a road with rocky steps opened up – a secondary elven road leading to the beach. He set forth to the north, ascending the steps, arriving at a wider road completely shielded by the canopies of the maritime pines, so well hidden that even an aerial observer would not have detected it. This was the coastal road that traversed the entire southern coast of Núninkossë, from east to west.

It took several minutes to reach the first houses of Idril Alcarin, the capital of the Elvish kingdom. It was situated precisely at the center of the territory controlled by the Elves. From east to west, it appeared to describe an inverted crescent moon, creating a kind of bay that enclosed the upper part of the Aerandir Culnà, their sea. The central part extended further to the north compared to the east and west. The Southern Elves inhabited a land that was nothing more than the exposed part of the sea from a mountain range, whose highest peaks to the north formed its natural border.

Leabar confidently approached the first houses of the capital. Like all the city's buildings, they were either carved into the bare rock or constructed using maritime pines. However, they were not built with wooden planks, as one might think. The plants had been grown in such a way as to create outer walls, with branches serving as supports for balconies, and the treetops were an integral part of the roofs.

The capital had hundreds of thousands of inhabitants, but from a distance or even just flying over the region, one would not notice anything more than a complex Mediterranean patch, nothing more. Even passing through it, an inexperienced eye could easily confuse the structures as simple works of Mother Nature.

Elvish cities reflected their way of life and their harmony with nature. They were one with it and lived in harmony.

Leabar arrived at the agora, the main square, and in front of him stood the royal palace. Completely constructed with birch trees, its white color stood out conspicuously against the surrounding maritime pine forest. The structure was meant to demonstrate Elvish ability not only to serve nature but also to express the power and importance of the royal lineage to anyone who passed through.

Leabar confidently approached the entrance where two armed guards recognized him and snapped to attention, allowing him to pass. The Prince proceeded down the wide corridors leading to the Council Chamber. These corridors were entirely lined with pink marble from the quarries in the east. They were illuminated by lanterns that didn't burn fuel but utilized the fluorescent extract of fireflies. The light was somewhat cool but turned warm due to the color of the marble.

Leabar approached the doors of the Council Chamber. The two guards watched him approach, and though he was the Prince and had the right to attend the meeting, he couldn't enter once the discussion had started. The higher-ranking guard stepped in front of the door and intercepted him.

"Your Highness," the guard said.

"Stand aside. I must confer with my father urgently," the Prince said impatiently.

"I fear it's impossible. The debate began some time ago, and..." the elf didn't finish his sentence.

"Yes, I know. I am well aware of the procedures. Do you think you need to remind me?" Leabar's tone grew increasingly agitated. He couldn't understand the need for such rigid rules and seemingly pointless protocols, especially when matters of vital importance needed discussion.

The Captain of the Royal Guard was in an uncomfortable position. The procedures were set, and no one was above the law. "Your Grace, far be it from me to remind you of what you already know," the officer began, while his colleague stiffened in position, fearing the worst. "You will understand why I cannot allow you to enter. It's the law."

"This is a matter of great importance; it concerns the Amkod Siryatan!"

The soldier widened his eyes, turned toward his colleague almost seeking support, but he found none. His companion appeared as a statue carved from salt. He turned his gaze back to the Prince and said, "Your Grace, this changes nothing. The Council is in session and cannot be disturbed!"

Leabar was incredulous; this was no minor matter. Hundreds of trolls had died, and this obstinate guard was preventing him from doing the right thing, from informing his father, his King! He unconsciously clenched his fists, and his mind was in turmoil. But why? He couldn't understand. Was it still the effect of fear? There was no other explanation.

He needed to find a way to enter and confer with his father. Perhaps there was indeed a possibility, albeit ethically questionable.

Leabar took a deep breath and then said, "Very well, I will return to speak with the King when the session is over."

Saying this, he turned away, leaving the two relieved guards. One of them, who had remained as rigid as a salt statue, let out a sigh of relief.

Leabar turned the first corner and looked around to ensure that no one was approaching. Then, he immersed himself in the power of nature.

The two guards at the door were uneasy; something was amiss. An unusual unease had taken hold of their minds. Perhaps their encounter with the Prince had unsettled them more than expected, but it made little sense. Dealing with members of the royal house often involved such verbal clashes. Only new recruits could be so affected, and the Captain knew this all too well. He had been through it, just like the recruit who was now guarding the Council Chamber alongside him. No, it couldn't be that. He felt an imminent danger, even though he couldn't pinpoint its source. He began looking around, trying to heighten his senses as much as possible to identify the origin of this sensation.

He thought he heard something coming from the right corridor.

"Did you hear that?" the Captain asked the recruit, who was a bundle of nerves.

"Hear what? No, Captain, I didn't hear anything!"

Both stopped breathing, trying to perceive even the slightest movement. The Captain was now convinced that he could hear the rustling of a robe; someone was nearby. The corridor lights went out. The Captain turned to the recruit and said, "You stay here, and don't let anyone pass!" With that, he drew his short sword and moved slowly and measuredly toward the dark corridor.

The recruit drew her sword and took a defensive stance, watching the Captain turn the corner and disappear into the darkness.

The environment suddenly became colder, and the lights appeared to dim further. Faint noises, whispers, seemed to be coming from all directions. The recruit continued looking around as if a hidden enemy was about to pounce on her.

A strange sensation came over her, something she had never experienced before. An unease that sent chills through her extremities, a quickened heart rate. She couldn't understand what was happening. She heard whispers coming from the left.

"Who goes there?" she shouted into the empty corridor. She now seemed almost paranoid, unable to distinguish reality from the amplified product of her imagination. She frantically turned left and right, holding her sword in front of her in a defensive stance.

Indistinct voices, whispers, and finally, a muffled groan. In that moment, she knew the Captain was in danger, perhaps even dying. Without considering her duties as a sentinel, driven by urgency, she lunged into the dark corridor to the right and disappeared.

Leabar emerged from his trance; his plan had succeeded. He had managed to instill fear in the two men. Normally, Elves could distinguish between reality and magic-induced states, but fear was something unknown to his people.

He had little time; the effects would disappear in a few moments, and they would certainly return to verify if anyone had entered.

Leabar rushed to the door of the Council Chamber and opened it without hesitation

, entering.

King Mélfaween Sirien, his father, was absorbed in listening to the reports presented by the Chief Councillor when he heard the door open. He turned to see who would be so audacious as to interrupt one of the state's primary functions. When he saw his son, he knew in his heart that no one else could be so bold.

"Father, councilors, I must speak to you about a recent event..."

Leabar entered the room, and behind him, two sword-wielding and still disoriented guards rushed in—the Captain of the Royal Guard and a recruit.

"Sire, forgive me; he managed to elude our control. I take full responsibility for this!" The Captain approached the Prince and took him by the arm.

Leabar immediately resisted, trying to break free. "Let me go; I must confer with the Council!"

The King let out a deep sigh and rose, raising his hand. "Captain, the damage is already done. Return to your duties. As for this," he said, shifting his gaze from the Captain to his son, "I will handle it."

The Captain released his grip, and the Prince rubbed his sore arm. The Captain made a slight bow and said, "At your service, Majesty!"

The Captain gestured to the recruit, and they left, closing the door behind them and resuming their guard duty.

"Captain, I... I don't understand," the Recruit began to say. "I've never felt anything like that. It was horrible. Maybe I'm not cut out for this life. Whatever punishment you'll impose on me is deserved!"

The Captain of the Guard, however, remained silent. He had no idea what to say. He, too, had fallen victim to that unfamiliar sensation to which he couldn't yet assign a name. His experience as an elf allowed him to sense that it was Leabar's trick to gain undisturbed access to the gate, but how had he accomplished it? That the Prince had personally experienced such a horrible feeling? It wasn't all the Recruit's fault; neither of them had been trained for this. The only thing that could explain what they had both felt were strangely old stories told to him as a child, bedtime tales that described sensations the Southern Elves hadn't experienced for millennia. What were they called again? The Captain tried to remember. He never thought those childhood stories would become useful one day. Suddenly, it struck him. Was it fear and panic? If that were the case, they were in trouble. Whoever possessed the power to instill that sensation would be capable of disorienting and overpowering them. There was only one thing he could do to remedy the situation.

"Recruit, I believe tonight you've had your baptism by fire, an experience that will stay with you for worse times," the Captain paused, speaking but not directly looking at the Recruit. He gazed ahead, as if talking to himself. "Now you know something that will mark you forever; may it be a lesson."

"Yes, Sir, thank you, Sir!" the Recruit watched the Captain with renewed admiration. If the roles were reversed, he might not have been as understanding. However, the Captain was right; that experience would leave a lasting mark on him.

The Captain stared straight ahead and decided it was time to reinstate ancient training rites against dark arts, something that hadn't been done for a thousand years or more. He would discuss it with the capital's high priest as soon as his shift ended. He had to do something immediately if he wanted to get some sleep during the rest period.

The door to the hall closed, and Leabar turned his attention back to the council gathered around the round table.

"Leabar, do you realize the transgression you've just committed?" The King spoke calmly, almost detached.

"Father, and all you esteemed Council members, I beg your pardon. But if I've done what I've done, it's for a grave reason. It concerns..." Leabar paused for dramatic effect and then added, "Amkod Siryatan."

To his disappointment, he noticed a certain indifference among them, which he couldn't believe.

"Council members, I call for a vote. Who among you wishes to grant the floor to Prince Leabar?" the King asked the Council. The twelve councilors voted by a show of hands; half were in favor, and half were against. The King's vote was the last and decisive one. Leabar felt victory was within his grasp, and in his mind, he was already rehearsing the speech he would deliver.

The King loved his son dearly, but Leabar's inability to adhere to even the simplest behavioral rules needed to be discouraged. Rules existed for a reason, and until he understood that, he wouldn't become a just king. He needed to be educated in this regard, and this latest outburst was proof of that. Leabar was greatly dismayed when he saw the King voting against him.

"But, Father..." he began, completely caught off guard.

Mélfaween raised an eyebrow. In her royal mask of imperturbability, it was the utmost expression of reproach toward her son.

"The Council has decided, and the vote is final."

Leabar was defeated, and he never expected this. Yet, what he had to say was of paramount importance.

"If you wish, since you are here now, you can participate in the Royal Council, as is your duty," he found himself trapped. He couldn't escape the incredible ordeal. "And afterward, once the proceedings are concluded, I will listen to what you have to say in private."

Leabar had no other choice; he would have to wait. He nodded obediently and turned toward the few chairs along the eastern wall designated for the audience.

Seated in an exquisite elfin evening gown, his sister and mother were there. Leabar made eye contact with his parent and immediately felt guilty and uncomfortable. As a result, he chose to sit beside his sister rather than the Queen.

Minbë Sirien watched her brother approach with an amused look, and as she took her seat, she couldn't resist a comment.

"You're still the same fool," the Princess said in a hushed voice to avoid being overheard.

"Scoundrel!" was his affectionate response.

"Fool, fool, fool!" she repeated in a low voice.

"Scoundrel, scoundrel, scoundrel!" he countered.

"Will you stop?" was the obvious reaction from their mother.

Both of them restrained themselves, and Leabar sank into his chair, bracing for the worst.

His worst forebodings did not adequately prepare him for what lay ahead. They discussed nothing but taxes, military expenditures, the discovery of human remains on the northern forest border, crop and fishery performance, oil production, the presence of new parasites and plant diseases in the Mediterranean scrub, likely caused by climate change.

They discussed everything except the one thing that was truly important to Leabar at that moment: the massacre perpetrated by the Dark Druid on the troll population.

He bit his tongue several times. He had his own ideas on each of those topics that he wanted to put forward to these old fools, but he knew it wasn't the time to further infuriate his father, at least not that evening.

Leabar couldn't sit still in his chair; he kept changing positions, which irritated his sister.

"Can you sit still?" she said, already annoyed.

He turned to retort, but he saw his mother's gaze fixed on him and thought better of it.

But the worst was yet to come. What he truly couldn't stand was the ritualistic exchange of thanks they engaged in at the end of their presentation. It couldn't have been as simple as saying, "Thank you all for your hard work." Instead, it was an overly complicated ceremonial pantomime that gave him a headache each time and took at least twenty minutes to half an hour, depending on the complexity of the work performed.

They endured over three and a half hours of pure torment. When they could finally rise, following another well-defined ceremonial, the only thought in Leabar's mind was, "Thank the Valiant Warrior, it's over!"

His sister got up, passing by him. "Clumsy, are you coming to sleep, or are you staying to enjoy yourself?"

Leabar was exasperated. "Monkey, I'm staying. I have some adult matters to attend to."

Minbë laughed under her breath. "Of course," she said mockingly. "Well, Mr. Adult, see you for breakfast tomorrow!"

Without waiting for the obvious response, she headed for the exit.

"Leabar, be careful; you've already tested your father's patience. I haven't seen him so upset in a long time," his mother admonished.

Leabar couldn't

understand why his mother, Tarxí Oriner, had the habit of exaggerating constantly. After all, he was already a hundred and fifty years old, a mature elf!

The Queen would have liked to embrace him, but she knew it would irritate him, especially in public. So, reluctantly, she followed the Princess to the wing of the palace designated for the royal family's quarters.

Leabar fidgeted, but he had to wait for the councilors to leave before he could confer with his father.

When finally the last one crossed the door to leave, he approached the King and said, "Father, I..."

"Not here; protocol doesn't allow it. Follow me to my private study."

The Prince was frustrated. He wanted to scream out his frustration, but he understood that this had to be his punishment. His father wanted to compel him to inactivity and calmness when he wanted nothing more than to take action.

Leabar followed his father in apparent calm, even though he was seething inside.

They reached the King's private study and entered. His father seemed to be stalling deliberately. Leabar couldn't speak yet; he needed permission.

At last, Mélfaween sat down at his desk, rested his arms on it, and continued to gaze directly into Leabar's eyes. The King showed no emotion. Several seconds passed, which seemed like an eternity to the Prince, before he finally said, "Well?"

"Father, first of all, I beg your pardon for my outburst," the only way to get him to listen was to show penance. Leabar had known this for years. "I'd like to share with you what happened to me so that you can tell me if I acted according to conscience."

The King didn't speak for several seconds, and Leabar began to fear he would be sent to his rooms with orders to remain there for the rest of the night before he could speak.

"Speak; I'm listening."

Leabar breathed a sigh of relief, although the speech he had mentally prepared over those hours suddenly eluded him. He feared he wouldn't be able to convey the urgency of what he had witnessed.

"Father, it is Amkod Siryatan; he appeared on the cliff and cast a spell off the city's shore."

Upon hearing this news, the King remained completely unruffled. Leabar couldn't fathom it; this was genuinely significant news, and yet his father didn't bat an eye. Moments of silence passed, and finally, Mélfaween asked, "And then?"

"Hundreds of trolls died tonight!" This news, at the very least, should have shaken him, but instead, nothing.

"I reiterate, so what?"

Leabar was perplexed; there was only one reason for his father's indifference. "Did you already know?"

The King leaned back and rested his back against the intricately carved wooden chair adorned with acanthus leaves. "Of course. We had just finished discussing it as soon as you entered the Council Chamber."

Leabar was agape with astonishment; he had lost the only argument that could have engaged his father for hours on end, despite its utter lack of importance.

"What have you decided to do about it?" Leabar inquired.

"We can do nothing," the King said flatly.

"Nothing? Hundreds of trolls are dead! We must stop him!"

The King remained unperturbed, which infuriated Leabar. How could he be so oblivious?

"There is nothing within our power; the Dark Druid possesses magic that surpasses our capabilities," was Mélfaween's succinct explanation.

"I cannot believe that the elven nation... that you could think there is nothing to be done. There must be something within our reach, perhaps an ancient ritual, something ancestral written in the old texts; there must be something!"

Leabar was fervent, and for the first time, he saw his father lose his seraphic calm.

"These are matters that do not concern you yet; things you know nothing about. You are too young; you would not understand. The power you're speaking of is greater than all of us, let alone a boy! I forbid you even to think of it!" The King seemed irate, an attitude Leabar had never seen him exhibit before. Could it be due solely to his words? He never said anything to warrant such a reaction. What stung him more was this:

"I am one hundred and fifty years old; I'm not a child!"

"Well, then, do not behave like one! A true elf obeys, unlike you!" Mélfaween regained his composure and believed his logic to be incontrovertible, though Leabar was far from sharing the same view.

"Father, we cannot let an entity like that go unpunished and free, especially since you yourself have said it possesses immense and dark power."

An involuntary shiver ran down Leabar's spine. Mélfaween noticed and asked, "What do you know about his power?"

Leabar lowered his eyes; his father's scrutinizing gaze made him uncomfortable, as if he were guilty of something.

"I was on the beach, immersed in the magic of nature, when I sensed something strange. I wanted to investigate and mentally approached the source of that dark energy."

The King abruptly stood and approached his son, putting his hands on the sides of his shoulders, shaking him with an expression of concern that Leabar had never seen before.

"Did you touch it with your mind? Tell me, Leabar! Did you touch it?"

The Prince was astonished; never before had his father been so visibly concerned about his well-being.

"I merely brushed against it and felt a searing pain, but I am well now."

"Let me check."

"But I told you that I feel fine now, why...?"

But the King was no longer listening. He placed his right hand on his son's forehead and invoked magic to assess the state of his health. He saw, in his mind's eye, the damage, the destruction that the dark energy had wrought on his son's soul. Fortunately, the damage was not severe, but the scar would remain forever.

He infused his healing magic into his son's body, and Leabar felt a newfound strength within him. The procedure lasted a couple of minutes, after which the King regained consciousness, looking at his son with a mix of relief and concern.

"How do you feel?"

Leabar was grateful for his father's help, but he still managed to make him feel like a foolish boy, and that wounded his pride. Nevertheless, he said only, "Better, Father."

Mélfaween placed his hands on his son's shoulders once more and looked him squarely in the eyes. "The Dark Druid's magic is too powerful for you, for any of us. If you ever encounter him again, promise me that you will stay as far away as possible! The damage his magic inflicts is always destructive and irreversible. You are lucky, very lucky! You must realize it!"
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