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      This book features a main character who is neurodivergent. I based her traits off of my own particular brand of sensory-avoidant autism. However, everyone’s experience of autism and other neurodivergent characteristics are different, and this book should not be taken as a complete or exact depiction of everyone’s experience.

      This book also contains instances of discrimination based on neurodivergence and, in the case of dragons, breed. The characters do resolve these issues on page. The instances of ableism are based on personal experience.
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      On the one day I needed to not be late, I was. Normally, my routine and internal clock were so in tune that I never needed to worry about waking up on time; I would rise with the dawn no matter the weather, no matter if I could see the sun. Last night, though, I had been too energised to sleep properly and now I was late.

      Cursing, I shoved my legs into my new blue breeches, pulled my new blue tunic over her head, cinched a belt with my money pouch at my waist and yanked my boots on. I tugged my muddy brown hair into a long braid and hastily scrubbed my tan, freckled face in the washbasin before running from my room without a second glance.

      I’d probably forgotten something.

      A moment later, cursing again, I was back to snatch the heavy letter from its place on my dresser before darting out again. I skipped around my sister Carmen’s youngest child, a boy of two, and waved a frantic hand at my mother, father, and grandmother, who were all gathered in the kitchen over the wood stove, waiting for the chicory to brew.

      “Ay, Kayleigh, what are you⁠—”

      “Sorry, Mami, I’m late!”

      I ignored the shouts that rang after me and ran for the door, leaping across the threshold and into the morning light. The sun was barely up over the horizon, leaving the landscape shrouded in mist, the trees and fields a green haze through it all. I ignored it all, ignored the beauty of the farm, the smell of the cows, the huff of the Grimble, the herding dragon, as I bounded past. I just ran.

      I should have stayed the night in town, I grumbled to myself, already lengthening my stride and slowing my breath so that I could maintain the pace. Years of practise, of training, of obsessing over maps and routes and roads had led to this one thing. I was going to be a courier, and I was fast enough to be the best.

      If I made it in time.

      Ilisar rose up before me, the city a mass of stucco-and-stone buildings at the convergence of the two rivers. My family farm was located just outside the low walls that made up the boundaries of the city, so I’d been given special dispensation by the Courier Guild to stay there rather than in the city, provided I made it to work every day on time.

      Today was my first day and already I was behind schedule.

      I dodged wagons pulled by horses whose breath fogged. I leaped around merchants bringing in their wares for the covered market in the centre of the city. I shouted apologies to the two guard dragons who lounged on either side of the road into the city, their startled growls nearly making me stop and introduce myself properly. But, no, I had to be at the Guild Hall by the second bell of the day, which was set to go off any minute now.

      I dug my feet into the hard-packed road and ran.

      The Courier Guild Hall was situated at the eastern edge of the city, right beside a massive clearing bounded on one side by a large hill and the other by the river. It was a large complex, responsible for sorting the post, determining whether it went by foot courier, horse, or dragon, then assigning it to a courier and sending it out. There were stables with a veritable fleet of horses for swift delivery, and the hill had enough holes in it to house the dragons who had offered their service to the Guild.

      I didn’t care about the dragons or the horses. I wanted to run.

      My whole life, I’d been running. Seeing the world as quickly as I could. Feeling the wind on my face. The joy of movement. I ran barefoot around my family’s dairy farm since I could walk, racing from place to place, delivering messages from my father to my mother or my grandfather to my grandmother. My sister had been the proper one, the one happy to learn manners and graces and the things that made her welcome in any drawing room, all of which felt like grand mysteries to me. Instead, I’d poured over maps and memorised the details of the capital of Synval, noting alleys and thoroughfares, shops and residences. I could name any cross street in Ilisar, and all I’d ever wanted to do was trace the lines of those maps myself. To run those streets, delivering messages, packages, anything.

      I had taken the Courier entrance exam two weeks ago and qualified, much to my father’s delight and my mother’s chagrin. Now, I was adorned in Courier blue and ready to get my assignment.

      I slid onto the field outside the Hall just as the second bell of the day rang. There were about twenty other people there, and they all turned to look at me as I stopped, chest heaving. A group nearest the grassy field snickered, their leader a red-haired woman whose startled smirk only made her more striking.

      “Glad you could join us,” she said. I wasn’t sure if she was being sarcastic, so I said nothing, only smiled. I was still catching my breath, I told myself. I wasn’t being rude by ignoring the woman.

      The group ranged outside the Hall were all wearing the blue tunic and breeches of the Couriers, all without the patches on the shoulder to denote what section they were in. New recruits, then. I was surprised at how many there were, and only about five were my age, twenty-two, the youngest the Guild allowed. The rest were older, some by ten years, some by more, some with brown skin, some with cream, the rest somewhere in between, though the mix of genders was fairly even.

      I considered approaching a small group of people to see about checking in—or at least pretending to be sociable since people seemed to like me better when I pretended—when something flashed past my face, a blur of blue and heat and wings. I gasped and flinched backwards, bringing my hands up to protect my head. In turn, the small harrier dragon, no bigger than a kestrel, pulled back and hissed, claws raised.

      “Windcatcher!” A man, about my age or a little older, ran in front of me, holding his hands up as he faced the dragon. He was dark-skinned, with brown hair that was nearly black, and rich, intense brown eyes. Handsome, if you were the sort to notice that type of thing. Which I wasn’t. He flicked those eyes to me for a moment, assessing me, before he turned back to the dragon. I was surely about to combust with embarrassment, having such a reaction to a dragon. “You know you cannot simply fly off like that. Especially on today of all days.”

      The little dragon—Windcatcher—hovered in midair, her amber eyes whirling. Her blue hide was nearly the same colour as the courier tunic, and when she landed on her keeper’s shoulder, she almost disappeared. Only the snaking of her neck and the twitch of her tail betrayed her.

      “You have a dragon!” I blurted out. I winced. “Sorry. It’s just⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about it,” the man said, smiling that polite smile people—not me—seemed to throw about so easily. He shifted his shoulders so that the little harrier dragon could stretch her neck and sniff at me. “This is Windcatcher. She’s nonverbal, but very friendly. She doesn’t normally fly into people, but today is…a special occasion. I’m Andrés Mierza.”

      “Kayleigh Espinosa.” I shifted my weight, not quite able to take my eyes from Windcatcher. “Nice to meet you.”

      Andrés’s expression softened a touch. “Would you like to pet her?”

      “Oh!” I blinked and pulled back, not quite sure when I’d leaned forwards to peer at the little dragon. I’d seen harrier dragons before, but I’d never been close enough to touch one. Most of my family’s dragons were watch dragons, though there was also old Grimble, the herding dragon who managed the cows. They all tolerated me, but hated when I interrupted their work to ask questions about their scales or wings or what they liked to do when they weren’t working. And they really hated my running about.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, lifting a hand. Windcatcher extended her head and preened as I scratched her chin. Her horns were sharp, but her hide was as soft as kid leather. “A pleasure to meet you, Windcatcher. You are a beautiful thing, aren’t you?”

      The little dragon bobbed her head and Andrés waited with a quiet smile. He watched me a little too intently. I felt my face heat under his scrutiny and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. When were we going to check in and get our assignments? Or, really, how much small talk would I have to maintain with the intense dragon keeper before I was deliberately set aside?

      “Are you hoping to be stationed as a dragon rider?” Andrés asked. There was something about the way he asked that had me shifting my attention from the harrier dragon to her keeper, my own too-observant eyes taking in every detail. The tense hold of his shoulders. The shining new boots. The flicker in his eyes that was too intent to be mere curiosity. The smile he wore, though, was perfectly natural to my eyes. I blinked and tried to flash a smile of my own.

      “A rider?” I shook my head, realising he’d asked a question. “I want to be a foot messenger. I like to run.”

      Andrés nodded. “I can tell, the way you ran in here this morning.”

      I knew I was blushing furiously now. My attention slipped to the grass, the Guild hall, the other people lingering about. Anything to keep the prickling stare of Andrés off of me. I wondered again when the Guild official was to come and give out assignments. The second bell had rung, and it had surely been at least ten minutes. No one else seemed to be restless, though. At least not like me, unable to keep my excited—and probably nervous—energy in check, my fingers tapping on my thigh. Even the mysterious Andrés Mierza seemed perfectly at ease, content to watch and wait.

      The red-haired woman caught my eye, smirking as she looked me over from head to toe in the way of predator sizing up prey. Her smirk deepened as she noticed my attention.

      They knew. Somehow, they knew I was different. They always seemed to know. I’d barely even been at the Guild for ten minutes and they already knew. I was sure of it. And here I’d thought people wouldn’t notice or care when I got away from my farm. I bit my lip, forcing my hands to still, my expression smoothing into practised neutrality. I pulled back from Windcatcher and Andrés, who was watching the other woman with a slight frown. He opened his mouth to say something—to the woman or to me, I didn’t know—but before he could, four Couriers walked out from the white stone building of the hall and onto the field.

      Thank goodness.

      “Good morning, recruits,” the eldest said, a man of about sixty, his grey hair braided over one shoulder, a patch on his shoulder indicating he was in the administration branch of the Guild. The three stripes beneath the patch had me forgetting my awkwardness of a moment ago. He was a Guild leader.

      He controlled my fate.

      The three other couriers carried two small tables and a writing desk, soon neatly set up so that assignments could be written down and given. I watched them intently, heart in my throat. Too intently, it would seem.

      “Are you alright, Kayleigh?” Andrés asked, Windcatcher tilting her head.

      I coughed and nodded, staring at the ground. “Just excited.”

      “Perfectly understanda⁠—”

      Thud. Thud. Thud.

      Wind stirred up the field, whipping my braid through the air and making some of the other recruits shield their eyes. The Guild leader just sighed and held down the stack of paper that he had been sifting through, not bothering to look up. The sky darkened for a moment, then several shadows appeared and descended.

      Courier dragons.

      They were nearly twice the size of the draft horses that Papi kept on the farm for heavy work. Lean, shaped with smooth lines and graceful curves, they had long wings that were designed to carry them great distances without strain. Their tails were twice their body length and had tufts of fur at the ends. Their scales gleamed in the morning light as though they’d been freshly polished. They were, in a word, magnificent.

      Andrés’ breath hitched beside me. I saw the gleam of eagerness, excitement in his eyes. Even I was not immune to the awe of seeing the graceful dragons descending.

      A courier wearing blue leathers leaped off the back of a forest green dragon slightly larger than the others and with longer horns, striding over to the Guild leader. “Sorry I’m late,” he said, pulling off his cap to reveal muddy blonde hair. I had never been a good judge of age, but I would have guessed he was in his forties, care-lines worn at the edges of his eyes.

      “What are the dragons doing here? We haven’t been given assignments yet,” I whispered to Andrés. He leaned in a little closer, but his eyes were watching the dragons.

      “The courier dragons entering service have to choose their riders before any other assignments can be given out,” he murmured. “They get first pick of the recruits.”

      “Punctuality is a virtue, Rider Markham,” the Guild leader said to the courier dragon’s rider. “But now that you’re here, we might as well⁠—”

      Thud. Boom.

      This time, the shadow that descended was enough to blot out the sun as it rose over the horizon. It was at least four times the size of the other dragons, wings wide and powerful, scooping the air. There were gasps amongst the people on the field as they watched the dragon land.

      My heart leapt into her throat, though I wasn’t sure if it was from awe or fear.

      The dragon was massive, built for power rather than speed, his midnight blue scales gleaming with a silvery hue. His horns were sharp, serrated, and he had spikes all down his back except for the hollow between his long neck and shoulders where a rider would be expected to sit. His tail whipped side to side, showing off the blade-like spikes at the tip. His claws dug furrows in the ground without effort and there was a heat to his breath that had steam rising from his nostrils.

      That was not a courier dragon. Not a transport dragon, either, the larger cousins to the couriers who delivered parcels across Amontyr. No, this was a wardancer.
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      “Apologies, Master Templeton,” the terrifying dragon rumbled, inclining his head in a respectful nod. “I was unsure of where to be this morning.”

      “Seeing as you were only transferred two days ago to serve as a transport courier, I can understand the confusion,” the Guild leader—Templeton—said, his expression twisting from alarm to forced calm. The bead of sweat on his brow belied the self-assurance he feigned.

      Rider Markham clapped his hands together and his dragon snorted, adjusting her wings prettily. “Well, now that everyone’s here, shall we get started?”

      “By all means,” Templeton said wryly. He stepped forward and cleared his throat, pointedly turning his back on the wardancer. “Welcome, recruits. You have all been accepted into this noble and ancient chapter of the Guild of Messages, known to the world as Couriers. You are now responsible for delivering the post throughout the land of Amontyr, regardless of country or allegiance. You hold a sacred duty to see that messages and parcels get through, no matter the weather, the time, or the current political situation on the ground. Whether that be on foot here in Synval’s illustrious capital city, Ilisar, or by dragonback to the far reaches of the continent. You are neutral, you take no sides. Your only duty is to the messages you bear. Welcome, and may you prosper here.”

      There was a smattering of applause, which I was a heartbeat late in joining. Andrés straightened, a smile of excitement touching the corners of his mouth. Even the red-haired woman seemed eager. All eyes, though, kept darting to the wardancer, his amber eyes fixed on the proceedings with a look of distinct boredom.

      “Right!” Markham stepped forwards and his dragon joined him, lifting her head. “Before we get too far into divvying up assignments and sending you off to formal training, I ought to introduce myself. I am Rider Alistair Markham, and I am the training master for the Synval chapter of the Guild. We have training centres all over the continent, and you’ll likely see many of them before you’re ready to be sent off on your own. That is, if you are chosen to be a rider.”

      His dragon snaked her head forwards and nuzzled Markham before turning to the recruits. She shifted her wings, her green scales catching the light. “I am Guild Master Clover. Since I know your exams only covered the information lightly, I am going to go over it again. The dragons of the Guild of Messages are an elite group that serve all of Amontyr, unlike many of the other dragon services that are specific to each country.”

      Her eyes flicked to the larger wardancer, and she shifted, settling her forepaws neatly before her. “We are the ones who travel farthest and in times of most dire need. Because our service is so significant, we are granted with the choice of rider.”

      Her head swung to the red-haired woman, who immediately blanched and gulped, backing up slightly. “You have a question, Recruit?”

      “Anna Talbot, Lady Clover,” the woman said, voice quavering.

      The forest-green dragon sniffed. “The proper address for me is Courier Clover. A different status altogether. Certainly I have no idea why one would choose to be merely a lord or lady, but I digress. Your question, Recruit Talbot?”

      “I-I heard that dragons take riders for life…?” Anna said carefully.

      Clover snorted and pulled back, chortling. Markham stepped forwards and smiled gently at Anna, who was now flushing a bright red. The dragon spoke, “Most dragons do tend to work with their riders until they retire, but they can request a change if they feel the partnership is not suitable. Other services pair soulbonds, but the couriers do not⁠—”

      The wardancer growled out a single, sustained note, causing everyone on the field to freeze.

      He lowered his head so that one amber eye was level with Clover’s head. She rustled her wings again, this time obviously uncomfortable. I tried to remain as still as possible so as not to draw attention, but my hands were aching with the need to tap my fingers against my leg, to let loose some of the nerves bundled within me.

      I wouldn’t have to deal with dragons but rarely, I told myself. I was going to be a runner. A runner in Ilisar. I just needed to get through this morning and my formal training could begin. Yet my eyes would not leave the wardancer.

      “Very well. My apologies. Courier-bred dragons do not take soulbonds,” Clover said. The massive wardancer pulled his head back and went back to watching the proceedings with lidded eyes, looking bored once more. “Neither do transport dragons, mostly. Other breeds and backgrounds may be different. All of this will be covered in more detail if you are to join the rider service.”

      I suppressed a shudder, though if it was from excitement or fear, I didn’t know. Even Andrés seemed a little nervous, watching the massive dragon carefully. Windcatcher hid her head beneath his hair.

      “Anyways,” Clover said, flapping her wings a little, drawing everyone’s attention, “the dragons are going to choose their riders and then the rest of you will receive your assignments. And for those of you who joined the Guild purely to have a chance at being a rider, there is no guarantee of such things, so put the notion from your mind right now. We dragons have our own criteria for choosing our riders. Criteria we do not share.”

      Andrés cleared his throat and stared pointedly ahead, gaze blank. Several others, including Anna, did the same.

      With a flick of her tail, Clover’s introduction was done. The dragons immediately started padding forwards, sniffing and examining the potential recruits with care. They didn’t seem to ask any questions, only poking their noses into the recruits’ chests or ignoring them completely. A seafoam green dragon with darker mottled green spots over her scales approached Andrés and me.

      I remained stock still, my eyes cast down. Andrés’s breath hitched as the delicate dragon nudged his shoulder. Windcatcher flared her wings and bobbed her head.

      “Oh, I do beg your pardon!” the dragon exclaimed, drawing back. She blinked her bright green eyes and tilted her head. “You already have a dragon companion?”

      “Since she was an egg,” Andrés said, his voice edged with awe and confusion. “This is Windcatcher. She’s nonverbal. I am Andrés Mierza.”

      “And I am Pennytyne. As you are obviously capable of caring for a dragon, then you may care for me as well. You shall be my rider.” With that declaration, she settled down into a crouch at Andrés’s side. Windcatcher fluttered to Pennytyne’s muzzle, peering up at the larger dragon.

      I stepped aside, throat tight. I wasn’t sure why I was suddenly jittery, unnerved. Andrés was tending to Pennytyne, rubbing a spot just behind her jaw while Windcatcher perched between her horns. He seemed pleased with the dainty dragon, though there was a hardness to his jaw and a set to his shoulders that had some other emotion in them. Maybe it was his unknown emotion that had me on edge.

      I was once again invisible. The other couriers were all busy with the dragons, trying to catch their attention or staying far away in an obvious show of wanting to be assigned as anything other than a rider. No one payed me any mind, just like always. That was alright. I wasn’t here to make friends, though I knew that was what my family had hoped. I was here to be a⁠—

      “Where are you running to, Little Bird?”

      I froze, coming face to face with a blue-scaled foreleg tipped with vicious claws. I tilted my head, only to find the massive wardancer peering down at me with hard eyes. My voice deserted me.

      “Afraid, are you?” the dragon asked, snaking his head down towards me, his massive wings spreading as if to encage me.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      “Honest, even in the face of fear. How unusual.” He snorted hot breath that smelled of woodsmoke into my face. I flinched. “Don’t be afraid, Little Bird. I will not harm you. You will be my rider.”

      Panic erupted behind my eyes. “You don’t want me!” I blurted.

      The dragon tilted his massive head, his horns catching the light. He seemed…amused? I gulped. “Oh? And why not? Those others are fools. They stare at me with covetous eyes, obviously here only for the prestige of being a rider. The others lie and preen and bow, pretending to be interested when really they tremble. You, though, you are honest in your fear. A brave trait. So you will be my rider. What is your name, Little Bird?”

      “Kayleigh Espinosa,” I said automatically. The wardancer nodded, as if it was something he had expected.

      “I am Zapyros.”

      Zapyros. I tried to smile even as my heart raced. It was done. As Clover had said, the dragons chose their riders based on their own criteria. I was now a dragon rider. My dreams crumbled before me like ash on the wind.
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      “You’re making a mistake,” I whispered, fingers tapping on my thigh though I tried desperately to be still. Zapyros was across the field at the bank of the river, drinking water and conversing with Clover and Pennytyne. Clover lifted her chin at something Zapyros said. Some of the other dragons were lounging in the sun or talking to their new riders. Andrés was gathered with a small group, including Anna Talbot, obviously thrilled with their fortune for the day. Windcatcher zoomed through the air around his head. His eyes kept shifting to me, to Zapyros, and I was fairly certain that he was frowning. I was left alone.

      I was often left alone. It was just how I liked it.

      “No, that’s too rude,” I muttered to myself. I was trying to come up with a good way of telling Zapyros that he’d chosen the wrong person, that I was a terrible choice of rider. That I didn’t actually want this. Nothing sounded right.

      My stomach was in knots and I was quickly becoming overwhelmed. The rest of the courier recruits not chosen by dragons were being handed their assignments and ushered off the grass. That was where I was supposed to be. That I wasn’t being led off was unnerving. Enough to make the world around me too loud, too bright, too much.

      The world was always too much.

      I was going to explode if I didn’t get out of there. I needed to feel the steady beat of my feet on the ground, or, barring that, a dark room and the heavy weight of my blankets.

      I wrung my hands together tight enough to hurt, but only a little.

      “You are upset.”

      I yelped and jumped, startled to find Zapyros beside me as though he’d appeared out of nowhere. “Don’t sneak up on me!” I snapped.

      The dragon reared his head back. “I did not⁠—”

      I huffed and turned my back, the nervous energy and overstimulation building too much. I tapped my fingers against my thigh to the pulse of my breath. Coherent thoughts fled my mind until there was only the tapping and the breathing.

      Suddenly, the world seemed to darken around me and the noises became muffled. I paused, blinking my eyes at the change. Zapyros had folded his massive wings around me like a tent, sheltering me from the light and noise and from view of the others.

      “You are Fey Spirited, aren’t you?” he asked in a low rumble. “What they sometimes call a Changeling?”

      I nodded, suddenly still. I sank to the ground and pulled my knees to my chest, wrapping my arms as tightly around them as I could. The pressure was comforting. Zapyros settled into a crouch, his wings pressing closer. A place of safety.

      I’d known I was not normal my whole life. The world that everyone else seemed to enjoy was too loud for me. I saw too much, heard too much. Adults had conversed with me at their level when I was a girl, yet I could barely decipher the basic rules of society and so preferred to be on my own. When I was in company, I seemed to say the wrong things, or speak too little. People told me I was aloof. Intelligent but cold. Unsettling, even.

      Fey Spirited. Changeling. The name they gave to those whose brains were different. Abnormal. As though one of the ancient mythological Fey inhabited a human body. The term came from ancient stories about the times when the Fey supposedly still walked among us. They would exchange their sick children for human ones, leaving the ill child to be cared for by human parents, generally considered more nurturing. For the humans, though, it meant that one day their sweet human child became an entirely different creature. Sometimes they screamed at the touch of fabric, or they saw patterns in things no one had seen before. They were geniuses, or they were locked in a world of their own, unwilling or unable to communicate normally.

      It manifested differently in each person, but for me, it meant that I was perceived as cold, harsh, aloof, unwanted by society and unable to understand why. I was intelligent, incredibly so according to the physicians, but couldn’t understand the subtleties of social interactions. So I fell in love with maps and dreams of chasing them instead. There were stories of other lands where Changelings were still abandoned in the forests to be returned home, but thankfully Synval was above such things. “I’ve worked so hard to be normal, to be able to live a normal life. All I wanted was to be a courier, a runner, and now⁠—”

      “And now I’ve upset all your plans,” Zapyros said. He sighed and adjusted his wings slightly so that a tiny slip of sunlight entered the space. Just enough for me to see Master Templeton hand out a final assignment. “If you truly desire it, I will release you from being my rider. You could still be a runner.”

      I nearly lurched forwards, despite being on the ground. “You would do that?” I breathed. Hope. This day could still go as I planned. I could still have everything I wanted. “Is it because I’m…”

      “Fey Spirited?” Zapyros snorted, digging a claw into the ground and pulling up the earth. “I care nothing about such things. No dragon does, not when it is as common amongst us as it is with you humans. I picked you because you are honest and strong enough to run nearly three miles in twenty minutes. I saw you coming into town as I was flying here.”

      I started, then flushed. “You saw that?” I wasn’t sure whether I should be pleased or embarrassed. Instead, I studied the ground. Zapyros moved his wing more, revealing the other couriers packing up the papers on the table.

      “If you wish to make a change, do it now. Otherwise…” Zapyros flicked his tail, the blades on the end gouging into the ground. He huffed.

      “What will happen to you?” I asked, even as I stood. I wanted to do nothing more than turn my back on the dragon and take my place as a runner. The thing I had wanted for as long as I could know such things. Zapyros remained silent.

      “Zapyros?” I prompted. The dragon lifted his chin and let out a long breath, a hint of smoke flitting away on the wind.

      “I am not like the other courier dragons,” he said at last. “I transferred here after the treaty of Casper Venir was ratified. My previous rider…Wardancers bond for life, unlike courier dragons. And once the soulbond is made, no matter how short a time has happened, there is only one way to break it.”

      Meaning his previous rider had died. My heart ached for him, enough so that I put a hand on his scaled forelimb. The scales were smooth, only the edges sharp, and surprisingly warm. “And now I’m your rider? But we haven’t even known each other for an hour and⁠—”

      “And? Am I not discerning enough to know my own mind?” Zapyros snorted and stood, shaking off my arm and rising to his full, massive height. “Go. Be a runner, as you desire. I will be fine.”

      I shifted my weight again. Indecision tore through me like a knife. But when I turned to go to the Guild leader, to tell of the change in my circumstances, I found I couldn’t lift my feet.

      “Maybe…” I said carefully. “Maybe there will still be running wherever we go.”

      Zapyros stilled, only the very tip of his tail twitching like an oversized cat. “Very likely,” he said, just as carefully.

      “And I’d still be a courier.” My voice was more sure. The weight of my decision settled in my bones and I knew it would be difficult, but it was the right thing to do. For Zapyros, who had chosen me out of all the potential recruits, strange as that thought might be. And for me, too. I was sure of it, though I didn’t know why.

      “Indeed. A transport courier, no less, likely to see all of Amontyr,” Zapyros agreed. He moved closer to me, lowering his head to peer at me with his amber eyes. I touched one of the smaller horns on his jaw and flinched at the sharpness.

      “Then I think I’d like to be your rider.”

      Zapyros smiled, just a fraction, showing his fangs. I shivered at the sight of so many impossibly sharp teeth in close proximity. But I smiled, too. Only a little.
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