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It was a special day, and Ruskya couldn’t be late for the procession. He doubted that he would be chosen, but one never knew with dragons. The hatchlings were in their second winter. At their coming-of-age, all the younglings of Woolpren village who had seen ten winters would parade before them. It was up to the dragons to decide if any of the children were worthy enough to become riders. Ruskya smiled at the thought. Every child of Woolpren dreamed of becoming a dragon rider, but in reality, only a select few were picked. No one from his family had ever been chosen.

He turned to survey himself in the mirror of his lofted bedroom. What he saw in the dim light shining through the lone high window was not impressive. He was short for his ten winters, and skinny. Many people said he would blow away like a tumbleweed in the summer wind; yet he had managed somehow to survive for ten winters. His sister, Duskya, was the opposite: tall, dark, and slender—just like Ma. She wasn’t skin and bones like him. How they could be twins still mystified him.

“Are you going to stand there and admire yourself all day, or are we going to go see the hatchlings?” Duskya demanded. “I know we don’t have a chance of being picked, but we can at least say that we saw them,” she added in a softer tone.

She too dreamed of becoming a dragon rider, but knew it was beyond them. Although the dragons were the ones who selected the riders, it often appeared they only picked the children of rulers or the wealthy. It was said that they chose them because of their elegant gowns. With this in mind, the twin’s mother Meredyth had carefully gathered wool for the past ten summers. She had cleaned it, spun it, and then woven it into cloth and sewn the tunics for her offspring to wear for their one opportunity of becoming dragon riders. Duskya took one last look at herself and her brother in the mirror and then turned.

“Let’s go make Ma proud of us,” she stated and climbed down the ladder. Ruskya followed behind her.

Meredyth was waiting for them as they descended, her face etched with concern; yet, a hint of expectation glinted from her pale blue eyes. She wiped a stray wisp of gray hair from her face. “Ruskya, you’ve dillydallied too long. You’ll be late if you don’t run. Go!” She urged them out the door and down the lane of the canyon to the procession grounds.

Their steps made soft thudding noises as they ran, the ground hard-packed from many seasons of feet passing along that way. The ice of winter had not yet frozen it, but the nip in the air said it wouldn’t be far off. The twins ran down the open canyon pathway, passing without seeing the familiar doors and windows that towered up the canyon face on either side of them. All the doors were shut and no lights shone from the windows, for everyone was at the procession grounds. Even those who had no children of age were there to see which younglings would be chosen. There were five dragons who were of age and would be in the procession this winter. With that many dragons available, the children were hopeful, though, they all knew that the dragons did not have to pick a youngling each year. There were two dragons that had seen as many winters as Ruskya and Duskya who had not yet selected any rider. They had been part of the procession for the last eight winters and while many believed they would never choose riders, others thought that they were waiting for just the right younglings.

The twins soon found themselves at the procession grounds. The crowd was not as thick as one would expect, for many people were looking down from their windows or rooftops, two to four stories above the canyon floor, to get a better view. Yet because the canyon bottled down before opening into a bowl at the procession grounds, there was still a press of people to move through. Duskya took the lead and started to push her way closer to the front where they could see. As she pushed past one adult, he grabbed her by the shoulder and turned her around.

“Look here,” he started to scold and then stopped. “Duskya and Ruskya!” he exclaimed. “Why are you not up there yet? Come with me. There are two dragons that have not decided on a youngling and will not go away. It is as if they are waiting for some more younglings to materialize. The rider is trying to tell them that there are no more choices. He will be surprised to see you two.”

The man started to clear the way to the front with shouts of “clear the way, prospective dragon riders coming through.” Duskya could tell that her brother wanted to hide and run. He hated this type of attention, but she basked in it. Neither of the two really thought for a moment that anything would happen when they reached the front, but Duskya felt proud and important. At least for a little while, she could let the dream be real. With the man’s help, they were soon up front. There he stopped and pushed the younglings forward. They had to walk the rest of the way on their own.
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The twins both halted for a heartbeat while they realized the enormousness of the moment. Before them was a line of younglings, all who had seen ten winters, and in front of them, where the ground sloped into a bowl out of the twin’s view, were the hatchlings. Suddenly, Ruskya heard a male voice call to him.

“Ruskya, come. I have been waiting for you. Please, come forward.”

Ruskya looked around and couldn’t see who was talking, but the voice was a calm comfort that seemed to give him the courage to take Duskya’s hand and move forward to the line of younglings.

“Ruskya, thank you. You cannot imagine how long it has seemed as my sister and I have waited for you and your sister.”

“You have a sister, too?”

“I do, and soon you will meet her, but first you must come join the other younglings.”

As the voice spoke, Ruskya and Duskya arrived at the line. Ruskya looked around but still couldn’t seem to see who was talking to him. Then he looked forward and caught sight of the dragons. His breath caught in his throat, and his heart seemed to skip a beat.

Standing before him were three dragons. One seemed enormous—a royal blue dragon with a solemn rider sitting atop him, surveying the scene. The other two were large but not as big, and blue, but of a lighter shade than the older and larger dragon. One was a pastel shade with streaks that looked like ice showing through. The other was the color of the sky with silver strokes spreading throughout its body. The two small dragons stepped forward. Just as Ruskya was about to step back, the voice called to him again.

“Ruskya, don’t be afraid. I want to meet you. Please, come forward.”

Ruskya paused, still looking around dazedly, and wondering where the voice was coming from, yet willing to go meet this person who could inspire courage in him. He took Duskya’s hand and stepped forward.

***
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The dragon rider surveyed the scene from the top of his perch on his dragon, the sunlight highlighting his sandy-blond hair. He had tried to talk sense into the two young dragons, but they had been insistent that there were more younglings to come. Then suddenly, two younglings appeared. They both wore the black wool of the procession, but each had a different shade of blue trim on their tunics. The boy wore a pastel color that matched the dragon Wyeth. The girl wore trim the color of the sky that was identical to the color of Wyeth’s sister, Wryn. He marveled that a mother would have chosen those colors for her children.

As he considered these things, he noticed the boy take the girl’s hand and step forward. The surprised look on the girl’s face caused the rider to look closer. What was happening here? Often after being chosen, a youngling would gain courage that wasn’t ordinarily there. Yet, this youngling had not been selected yet. Could that be what was going on now? Had Wyeth and Wryn known about these two younglings somehow? One never really knew with dragons, especially these two. He watched as the boy walked confidently up to Wyeth, paused, and then gave Wyeth’s leg a hug. The girl had let go of her brother’s hand and proceeded to give Wryn’s leg a hug.

“Well, Wyden,” the rider addressed his own dragon. “It looks like we’ve found our newest riders.”

“I sense something different about them,” Wyden responded.

Glendyn nodded as he urged his dragon forward and then called out to the people around, “Behold, the dragons have chosen. Blessed be those who were selected, and blessed be the village of their birth.”

The crowd gave the traditional response, “Blessed be the dragons and those who have been chosen,” and then slowly dispersed back to their abodes.

***
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Ruskya was oblivious to the others around him. He was simply basking in the sound of the dragon’s voice. He had just learned the creature’s name when a hand was placed on his shoulder. Ruskya looked up into the dragon rider’s face. Dark blue eyes gazed down at him from a severe fair-skinned face, examining him and weighing his worth. Ruskya at first felt shy and unworthy, and then he heard Wyeth give him encouragement. He was sure that the rider also heard the dragon’s words, but the rider didn’t respond. He continued to look at Ruskya, taking in his skinny form and short stature. Ruskya again sensed that he wasn’t worthy to be a rider, when a warm breath of air touched the nape of his neck, and he smelled rosemary and pine needles. He had smelled it many winters ago when his da was still around and he would sit on his lap. A part of him wondered who his da was—Ruskya didn’t even know his name, but the smell was enough to make him feel safe and secure. Ruskya straightened his back and took a step toward the dragon rider. He bowed to the man and then straightened, not waiting for the traditional response. He knew he was on equal footing with this rider, even though he was a youngling. The man’s face broke into a large, friendly smile relieving the severity that had been there before. He bowed in return and turned to Duskya.

Duskya came forward and immediately bowed to the rider. She, too, did not wait for him to bow before standing back up. She stared at him, taking in his gaze and seeming to give it right back. Ruskya was amazed at the forwardness of his sister. She always had been the courageous one, but this almost seemed rude. The rider, however, didn’t seem to mind. He allowed Duskya to weigh him. She sensed him reach out with some unnamed senses toward her. It was as if he was trying to see if she measured up. When both the young and old rider had finished weighing each other and seemed to find what they sought, the older one stepped back.

“May I introduce myself?” the rider queried. Upon receiving nods from both of the twins he continued. “My name is Glendyn. This is my dragon, Wyden.”

The two looked up at the royal blue dragon. He seemed enormous to them, especially compared to Wyeth and Wryn. Ruskya heard Duskya greet the dragon. If he hadn’t been looking directly at her, he would have sworn she had talked, but her lips did not move. He gazed at her in amazement, until he heard Wyeth call to him.

“Do not be surprised, or show your astonishment. You, too, can talk with me without using your voice. Try greeting Wyden. He is waiting for you. If you wait much longer, he may consider you just an ordinary youngling.”

Ruskya looked back at Wyeth, and upon receiving a slight nod from the dragon, he returned his gaze to Wyden and bowed. While he bowed he thought, “Greetings, honored dragon. May your flight be blessed.”

Wyden seemed pleased as he answered, “And you, respected rider. May your dragon bring you fortune.”

Ruskya stood up straight and looked at Wyden’s eyes. They seemed to sparkle. He also noticed they were the same color blue as Glendyn’s. Ruskya then remembered that the rider was still standing waiting for his attention. He turned around, coloring slightly.

“Honored rider, may your dragon bring you fortune,” Ruskya said with a slight bow. He saw the shock that quickly passed across Glendyn’s face before he could conceal it, and heard the chuckle of approval from Wyeth. He stood up taller.

“Well, I see you have been trained well, young one. Whom do I have the privilege of meeting?”

Duskya stepped forward, “Honored rider, I am Duskya, and this is my brother, Ruskya.”

After a slight pause during which he seemed to look more closely at them, Glendyn answered, “I am honored to meet such younglings. Will you please take me to your parents so that I can receive their consent?”

Duskya did not miss a beat before she answered, “Our father is no longer with us; it is just our mother, but come, I will take you to her.”

Ruskya called to Wyeth, “Will that be okay with you, Wyeth? I don’t want to leave you here alone.”

“Go on, young one,” Wyeth assured him. “I will be fine. Greet your mother for me; assure her I will take care of you.”

Ruskya smiled and turned to Duskya who also had paused before moving on. He nodded to her, and they moved out with Glendyn following.

***
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Glendyn noticed the icy blue sparkles that lingered on the boy. He still couldn’t believe that Wyeth had sprayed the boy with a small amount of dragon courage. Glendyn knew this was what had given the boy the nerve to step forward, but he still wondered about these two. Their names were familiar, and they knew the proper greeting of a dragon rider. Beyond that, their mother had known what colors to add to their processional tunics.

As they tread down the well-worn trail, Glendyn thought back to his own trip home to get his mother’s approval. He remembered the excitement and trepidation that accompanied it. He pondered the twins’ confidence and wondered what else was going on with these two young dragon riders. He again considered their names, but cast it aside as coincidence, although it would possibly explain how their mother knew what colors to use.

Before he knew it, they had stopped in front of a doorway. Glendyn looked around with shock and wonder. It had been a very long time since he had been here; Ardyn had been gone for seven winters. There was no reason for the family to still live here; yet doubt played through his mind, and he felt a nagging sense that fate was playing with him. He tried to ignore these feelings, and to convince himself that it had to be someone else’s home.

The girl pushed open the door and entered the small dwelling. She and the boy rushed to their mother and started to tell their tale. Glendyn distracted himself with the simple surroundings and avoided looking at the mother, not wanting to believe that Ardyn’s twins were the riders that Wyeth and Wryn had chosen. He saw a typical canyon home with dining and cooking areas close to each other and a large hearth with a fire blazing on it, a living area farther back, and a bedroom off to one side. A ladder at the back of the abode led up to a loft. Finally, he heard the voice he had not heard in seven winters give commands to the children.

“All right, go upstairs and gather your things into two piles on the bed. You don’t need to worry about tunics or trousers, but underthings, and anything that you want to remind you of home. I will go through it all and put it into a rucksack for you. Now, go on.”

She patted them both on the head and pushed them toward the ladder. Then she turned and pulled the iron that held the kettle out of the fire. With practiced ease, she reached up into the familiar nook and withdrew a mug and a small tin, from which she gathered some tea leaves and dropped them into the mug. Motioning for Glendyn to sit down at the table, she poured water into the mug and set it in front of him along with a crock of sugar, then sat down herself at the other side of the small table.

They both sat in silence for a few minutes, listening to the twins chattering upstairs. The smell of the tea transported Glendyn to a time he had thought lost forever. He marveled at fate. How did the dragons know that Ardyn’s younglings would be there today? How did they know to wait? How did Ardyn’s widow know which colors to add to the trim of the tunics? Glendyn shook his head. There was no way of knowing. He looked up into her pale blue eyes and saw the pain that had been hidden along with the hope.

“Meredyth,” Glendyn spoke in a whisper, emotion choking his voice, “I will fully understand if you decline the honor—” he began, but Meredyth cut him short.

“No, Glendyn,” she whispered, “I accept with joy the honor of dragon riders in my family. Even though my husband cannot join in the joy, it was his hope that both of the twins would be chosen as riders.”

Glendyn nodded. He knew of Ardyn’s wild dreams, but it seemed as if those dreams were coming true before his eyes. If only Ardyn could be here to see it. Glendyn blinked the moisture from his eyes and looked at Meredyth.

“I will take responsibility for them as if they were my own,” he pledged. At Meredyth’s look of surprise, he added, “I vow it. Upon Wyden, my dragon, I will do all in my power to train your children to be the best dragon riders they can be. They will bring honor to the memory of their father.”

Meredyth reached for Glendyn’s hand and squeezed it, unable to say anything through the tears streaming down her cheeks. She nodded at him, then released his hand and stood. Wiping her cheeks with her apron, she headed up the ladder to sort her younglings’ belongings.

Glendyn sat and stared into the fire. “Wyden,” he called to his dragon, “I don’t know if it was a good thing or not, but I just swore to protect these two.”

“It was a good thing,” the dragon’s gravelly voice came to him. “They are different than most younglings. They were already communicating between each other and their dragons.”

“They were?” Glendyn said with surprise. “How did they do that?”

“I am not sure. The girl and Wryn had it figured out before the boy, but the boy caught on without any training. The girl spoke to me, and he heard and wondered. Wyeth explained that he could do so also. He greeted me in the traditional way. Who are they?”

“Their father has been gone a long time from among the riders. His name was Ardyn.”

“Ardyn,” Wyden seemed to mull the name through his mind. “That would explain a lot.”

Glendyn didn’t need to say anything else. He gazed into the fire until Meredyth returned with the twins. He stood, and she started to speak.

“Honored rider, I entrust you with the training and upbringing of my younglings,” her soft familiar voice repeated the traditional greeting. “May they fly true and brave.”

Glendyn admired her courage and replied, “Respected mother, I will endeavor to bring them up and to train them to be honored riders. May your home know peace and fulfillment from your sacrifice. I will keep my promise,” he added, and received a warm smile of thanks from Meredyth, her pale gray eyes moist with unshed tears. He turned and added, “Come, younglings, you have a lot to learn. I hear you are already learning many things. I believe great things are in store for you both.”

After the twins received a final hug from their mother, he led them from their home and into their new lives as dragon riders.
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Chapter 1: A New Rider
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“Come on, Duskya,” Ruskya called to his twin through the mind link they shared. “I’ll race you back to the canyon, and this time Wyeth and I will win!”

“Yeah, right, brother,” Duskya responded, as her dark hair blew in the wind behind her. She refused to cut it short or tie it back as was the custom of female riders. She loved to let it whip in her face. If she couldn’t see, she would let Wryn see for her, or use her senses from the dragon bond to find danger around them.

“There’s no way that you can win. Wryn is just faster. We ride as one when I shut my eyes.”

“Sure you do, but I also can do that. Glendyn has taught me just as well as you these past fifteen winters.”

“Yes, but Wryn’s faster.”

“Well, then maybe we will have to find an advantage and take it,” Ruskya replied with a laugh as he felt the wind pick up under Wyeth’s wings. He focused to block his sister out of his thoughts and urged his dragon to catch the updraft. The dragon responded in kind, and soon they were soaring over the desert floor. The sagebrush and rocks below were unrecognizable lumps of brown and green. When the updraft petered out, Ruskya shielded his thoughts again from his sister and, using dragon senses, searched for another air advantage for Wyeth. Duskya had been correct in assessing that Wryn was faster. Just as Duskya was larger than Ruskya, Wyeth was smaller than his sister. The shorter wingspan made for slower flying, so Ruskya had to find other advantages that his twin didn’t even bother to look for. Finding what he was seeking, Ruskya guided Wyeth down. As if on a wild roller coaster ride, the dragon dropped lower, and with a cry of glee, Ruskya guided Wyeth to the canyon floor before Wryn.

“See, sister? I can do it! I don’t need to have the faster dragon in order to beat you,” Ruskya called in triumph so all could hear.

Duskya brought Wryn in for a graceful landing. As she dismounted, she bowed to her brother, “Honored rider,” she exclaimed, “you have bested me.”

Ruskya beamed at his sister. “Honored rider, you honor me in allowing me to best you.”

A rush of surprise swept through the other riders, who had gathered to see the twins land. It was rare for a rider to admit defeat, and to have that admission turned back on the rider as a compliment was even rarer. Even after fifteen winters, the dragon riders still were unsure about these twins. They were different from the others. As younglings, they had seemed more advanced than other riders their age. They were friendly enough, but very private; they rarely allowed others into their conversations. It also didn’t help that Glendyn had shown special attention in training them. While they seemed to fit in better with the older riders, the older riders didn’t exactly want younglings as best friends.

A cheer went up from the young riders who had gathered. The twins bowed and dismissed Wyeth and Wryn to their perches up in the crags then headed to their rooms. On the way, a youngling who had been in the colony just two winters approached the twins.

“Honored riders,” he interrupted them and paused to think of the proper wording, “Respected rider, Glendyn, requests your presence for the evening meal. He has returned from the procession with a single youngling.”

“Thank you, youngling. It looks like you may have someone to keep you company,” Duskya answered. “Tell the honored rider that we will join him and the new youngling.”

Ruskya hid a smile at the attempted traditional responses the youngling had used. He remembered what it was like to be a youngling, but he couldn’t relate to how these newer ones couldn’t seem to keep the responses straight. He knew that Glendyn had been concerned about the dwindling number of younglings, a by-product of the fact that the dragons were not hatching as regularly. The winter the twins were chosen was the last winter where five younglings had joined the dragon rider colony. In the winters since, only five riders had been chosen altogether. Glendyn wasn’t the oldest rider, but he was in charge of training the younglings. With fewer younglings to train, there was less for him to do.

––––––––
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The twins showed up a bit early at Glendyn’s that evening. The older man met them at the door and invited them into the cooking area.

“Welcome, honored riders,” he greeted them.

“And you, honored rider,” Duskya responded. “May your dragon have flown straight and true today.”

Glendyn smiled, “I came back with a youngling for our one dragon. That is always a good day.” He paused, and then switched gears. “I’ve been thinking. I can’t explain why, but I think it’s important that you two keep working on trying to communicate with other humans the way you communicate with each other.”

“Glendyn, I don’t understand,” Duskya said, her silvery eyes flashing with impatience. “We have tried this before, and it seems to only work with us.”

“I know, young one, but please keep trying. Maybe if you try again, it will work. Just humor an old rider on this.”

“We can only keep trying, Glendyn,” Ruskya said, running his hand through his blond hair. “So, does this youngling show promise?

“I can say that he reminds me of one of the more promising younglings we had several winters ago,” Glendyn answered, with a twinkle in his royal blue eyes.

“So the youngling’s a boy,” Duskya commented as she brushed a stray strand of dark hair behind an ear.

“Yes, you will meet him shortly. I had Coryn take the boy to get his garb. I thought that after dinner, Ruskya could escort him to his quarters.”

“Certainly, Glendyn,” the young rider replied.

A knock at the door interrupted any further conversation. Glendyn answered the door and returned with a skinny towheaded boy. Underneath his obvious timidity seemed to lurk a courage that could be teased out. Ruskya was surprised to see that the boy reminded him of himself as a youngling. Could Glendyn have been giving him a compliment?

“Respected rider,” Glendyn started, “I present to you Honored Riders Duskya and Ruskya.”

The boy stepped forward and greeted Duskya, “It is an honor to meet you,” the youngling paused trying to find the right words. Ruskya thought, “honored rider” toward the boy. The boy finished with a sheepish, “honored rider.”

Duskya stepped forward and observed the boy. Ruskya could feel her trying to use her dragon senses to test the boy’s character. The youngling stood there looking back at her. Ruskya was amazed and wondered where the boy was gaining his courage.

When Duskya was done, she bowed to the youngling and said, “The honor was mine, respected rider, may your dragon fly true.”

“Thank you, honored rider,” the youngling replied.

Ruskya thought toward the boy, “May your dragon fly true,” but the boy did not respond.

Now it was Ruskya’s turn to examine the boy and see why the dragon had chosen him. He had done this before, and each time he had seen different qualities in the riders. This, however, was the first that he had been impressed before the examination.

Ruskya stepped forward and looked the boy in the eyes. The youngling’s sincere green eyes met his gaze. Ruskya first tried his dragon senses, and he saw what he had expected: a timid, yet willing-to-be brave young lad who seemed to be trained in courtesy. He decided to do as Glendyn had suggested and reached out toward the boy with his thoughts. He didn’t expect anything to happen, so when he saw a glow emanating from the youngling, creating a halo effect, he thought it was from the fire behind the boy.

He stepped back, bowed and said, “It was an honor to meet you, respected rider. May your dragon fly true.”

As the boy started to reply, Ruskya thought the correct answer toward him.

“May your dragon fly true,” the youngling replied.

Ruskya felt his sister’s surprise that the youngling had caught on so quickly when he had just stumbled over his reply to her. Ruskya smiled assurance at the boy.

Glendyn stepped forward and continued the introductions. “Honored Riders Duskya and Ruskya, I present to you respected rider, Kyn. May your dragons fly true.”

All three replied, “May your dragon fly true.”

Glendyn led them over to the table, where they sat down. He served the meal of roast lamb, rolls, greens with dressing, and goat’s milk. Each procession day the riders celebrated with lamb. The new youngling would have a small meal with Glendyn and a select few riders that the older man chose. The other riders would celebrate in their own way together. Often it would be enough to overwhelm a young one who had just been uprooted from his or her home.

As they ate, Glendyn and Duskya asked questions, and Kyn talked about his home. He was the youngest of five children. His parents owned a store where the villagers could trade for things they could not make on their own. While they talked, Ruskya just listened. He liked the youngling’s voice. It had a soothing manner to it. Ruskya thought it would be good for calming a dragon or any other animal in distress.

Toward the end of the meal, Ruskya decided to do as Glendyn had suggested. He reached out and focused his thoughts toward his mentor. With a shock, he immediately saw his own father sitting beside a fire warming his hands. Duskya felt the shock wave also and sent a query mentally toward him.

“I’m fine,” he responded, then tried again.

This time he was ready for the image of his father. He heard Glendyn say, “But what happens if the dragons disappear? Won’t the villagers revolt?”

“No, Glendyn,” Ruskya’s father replied, “I think they will be relieved. Although it is my heart’s desire that the twins become riders, when I see them in Meredyth’s arms, I wonder if I can truly tear them away from her like that.”

“Ruskya!” Duskya’s insistent voice in his head blended with Glendyn’s spoken voice. “Are you okay?” she added.

“Ruskya, did you not hear what I said?” Glendyn asked.

“I am sorry, honored rider,” Ruskya replied with a flush. “I missed that.”

“It’s all right.” Glendyn’s dark eyes regarded his young friend. “I just asked if you would take on the responsibility of training respected rider, Kyn.”

Ruskya was shocked. Him? Train another rider? He would be honored, but was he ready? He knew the response was up to him. He cleared his head and his throat and replied, “The honor would be mine, honored rider. I will train this youngling in the art of dragon riding, and all the duties and responsibilities that it entails. This I vow by Wyeth, my dragon.”

Glendyn answered, “I hear your vow. Respected rider, Kyn, do you accept the training offered by Honored Rider Ruskya?”

Kyn timidly replied, “I do. This I vow by Wylen, my dragon.”

“Good job, Kyn,” Ruskya thought toward the boy.

“Honored Rider Ruskya, I hold you responsible for the training of this youngling. May your dragon fly true and straight in this endeavor. I understand, because of your close relationship with your sister, that she will be an intricate part of this youngling’s training. I trust both of your judgment to train him well. If you have any questions, please come to me. Now, it is time to send you all off to bed. It has been a long day for both youngling and honored rider. I bid you all good night.”

“Duskya, can you take Kyn home? I need to talk with Glendyn,” Ruskya thought toward his sister. “I’ll explain later.”

“Good eve, honored rider,” Kyn bade their host. “May your rest be with peace this night.”

“And you, youngling,” Glendyn responded.

Ruskya waited until his sister and Kyn had gone. “Glendyn, may I come back and talk with you tonight? I will explain why I did not hear your request the first time. Will that be okay? I can’t guarantee how much later it will be because I will have to get Kyn settled. Would it be okay for him to stay with me for now?”

Glendyn smiled. “Yes to both of your questions. I knew there was something, but it was not the time to talk about it with the youngling present. I also think it is best for him to stay with you since there are no other younglings for him to interact with. Now, go on and return as soon as you think it wise.”

“Thank you, honored rider,” Ruskya replied in all seriousness. He truly did look up to Glendyn and value his advice. Even if he was shocked that Glendyn knew his father. Why hadn’t his friend and mentor told him?

“Wyeth,” Ruskya called, “did you follow all that happened?”

“No, I just know you are confused. Let me see your memories, and I will know. I cannot guarantee that I will know how to advise you, though.”

“Before I do that, would you be willing to breathe dragon courage on Kyn? Glendyn asked me to train him. I think it would help him. I know it wouldn’t be the same as it would be from his own dragon, but I don’t think Wylen is old enough.”

“You are right. I will try. I don’t think it would hurt to try. Now, let me see your memories.”

With that, Ruskya gave Wyeth free rein of his thoughts and memories of the night. Soon the dragon knew what all had happened, and Ruskya had joined his sister and the youngling.

“Thank you, Duskya for escorting our youngling for me,” Ruskya said.

“It was an honor, brother. I will bid you both good eve. May your rest be with peace this night.”

“And to you,” Ruskya and Kyn replied. Duskya bowed and entered her abode.

The twins had chosen dwellings away from the main hustle and bustle of the rider colony. They enjoyed being closer to their dragons. It also meant they were not too far away from Glendyn. Ruskya escorted Kyn on toward his home.

“You will be staying with me, youngling. Does that sound okay with you?” Ruskya asked.

“I am honored, honored rider,” Kyn replied.

“Now, let’s get this figured out. If I am to train you, then you will be around me for most of the day. I’d get tired of hearing “honored rider” all day long, and I think you would get tired of saying it. So, why not settle for this: while we are alone, you can just call me Ruskya, but when we are in public or with someone other than Duskya, then you will address me as “honored rider.” Does that sound reasonable?”

“Yes, honored—I mean—Ruskya. I’ll do my best to learn from you.”

“Good. The first thing I would like to do is for you to meet Wyeth. Go ahead and leave your pack here at the entrance to my abode. We will walk on down a ways. There is a place where I enjoy meeting and talking with my dragon before going to bed. If you wish to make a habit of doing the same, there is room for Wylen, also.”

They walked down the canyon enjoying the star-filled sky. Ruskya felt the nip of winter frost in the air, but both riders had furs wrapped around them that kept them snug and warm. Soon they came to a small side canyon, which had a log off to the side. Ruskya motioned for Kyn to sit down and then joined the boy, noticing the moonlight glinting off his light hair.

“You told me about your family at supper, but is there anything else you wish to share tonight?” Ruskya asked as he took a breath and smelled the warm aroma of rosemary and pine needles. He glanced over in time to see the icy blue sparkles land on the young one.

The boy tried to catch a few sparkles in his hand. He gazed down at them in wonder. Then he said, “You probably should know that I’m not a true youngling. I know that Honored Rider Glendyn knows, but you need to also. If you don’t want to train me, I’ll understand.”

Ruskya looked at the boy in wonder. “What do you mean, you aren’t a true youngling?”

“The procession was different this year. No younglings of ten winters came forward for the procession. The dragon rider then called for those who had seen eleven winters, but there were none to be found. Finally, a call went out to any of twelve winters to come. I came. My friend and I were in the procession two winters ago, and we were both passed up. This time, Wylen chose me. I don’t know if that makes me a true rider or not.”

Ruskya paused before answering, “Kyn, you are a rider not because of your age, but because of your dragon. Your dragon chose you. I do not understand why there were no younglings of the appropriate age for the procession, but your dragon chose you. That makes you a respected rider. Come six winters, you will be an honored rider. Never doubt that.”

“Yes, honored rider,” Kyn responded. “I can tell you why there were no younglings the right age. With the dwindling of dragons, the villagers have started to talk. The first winter, they were reluctant and yet hopeful that no younglings would have to leave the village and their families. Then, last winter, a man with strange-colored eyes came to the village. He started to speak against the dragon riders of Three Spans Canyon. He said that there are dragons throughout the world, and the riders were just keeping the dragons for themselves. He claimed to have proof, but I didn’t see it or hear what it was. The villagers decided that they would sit back and wait. There were mixed emotions when the procession was mentioned this winter. Some, like my parents, said that it was a good thing. They thought that dragons were peace-keepers who make us better people. Others thought it was just the way of the dragon riders to steal our children. Since riders don’t really come back to the village that often, there are rumors of what happens to the younglings.”

Kyn fell silent, and Ruskya weighed the youngling’s words. They felt true. He realized that as the only son of the merchant, Kyn would have had the opportunity to sit and listen to the village gossip. Ruskya was impressed with the youngling’s ability to distill the information gleaned over a winter and put it in such a concise way.

Ruskya patted the youngling’s knee. “Well, it’s been a long day. It’s time to head to bed. Why don’t you call Wylen and tell him good eve.”

“Wylen,” Kyn called in a voice loud enough to wake the dead.

Ruskya cringed at the sound. It was a good thing his abode was away from the other riders, who were most likely still celebrating the new rider. Ruskya grinned; would they celebrate so much if they saw this?

As Kyn opened his mouth to call again, Ruskya stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “Not like that. Like this.”

Ruskya mentally called Wyeth. Wyeth landed agilely in front of the two riders. The youngling’s mouth dropped open.

“How did you do that?”

“Just picture your dragon. Then mentally call to him. You will get the hang of it. Try and see what you can do.”

Ruskya watched the young one’s face as he tried to call his dragon. Shortly there after, a grayish blue dragon appeared at their feet. He was small, but no smaller than a dragon of two winters generally was. Ruskya had seen Wylen before, but now he weighed him with his dragon senses.

The dragon called to him, “Honored rider, may your dragon fly true.”

“Respected dragon,” Ruskya said out loud for the youngling’s benefit, “may you fly true. I have asked your rider to call you so that he can start practicing communication skills with you. You also need to learn to hear his voice among all others. Be attuned to him. In time, it will be second nature. Until then, work on it daily.”

Turning to Kyn he added, “Youngling, practice talking to Wylen. Tell him about things around you. Learn to share your thoughts with him. In time, you will have dragon sense. Now, I must bid you all good eve. Kyn, let me show you to your bed.”

Mentally he bade Wyeth good night and thought toward Kyn, “You will do just fine, youngling.”

Kyn paused in hugging Wylen and looked over at Ruskya, “Did you say something, rider?”

Ruskya paused and looked at the boy before answering, “No, I didn’t, but come, it’s time for bed.”

***
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Not more than a quarter of a glass later, Ruskya stood outside Glendyn’s abode. He wondered what would happen if he tried again to see what the older rider was seeing. He envisioned Glendyn sitting in his favorite chair, the firelight glinting off his hair making it look the color of roasted nuts. Almost immediately, he saw instead his old abode where he had grown up. His mother was busy in front of the fire preparing tea. She looked the same as the day he had left her. When she had fixed a cup, she came and sat down at the table.

Glendyn’s voice broke the silence, “Meredyth, I will fully understand if you decline the honor.”

Ruskya’s mother cut in telling Glendyn that she fully accepted the honor. She mentioned his father and how he had dreamed that the twins would be riders. The image seemed to swim for a moment and then steadied. Glendyn’s voice came again.

“I will take responsibility for them as if they were my own,” he pledged.

Ruskya gasped as he heard the vow that Glendyn had made to train the twins to be the best dragon riders they could be and to act as a father to them. The image faded from Ruskya’s mind. He stood there dazed. That explained Glendyn’s ardent faithfulness in both training and in being there for the twins. Ruskya remembered how he and his sister often wished they didn’t have the rider’s favor, for with the favor came responsibilities. Now, it made sense, and yet it didn’t. How did Glendyn know his mother, and what did Ardyn have to do with his family? If no one in the family had been a rider, why had his father smelled of dragon fire? It didn’t make sense. Ruskya shivered in the cold. The nights in the canyon were getting below freezing. If Ruskya didn’t go inside soon, he would be freezing also. He decided to try one last thing.

Mentally, he called, “Glendyn, I am here.” After a pause, he tried again. After the third call, he was ready to knock when Glendyn opened the door to Ruskya’s upraised hand.

“Ah, Ruskya. I see I was able to foretell when you came.” Ruskya hid a smile and let Glendyn think as he might.

“I got the youngling settled. He has potential, as you thought. He told me some interesting things about the villagers. He also said that he isn’t a proper youngling.”

“Yes, that is so. It was quite strange today. I wasn’t able to inquire after the procession. I saw your mother beforehand, though. She sends you greetings.”

Ruskya nodded. How should he ask Glendyn about what he saw? He was at a loss.

“What is troubling you, young one?” Glendyn asked using the affectionate term he had so often used with the twins.

Ruskya took a breath and began, “I did as you asked and probed you like I have probed Duskya.”

When he didn’t continue, Glendyn asked, “And what happened?”

“Glendyn, did you know my father?” Ruskya blurted out.

“Of course, I did,” Glendyn answered confused. “I thought you knew that. We have talked of your father often.” At Ruskya’s blank stare, Glendyn continued, “We have talked of Ardyn many times and his strange thoughts for dragon riders. I have tried to follow his ideas as best I could.”

Ruskya stumbled over the name, “Ardyn. Ardyn was my father?”

Glendyn stared at the young rider. “Yes, didn’t you know that?”

“I never knew my father’s name. I know what he looked like and smelled like. I never thought it important to know his name.”

The older rider stepped toward the younger and placed his arm around Ruskya’s shoulders. “Yes, your father was Ardyn, the man in charge of breeding the dragons. There was none like him
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