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      To our son Joshua and daughter-in-love Naomi, the real-life Rugal and Lissa. I suppose that makes Phil and I the real-life Jackal and Mura LOL.

      

      Just as Rugal has found family not all bound by blood, but by love, Joshua also has found family in the Kliskeys. Ring of Rosin is also dedicated to this precious family who has invited Josh and Naomi into theirs, having chosen love to bind them together.
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            Just A Quick Note to My Readers

          

        

      

    

    
      As you journey through life, you will meet many people coming from other places and cultures. They may have grown up in another city, state, or even another country. While interacting with people who are not like you may sound scary, it is one of the best things you can do! You will find that they are not so different after all. In fact, you will find your life much richer, as you share about each other’s cultures. It’s a lot of fun to see things through the eyes of someone with a different cultural lens, and you will be able to learn from each other. And don’t forget to try foods from other cultures—you will have some delicious meals for sure!

      Don’t get upset if your new friend does something that startles or annoys you. Many cultures have diverse ways of viewing the world, and that can take getting used to. Don’t be afraid of people because of their appearance. If your cultures are very different, you probably look strange to them, too! You will miss out on a lot of great experiences and maybe even a lifelong friendship, if you don’t try to get to know them.

      Communication is very important. We must respect other cultures, but that doesn’t mean giving up our own. Instead, we should be willing to talk when misunderstandings occur (in any relationship), each person opening their hearts and minds to the other and trying to see things from their point of view.  By doing this, you can achieve a compromise that honors both sides.

      

      The Characters of Elayas, the Terminology of Elayas, and the Kargolith Tribal Ancestry are at the back of the book.
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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “One should open one’s mind to new experiences.”

        ~ Soldar, scholar and member of King Rosin’s court

      

      

      

      “Sire, the Ring of Rosin is missing!” Melad, the head steward of the castle, rushed into the informal dining room, wringing his hands frantically, his face reddened with distress.

      Rugal put his fork down, his lunch forgotten, and stood up, his frame stiffening. He brushed back his tousled brown hair and took a calming breath. “But how could anyone enter the treasury room?”

      Melad couldn’t form any words in response and, with a heartbroken expression, shrugged his shoulders instead.

      “What do you think, Father?” Rugal turned to a wiry man lounging in a chair by the fire. Separated involuntarily when he was born, Rugal had only recently met his birth father and for much of that time knew him only by the name others called him, “Jackal.” Their bond had strengthened over their shared experiences, and much to Jackal’s delight, Rugal had taken to calling him Father.

      Jackal frowned. “I would think it had to be by someone familiar and known in the castle environs, someone who could get access easily.” He tilted his head to the side. “I wonder what the motive is behind the theft. The Ring of Rosin is easily recognized so would not be able to be sold.”

      Rugal’s birth mother, Lady Mura, directed her gaze at Melad and asked gently, “How was it discovered missing?”

      Melad rubbed his cheek, his hands trembling slightly. He knew he had nothing to fear from the King of Elayas or his family, but he was intensely distraught that the theft had occurred. “I went to retrieve the ring from its customary place. Since King Rugal had worn it recently, I had sent it to the master jeweler to be polished.” He sniffed.  “I was not here when it was returned by the jeweler’s messenger, so I thought I better check the ring and make sure the polish was to the proper standards. When I opened the box, it was gone.” Melad reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a small scroll. “This note was in its place.”

      
        
          [image: Scroll]
        

      

      Rugal took the scroll from Melad’s outstretched hand and carefully unfurled it. His brow furrowed, and he looked up in puzzlement. The note was written in a foreign script, and he was unable to read it. He handed it to Jackal. “Can you tell where it’s from?”

      Mura came over and peered over Jackal’s shoulder. “I’ve seen this script before, when my cousin ruled Elayas. Messages from the country of Tolan had this look about it.”

      “Tolan?” Rugal’s eyes narrowed. “Now that is concerning. If the rumors are true, Oldag was born in Tolan. Could it be he has a relative looking to follow in his footsteps and usurp the throne of Elayas?”

      A tall, muscular man, the Swordsman sat at the table sipping a mug of ale. He raised his hand, drawing their attention. “Just this morning, we confirmed with a lackey of Oldag’s old entourage that he was indeed from Tolan. I think we need to consider every possibility.”

      Rugal cleared his throat, and all eyes returned to him. “So, we know that the Ring of Rosin is missing. We also have a note we think is from Tolan that needs to be deciphered. Is anyone in the kingdom able to read this script?”

      “Only one that I know of,” Mura replied thoughtfully. “We’ll have to ask Soldar to return to the castle. He is quite excited to be in charge of restoring public education.” She turned to her son. “Soldar is very familiar with the Kingdom of Tolan. He is also the one who translated messages from King Handerbin of Tolan for King Rosin.”

      “King Handerbin,” Rugal pursed his lips. “He must be getting quite old, if he was king during Rosin’s reign.”

      “That’s correct,” Mura nodded. “His son, Hamideh, is approaching manhood and will soon be taking the mantle of kingship from his father. We have always had an uneasy truce with Tolan.” Her brow furrowed in consternation. “Something perilous must be happening to cause them to break it. We need to get word to Soldar quickly. The longer we wait, the harder it may become to recover the ring. We will also need him to help us navigate how to respond. His knowledge of Tolan is unparalleled.”

      Mura paused and leaned back in her chair. “Unfortunately, Soldar is in Selba at the moment. He and Ethiod are collaborating with city leaders in opening a Sepharim school in Selba, along with restoring schools for those who do not need to learn about managing dynamis. We have to get him here somehow, and fast.”

      Rugal grinned. “I think I know just how to go about that. I’ll ask Treble to fetch Argothal.”
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        * * *

      

      The rumpled scholar pushed his glasses further up his nose, squinting in dismay. “Now Sire, you know I have always made myself available for service, but to ride a dragon? I fear that I should fall…” Soldar’s voice trailed off.

      Rugal smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry, Soldar. Argothal is very reliable, and I daresay he is safer than a horse. All you need to do is sit between those scales,” Rugal pointed, and Argothal turned obligingly, “and hold on. I’ll be sitting right in front of you. Argothal will save us several days riding–we would be back at the castle by nightfall.” Argothal dipped his wedge-shaped head in agreement, the bluish-green scales shining in the sunlight.

      “Well, I suppose I must put aside my fears for the good of the kingdom.” Soldar was visibly shaking, and Rugal paused, wondering if perhaps he should find another way to get Soldar to the castle. Just as he was about to suggest seeking alternate transportation, Argothal swung his head around and lowered it to Soldar’s height, his yellow eyes gleaming. He warbled softly in encouragement.

      Soldar’s eyes widened, and he smiled hesitantly. “Ah, maybe it will be okay. One should open one’s mind to new experiences after all,” he mumbled to himself.  Much to the astonishment of Ethiod and Rugal, the older man leapt onto Argothal’s extended foreleg, clambering to the place between scales that Rugal had indicated, his sparse brown hair disheveled. He looked down at them with a glowing expression.

      “Let’s go then, shall we?”
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        Your life starts when your manhood journey ends.

        ~ Tolan Saying

      

      

      

      Eyeing his dragon friend wistfully, Rugal gave Argothal a farewell pat. The dragon warbled affectionately in return, before lifting into the air to wing back to his home in the mountains. A flash of blue barreled past them as Rugal’s flutebird, Treble, flew skyward to say goodbye to his friend.

      Rugal and Soldar made their way up the path and into the castle. Melad stood at the doorway. He had regained his composure from discovering the ring’s disappearance and greeted them with a half bow. “Good evening, Sire. It is good to see you again, Soldar. Everyone has gathered in the library, awaiting your arrival.”

      Rugal nodded his thanks, squeezing Melad’s arm cordially as he passed the older man. Rugal and Soldar strode to the library and entered. Jackal, Mura, Lissa, and the Swordsman were gathered around the table in the center of the room. Their conversation came to a standstill, anticipation hanging in the air.

      “Soldar, Good to see you,” Jackal broke the silence. He moved forward quickly and, putting his hand under his elbow, propelled Soldar toward the table. “Have you eaten?” he asked, trying unsuccessfully to hide his impatience to learn the message contained in the foreign script.

      “Yes, yes, I am fine, thank you,” Soldar’s eyes traveled about, looking for the object that brought him here.

      Jackal gestured to a chair, and Soldar slid into it with an expectant expression. Mura stepped forward and handed him the paper that Melad had found. Soldar accepted it, and everyone held their breath as he carefully uncurled the corners. Soldar stared at the words for a long moment and finally looked up at the group crowded around him.

      Jackal couldn’t stand it anymore and eagerly gestured with both hands. “What does it say?”

      Soldar leaned back and blew out a long breath. “More to the point, unfortunately, is what it doesn’t say. It is rather cryptic.” He looked back down at the note and shoved his glasses back up his nose.

      “It is definitely written in the script used in Tolan. It seems to be a rather antiquated version. The language is quite formal.”

      He looked up at Rugal, frowning. “I have heard of this long ago, when King Rosin still reigned over Elayas. It is the description of an ancient Tolan legend. The words say:

      
        
        Many, many years ago, a wondrous bird flew into the mountains of Tolan. In its claws, it bore a giant stone, a stone of fire. The bird dropped the stone somewhere in the mountains, where it shattered. The one who finds its fragments shall have power beyond belief.

      

      

      Rugal’s eyebrows drew together. “But that doesn’t tell us anything about how to get back the Ring of Rosin. Why would they write that?”

      “I’m not sure,” Soldar admitted. “The Tolan culture is much different from our own. They have many traditions and legends that are strange to us.” His eyes narrowed in thought. “King Handerbin’s son Hamideh is Rugal’s age. He must be preparing to take his manhood journey soon.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Perhaps this is tied to that journey. Tolan has felt threatened by the people who have made their homes in the unsettled territory that separates them from us. I believe those people, the Kargoliths, will soon be campaigning to become their own kingdom as their numbers grow. Perhaps it is a warning.”

      “Um, I’m confused,” Rugal said, giving a slight shake of his head. “What is the manhood journey Hamideh is taking? And what does that have to do with Tolan securing its borders from outside threats?”

      Straightening in his chair, Soldar elaborated, “King Handerbin has been Tolan’s sovereign for the last forty years. If his son is to ascend the throne, he must have completed his manhood journey, a custom of theirs that carries the weight of law.” He paused and stretched. “A youth must leave his home when he comes of age and embark upon a journey. During the journey, he will have a task assigned to him. The task must be successfully completed in order for him to be recognized as a man in Tolan society.”

      Lissa moved to stand beside her betrothed, a soft red dress draping her tall, slim figure, her light brown hair put up in a convenient braid that added to her regal appearance. She gazed at Soldar, her eyebrows lifted. “Who is in charge of defining the task?”

      Soldar pulled at his sleeve. “The father and uncles of the boy devise the task, so the youth is well-tested, but not required to do an impossible thing.” He returned her gaze. “The harder the task, the more status is gained at its completion.”

      “But why are you telling us all of this?” Jackal interrupted impatiently. “What does this have to do with the theft of the Ring of Rosin?”

      Soldar held up a hand and turned to the Swordsman. The tall, muscular man was not only an expert in the art of swordplay but also Tamadar, the leader of the Sepharim, members of which possessed the supernatural power called dynamis and were pledged to use their powers to protect the people of Elayas. “You know the political situation involving the unsettled territory and the challenge the Kargoliths are planning, yes?”

      The Swordsman slowly nodded. His eyes took on a guarded look. “I am aware.”

      “Perhaps Prince Hamideh’s manhood journey will involve suppressing that challenge. He will soon inherit the Kargolith problem. What better way to deal with the challenge than through the guise of a traditional ritual?”

      “But how can he…” The Swordsman’s voice trailed off. Then, abruptly, he stood a little taller. “Ahhh…I see,” the big man nodded. “It’s possible.”

      Rugal looked from Soldar to the Swordsman, allowing his exasperation to creep into his voice. “What are you talking about? I am more confused than when we first started this conversation.” His eyes tightened. “And I also want to know what this has to do with the theft.” His expression grew determined and his voice firm. “We need to get the Ring of Rosin back.”

      “Agreed,” the Swordsman soothed Rugal. “However, the situation is more complex than it seems, with political ramifications that must be considered.” The big man rubbed the back of his neck and squinted his eyes, pausing to think for a moment. He finally sighed and glanced at Soldar, who nodded.

      The Swordsman cleared his throat. “The Sepharim are already involved. We have known about the Kargoliths and their desire to have their own territory and have people in the field in an attempt to understand their intentions.”

      “Why the secrecy?” Rugal asked, trying to keep any annoyance out of his voice. The Swordsman was Tamadar and, as such, warranted respect.

      The Swordsman met Rugal’s eyes. “No secrecy, Sire. We are just carrying out our duty to protect the people of Elayas. We monitor all the various factions along our borders. If an activity is detected that may become a cause for concern, it will be immediately brought to your attention. We are simply saving you from being spread too thin,” he smiled gently.

      Rugal’s face turned red. “Thank you,” he mumbled, dropping his shoulders. “I am grateful for your service.”

      “Do not be concerned, Sire,” the Swordsman winked. “That is what we are here for.” He directed his gaze back to Soldar. “Do you think the Ring of Rosin has anything to do with the Stone of Fire referenced in the note?”

      Soldar’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps. It will be interesting to see what tasks have been devised for Prince Hamideh’s manhood journey.”
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        Good friends are chosen family.

        ~Dalbenian Saying

      

      

      

      Rugal arose early, as was his custom lately. He slid out of bed and slipped into a simple tunic and leggings, hoping for a quick ride before having to deal with the theft of the Ring of Rosin and worrying about the mysterious note from the kingdom of Tolan. Maybe the brisk morning air would help bring clarity upon his return when he must assume the burdens of his court. He quietly eased through the door of his bedchamber and padded down the hall, scanning the castle interior for any signs of awakening. Going through a side entrance, he breathed easier, having avoided being stopped by an advisor or castle guardian for some kingly duty. Having free time was an infrequent occurrence when one was king.

      Heading briskly for the stable and his favorite horse, a strong muscular bay named Tag, Rugal’s face split into a grin as his friend Tonar led Tag out, saddled and ready along with his own mount, a slim black mare known for her fleetness. He was so glad Tonar had taken up residence at the castle to fulfill Rugal’s commission of paintings for the castle’s main hall.

      “Tonar, good morning,” Rugal said cheerfully. “And what good timing you have. Thanks, but how did you know I wanted to ride?”

      “I had a feeling,” Tonar replied slyly, grinning in return. “I heard about the ring,” he continued more solemnly. “Rumors are flying all over the castle.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Rugal’s face darkened momentarily. “A member of the castle staff found it missing.”

      “So, it’s true then,” Tonar questioned, his blonde hair swept back and his eyebrows furrowed.

      “Yes, it’s true. Soldar thinks there may be a connection between the missing ring and the kingdom of Tolan,” Rugal said before hastily adding, “but keep that to yourself.” He shook his head, his smile returning, and his dark brown eyes flashed mischievously. “But enough about the ring.” He put his foot into the bay’s stirrup and swung gracefully onto its back, taking the reins in hand. He urged the bay into a run as Tonar, laughing, leapt onto his own saddle to give chase.

      An hour later, the two friends, king and artist, dismounted in front of the stables and handed their reins to a stable boy to walk the horses and cool them down.

      Rugal felt much more content after his ride and entered the great hall in an amiable mood. Tonar dissolved into laughter as Treble came flying at them and landed on Rugal’s arm, squawking indignantly at having been left behind. One of the few flutebirds left in existence, Treble’s body was the size of Rugal’s hand and bright blue in color. Musically inclined like all of his kind, he could sing with a flute-like sound. Flutebirds often played pleasing accompaniments with the people they chose to befriend. Rugal had found Treble injured and nursed him back to health. Ever since, they had been almost inseparable.

      “Okay, okay, Treble, I’m here,” Rugal laughed. Noting the flutebird’s hurt look, he laughed again and then quickly apologized. “Sorry, Treble. We didn’t mean to leave you behind.” He reached out and gently scratched the soft feathers on Treble’s outstretched head. Apparently satisfied, Treble scrambled up to his customary perch on Rugal’s shoulder and began to preen his feathers.

      Tonar watched, mesmerized by the little bird. “It’s amazing,” he murmured. “He seems to understand everything you say.”

      “Sometimes I think so,” Rugal agreed. “Treble is very smart. I…” further conversation was interrupted as the Swordsman rounded the corner in front of them. His experienced eyes noted the horsehair on their leggings, and he grinned.

      “So, you got an early morning ride in, eh? It’s a good day for it,” he said pleasantly. He was dressed in an exercise tunic and carried a broadsword casually by his side. “I was just on my way to the practice yard. It’s entirely different with Oldag gone. He didn’t have to maintain a castle garrison since he depended almost solely on his evil magic for defense. A few guards and his followers were about it.” He flashed a grin, easing the effect his huge frame typically evoked. “We’ve got lots of eager volunteers, though. They all need training, but most importantly, they each have a heart to serve Elayas. I can teach the rest of what they’ll need.”

      Rugal gazed warmly at his advisor and mentor. It was the Swordsman who taught him how to use the Sword of Fate, and without that knowledge, he wouldn’t have survived. But besides that, he was also a good friend. Even more, he had become family. “Thank you for your help, Swordsman,” he replied, his voice tinged with respect.

      “Glad to do it, Sire,” the Swordsman smiled affectionately at the young king. “Oh, by the way, Jackal asked me if I ran into you this morning, to remind you that today is a court day. Your presence will be required to judge cases beginning in the first hour after lunch.” He paused. “By your leave, Sire.”

      Rugal shook his head uneasily. It was hard for all of them to follow court etiquette since his introduction to most of them had been prior to his ascending the throne, some even before Rugal himself knew who he really was. But he supposed Soldar was right. He recalled those long nights of study. Was it only a few weeks ago, Rugal wondered, when Soldar had impressed upon me the need for proper court etiquette and diplomacy? Rugal sighed as Soldar’s voice pressed into his mind.

      “It is imperative,” Soldar began in his head, “for a sovereign to engage in the formalities of court behavior to maintain the respect of his subjects and other countries. You do, after all, represent the kingdom of Elayas, your majesty.”

      Rugal sighed and looked at the Swordsman, who smiled sympathetically.

      “That will be fine, Tamadar,” Rugal responded formally. The Swordsman winked and bowed, then continued on his way. “And I best get back to painting,” Tonar interjected hurriedly. “By your leave, Sire.” With a mischievous grin, he gave a quick bow and didn’t wait for Rugal’s response, moving quickly to follow the Tamadar out.
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        * * *

      

      After spending a morning session with Soldar reviewing Tolan’s historical response to past challenges to their throne and a refresher on their current border policies, Rugal was glad for a diversion as the noon hour approached. Excusing himself from further study, he went seeking Lissa and found her in the castle courtyard. He grabbed her hand and pulled her next to him on one of the ornate benches that had been scattered throughout the now-manicured lawn, providing serene spots to linger.

      “You look absolutely beautiful,” he murmured, gazing at her as he gently reached over to stroke her soft and shiny hair falling about her shoulders.

      Lissa turned and smiled warmly at her betrothed. Rugal leaned over and embraced her, finding her lips for a sweet kiss. Lissa returned his gaze with love in her eyes, enjoying the feel of his muscular arms around her. “Your eyes light my soul…”

      “Ahem,” Melad cleared his throat, his face as red as his head steward badge that adorned his shirt, standing a few yards away.

      Lissa pulled away from Rugal, and they both turned toward Melad, their faces flushed. Lissa giggled.

      “Yes, Melad,” Rugal straightened his shoulders, struggling to regain his composure.

      Melad pretended not to notice his discomfort. “You are wanted in the dining hall, Sire. Court will be held in the throne room directly after lunch, which is about to be served.”

      Lissa jumped up, pulling Rugal up with her. “Thank you, Melad, I am absolutely famished,” she grinned, tugging for Rugal to follow. The two held hands as they obediently followed the steward back into the castle.
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        * * *

      

      “A messenger is riding in,” came the excited shout as a young boy burst into the main hall where Rugal was holding court. All heads turned as a brightly clothed page, newly appointed in the restoration of the old court traditions, proudly approached the throne where Rugal sat, interrupting a farmer’s petition for more land. Rugal smiled patiently at Farin, just approaching his tenth birthday and taking his duties very seriously. He bowed breathlessly to Rugal, then, looking around, realized he had interrupted the proceedings. He began to stutter an apology, but Rugal nodded his head, motioning Farin to deliver his message.

      The young boy cleared his throat and trying to suppress his excitement, announced, “The guards have received a messenger riding in as fast as his horse could carry him. He has requested a private audience to discuss a matter of great importance but will not reveal who sent him.”

      The Swordsman and Jackal exchanged glances with Rugal, who sat up taller on the throne’s seat. Apologizing to the distraught farmer, he promised to review the farmer’s case and frame a reply by noon the following day. Standing up and dismissing his court, Rugal instructed Farin to see to the messenger’s comfort and provide him with a repast while he awaited further instructions.

      “Perhaps we should all gather in the library,” suggested the Swordsman.

      Rugal walked over to the remaining men. “Good idea.” He turned to his father. “Please ask Mura, Lissa, and Tonar to join us there. After our messenger friend has had a chance to eat, we will hold an audience with him there, and find out what this is all about.”

      “Yes, Sire,” Jackal replied. “Perhaps Soldar would be a welcome addition as well? He has not left yet, and his knowledge may prove invaluable.”

      “Yes, of course,” Rugal replied, smiling briefly. “It’s good to have the support of my counselors. It makes the burden of kingship lighter.” Jackal squeezed his son’s shoulder affectionately before heading out the doors of the throne room.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later, they were all seated in the library, looking attentively at the messenger, a slim, proud youth about Rugal’s age possessing the distinctly dark, handsome features of a citizen of Tolan.

      Dressed in riding leathers, the youth had thick black hair and the beginnings of a beard. He bowed formally from the waist, and with Rugal’s nod of acknowledgment, he began to recite his message:

      “I, Johan of Sharvindar, in the name of King Handerbin of the kingdom of Tolan, bear greetings from my sovereign and wishes of health and happiness to the esteemed royal family of Elayas. News of Oldag’s overthrow and the restoration of King Rugal, rightful sovereign of Elayas, in accordance to her laws and traditions, has brought us great joy. Our sorrow has been long in knowing that the evil king Oldag’s birthplace was Tolan, and it gladdens us that he has finally met with justice.” Johan paused for breath, and his listeners leaned forward in anticipation of his words.

      “We wish to reassure you of our good intentions. Long have our countries viewed each other with mistrust, kindled by Oldag’s rebellion. We are also aware of the theft of the Ring of Rosin, and we believe that those responsible are members of the Kargoliths, who have come to inhabit what has been the unsettled territory of Tolan, earmarked for future expansion.”

      “How did you know?” Rugal interrupted. “About the Ring of Rosin?”

      Johan met Rugal’s gaze squarely. “King Rosin had the ring made by one of the most skilled craftsmen in all of Tolan. It is a fragment from the stone of fire.”

      Mura nodded. “That makes sense. I know my cousin had made a special commission for its creation. I was never told the exact details, but that it arrived from a mysterious location. I remember the day it was shown at court for the first time.”

      Rugal’s voice sharpened. “That still doesn’t explain…”

      “We intercepted a message from the Kargoliths, which is what prompted King Handerbin to send me here.” Johan hesitated, leaning forward. “The leader of their tribe has the Ring of Rosin. King Handerbin has sent me to help you retrieve it. You will need a guide, someone familiar with Tolan.”

      “Just what are you proposing?” Jackal stood up, shoulders tense.

      The Swordsman put up a hand. “It’s okay, Jackal. It makes sense.” He glanced at Soldar, who nodded. “The Kargoliths have been searching for the shards of the stone of fire for many years. It is woven into their history. Fables of old, when the wondrous bird captured it and flew to the mountains, are told around their campfires from one generation to the next. If they have the Ring of Rosin…”

      “They will not give it up. This is the Year of Wisdom and the Day of Questioning approaches. They will demand King Rugal’s presence.” Johan looked significantly at Rugal. “For only he will be able to activate its power on that day.”

      Rugal cocked his head. “Day of Questioning? I have no idea what you are talking about.”

      Soldar cleared his throat. “An oversight on my part, Sire. We did not cover the fables of the Kargoliths, as I saw no need.” He glanced at Johan and raised his eyebrows. “Perhaps I was mistaken.”

      “It certainly seems relevant now, Soldar,” Rugal let out a noisy breath. “Please explain.”

      His eyes contemplative, Soldar exhaled. He turned his attention to the dark youth, and Johan nodded almost imperceptibly. Soldar turned back to Rugal.

      “The Ring of Rosin has a property that no one knows about. It has been entwined in the lore of Tolan and the Kargoliths for many years and is thought to be conjecture. Apparently, that is not the case, or it would not have been stolen. Not only does it identify the true king of Elayas, but it also imparts wisdom to the king.” Soldar paused and rubbed his eyes. “The Kargoliths must know the Ring of Rosin has this power.”

      Johan spread out his hands. “You are correct, Soldar.” He bowed his head briefly. “But there is more to the fable.” He continued with a storytelling inflection to his words, “The rightful king of Elayas will be able to ask the Ring of Rosin anything he desires, and the ring will impart that knowledge to him, but only once in every ten years. This day is designated as the Day of Questioning.”

      Rugal’s eyes narrowed. “Anything? Even another person’s most deeply held secrets?”

      “Yes, indeed,” Johan agreed. “Which is why it is so powerful. But it will only respond to the queries of the King of Elayas, and only for the Time of Sun Shadow on the Day of Questioning. This is when the sun is completely engulfed in shadow, but only for a few minutes. It is as if it is nighttime, yet it is still day.”

      The room remained quiet as everyone contemplated the ramifications of what had just been revealed. Finally, Rugal rubbed his cheek. “So, they stole the ring in anticipation of the Day of Questioning. But what good will it do them without me?”

      “Exactly,” Johan replied. “That is why I am here.”
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