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          The Dragon Diaries #1

        

      

    

    
      Zoë is the Wyvern of the Pyr—the one female dragon shape shifter with special powers. But Zoë is at the bottom of the class when it comes to being Pyr, and her powers are AWOL. Worse, there’s no reference book to consult, and the last Wyvern is dead….

      Everything changes when Zoë’s best friend is bullied and Zoë reacts. Before she can blink twice, her inner dragon is loose, and she’s suspended from school and headed to a shape shifter boot camp with guys she’s known all her life. But soon she’s doubting her powers—and even some of her friendships.

      Zoë quickly realizes she has to master her powers yesterday—there’s danger ahead and boot camp is a trap. A secretive group, the Mages, want to eliminate all shifters and the Pyr are next in line—unless Zoë and her friends can solve the riddle and work together to save their own kind…

      

      
        
        “Zoe is a wonderful heroine–smart, strong and sympathetic. Bring on book two!”

        —#1 NYT Bestselling Author Kelley Armstrong
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        Thursday, April 4, 2024—Chicago

      

      

      There was a guy in my bedroom.

      It was six in the morning and I didn’t know him.

      I’m not much of a morning person, but that woke me up fast. I sat up and stared, my back pressed against the wall, sure my eyes had to be deceiving me. No matter how much I blinked, though, he was still there.

      He seemed to think my reaction was funny.

      He had dark hair and dark eyes, and he wasn’t wearing a shirt, just jeans—and he had one heck of a six-pack. His arms were folded across his chest and a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

      But he seemed insubstantial. I could see through him, right to the crowded bulletin board behind him.

      Was he real?

      I was going to try asking him, but he abruptly faded—faded and disappeared right before my eyes.

      As if he’d just been an illusion. I jumped from the bed, then reached into that corner. My fingers passed through a chill, one cold enough to give me goose bumps. Then my hand landed on a pushpin holding a wad of drawings and everything was perfectly normal.

      Except for the hair standing up on the back of my neck.

      I took a deep breath and looked around. My room was the pit it usually is. There were some snuffed candles on my desk and bookshelves, a whiff of incense lingering in the air, and the usual mess of discarded sweaters and books all over the floor.

      No sign of that guy. If I hadn’t seen him, if I’d woken up two minutes later, I wouldn’t have thought anything was wrong at all.

      I shuddered one last time and headed for the shower. Halfway there I wondered, had Meagan’s plan worked?

      The visioning session had been my best friend’s idea. Her mom calls herself a holistic therapist, which makes my mom roll her eyes. I was skeptical, too, but didn’t have any better ideas. And Meagan, being the best friend ever, had really pulled out all the stops. She’d brought candles and mantras and incense for my room, and even though I’d felt silly, I’d followed her earnest instructions.

      When the candles had burned down and she’d left—and my mom had shouted that I should open a window—I’d been pretty sure it hadn’t worked. Nothing seemed to have happened.

      But now I didn’t know what to think. Who had that guy been? Where had he come from? And where had he gone?

      Or had I just imagined him? I thought that if I were going to imagine a guy in my bedroom, it wouldn’t be one who thought I was funny when I wasn’t trying to be, never mind one who kind of creeped me out.

      I’d have imagined Nick there.

      In fact, I frequently did.

      I heard my mom in the kitchen and my dad getting the newspaper and knew I had to get moving. I did my daily check in the bathroom, but nada. No boobs. No blood.

      Four more zits.

      At its core, then, the visioning session had failed.

      I’m probably not the only fifteen-and-a-half-year-old girl who’d like to get the Puberty Show on the road. Even Meagan got her period last year, which was why she was trying to help. But my best friend didn’t know the half of it.

      That was because of the Covenant. I couldn’t confide in Meagan because I’d had to swear to abide by the Covenant of our kind. I come from a long line of dragon shape shifters—Pyr, we call ourselves—and we pledge not to reveal our abilities to humans on a whim.

      That would include Meagan.

      The Covenant goes like this:

      
        
        I, Zoë Sorensson, do solemnly pledge not to willfully reveal the truth of my shapeshifting abilities to humans. I understand that individuals may know me in dragon form, or in human form, but I swear that I shall not permit humans to know me in both forms, or to allow them to witness my shifting between forms without appropriate assessment of risk. I understand also that there will be humans who come to know me in both forms over the course of my life – I pledge not to reveal myself without due consideration, to beguile those who inadvertently witness my abilities, and to supply the names of those humans whom I have entrusted with my truth to the leader of the Pyr, Erik Sorensson.

        

      

      Do humans know we exist? Sure. Humans always have–thus the dragon stories they tell. But knowing dragons exist, believing that they are actually dragon shape shifters and being convinced that your neighbor is one of them are entirely different things.

      That’s probably a good thing.

      The Covenant came about pretty recently. During the Dragon’s Tail Wars, some Pyr decided they wanted to be more active and visible. My dad, though, remembers when we were hunted almost to extinction. The Covenant is a compromise, between putting it all out there and living in secret. So, humans might see Sloane on the news, appearing at the scene of natural disasters to help–he’s the tourmaline dragon–or Brandt–the orange dragon–making another daring rescue, but they don’t know their names or where they live in their human lives.

      We teenage Pyr had to pledge to the Covenant after Nick tried to impress the twin girls living next door, and his dad caught him.

      I still thought it was funny that they hadn’t been impressed.

      I, in contrast, was awed by Nick in dragon form.

      The fact is that most humans don’t believe they could personally know a dragon shape shifter. Those twins thought Nick had pulled some kind of illusion to make himself look more cool than he is.

      So, in a way, we might as well be a myth.

      Which is funny, if you think about it.
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      The trick is that the dragon business is all theoretical when it comes to me. I’m the daughter of a dragon shape shifter, so I should also be a dragon shape shifter. Sounds simple, doesn’t it? Except it’s not happening. Nothing special has happened to me. I can’t do it and I don’t know why—much less what I can do to hurry things along.

      Dragons are by nature patient. That’s what my dad says. He should know, seeing as he is about twelve hundred years old. That’s supposed to reassure me, but it doesn’t.

      Because dragons are also passionate and inclined to anger. I know that from spending my life around all those dragon shape shifters who are my extended family. And the fact that my dragon abilities are AWOL—despite my patience—is seriously pissing me off.

      The Pyr are all guys—men and their sons—except for me. The story is that there’s only one female dragon at a time, that she’s the Wyvern and has special powers.

      Yours truly—I’m supposed to be the Wyvern.

      The issue with there only being one female dragon shape shifter at a time is that the last one died before I was born. And it’s not like anyone has her diary. Zero references for me. Zero advice.

      Zero anything.

      Just an expectation from my family and friends that I’ll become the font of all dragonesque knowledge and lead the next generation to wherever the heck we’re going.

      Sooner would be better.

      No pressure, right?

      My dad says I was a prodigy, that I was already showing special powers before I could walk. Then I started to talk and all the Wyvern goodness went away. Poof. Instead of being special and a prodigy, I was just a normal kid.

      I’m still waiting for the good stuff to come back.

      No sign of it yet.

      Some incremental progress would be encouraging. It’s one thing to be a disappointment to everyone you care about, and quite another to just sit back and accept that inadequacy. In fact, I was starting to think that those dragons who believed I wasn’t really the Wyvern might have it right.

      Thus Meagan’s session.

      An act of desperation.

      Because the one thing I did know was that the other dragon teenagers like Nick had come into their powers with puberty. Their voices cracked and bingo, they were shifting shape like old pros. So being a late bloomer has bigger repercussions for me. Meagan thought we were doing the ritual for my period to start. She didn’t need to know I was after a little bit more than that.

      Instead I got a guy mocking me in my own bedroom at the crack of dawn.

      Like I said, it wasn’t the best way to start the day.
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      The dissolving guy was at my school.

      Still shirtless.

      Still mightily amused by me.

      He was leaning against the brick wall, away from groups of other kids, gaze locked on me as I walked up to the school. I could still almost see through him. I felt a blush rising from my toes. Would he talk to me here? Would he tell me what the deal was?

      What exactly would be the best opening question to get him talking?

      Meagan caught my shoulder and I jumped. “Well?” She pushed her new glasses up her nose, almost bouncing in excitement. “Did it work?”

      I glanced over at the smug half-naked dude. “Who is that? Do you know?”

      “Who? Mark Smith?” Meagan rolled her eyes. “Be serious, Zoë.”

      “No, the other guy. The one leaning on the wall.”

      She gave me a stern look. “There is no other guy, Zoë.” She nudged me. “Come on, tell me. Any results?”

      “Nothing.” The guy waved at me, smirked for a moment, then sauntered away. He had to be freezing without a shirt on. It was even starting to snow lightly. I watched Meagan follow my gaze, scanning the schoolyard.

      She couldn’t see him.

      Neither, apparently, could anyone else.

      Bonus. I was delusional as well as a failure and a disappointment. I’d lost my powers at the ripe age of two, and some thirteen and a half years later was losing my mind.

      “Nothing?” She wrinkled her nose. “No change?”

      “None.”

      She exhaled heavily and fell into step beside me. “Not even a cramp?”

      “New pimples. Does that count?”

      “It could.” Meagan bumped my arm and whispered, “Did you have any dreams, at least?”

      It was on the tip of my tongue. I wanted to tell her about the guy, and I would have, if she hadn’t been unable to see him. When you’re going crazy, I think it’s better to keep the news to yourself for as long as possible.

      “Nope.” I shrugged and smiled.

      I felt like seven kinds of a rat for lying to my best friend.

      “I really thought it would work,” Meagan said, so disappointed that the whole session might have been for her benefit. “Maybe we should try again.”

      I could do without more strangers showing up in my bedroom while I was asleep. “Maybe it just takes time.” I smiled. “See you in gym?”

      Meagan groaned. “Highlight of my day.” She rummaged in her backpack and nearly spilled textbooks all over the floor. “Hey, draw me a dragon on my new notebook?”

      Now she was trying to cheer me up. “Sure. Any preferences?”

      “Whatever you want. Surprise me.”

      I took the book and tucked it in with mine. “Don’t scare them with your brilliance in math class.”

      Meagan laughed, flashing a mouthful of hardware. She was good at math. Truly genius. Meagan’s destiny was in the realm of the brainiacs.

      Mine? Apparently in the land of liars and losers.

      I was thinking that my day couldn’t get any worse.
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      I hate gym class. Nothing like ending the day with a reminder of your inadequacies. The only good thing about having it last period is that I can skulk home after the ritual humiliation. That day, I wanted to be anywhere else in the world, but cutting class isn’t really an option for me.

      My dad isn’t just a dragon shape shifter and leader of the Pyr. He also has the talent of foresight. If you think your dad always guesses when you’re going to do something wrong, imagine if he really did know it. It’s not an accident that I’m a goody-two-shoes, solid-B-student, color-within-the-lines kinda chick: I’ve got a dragon watching over my shoulder.

      I changed and followed the others to the gymnasium, even less motivated than usual. Then I froze in shock. That guy was lounging in the bleachers.

      Watching me.

      He gave me a salute with two of his fingers and seemed amused.

      Once again, no one else seemed to notice him. Those abs should have distracted every female in the class, even Coach O’Connor, but they were all oblivious to his presence.

      “Unktehila,” he whispered, and I heard it clear across the gym. I had no idea what that meant, but no one else even heard him. I turned to stare at him and he grinned.

      Then the basketball hit me in the shoulder.

      And I remembered—not getting injured in gym—or doing injury to anyone else—requires all of my concentration.

      Suzanne taunted me and I focused on the game. I’m tall, but being tall is not an advantage in basketball when you’re a complete klutz. Artistic skill gets you nada on the court. Basketball is for the coordinated girls.

      Like Suzanne.

      Suzanne scored a three-pointer immediately. We had ended up on the same team, her and me and Meagan. Suzanne complained about having to carry the whole team, getting louder when Coach O’Connor wasn’t looking.

      (I suspect, actually, that O’Connor looks away on purpose.)

      I was thinking Meagan and I would just mark time, get out of there relatively unscathed, if humiliated.

      As usual.

      But when the seconds were counting down, Meagan actually caught the ball.

      Meagan would prefer to never get the ball. We’re in sync on that. This time, though, it was passed to her so hard that she couldn’t help but catch it.

      And then she didn’t know what to do with it.

      That would be the hazard of never having caught the ball before. The fact that our side was behind by two points and the game was in the final minute didn’t help.

      I knew it would go badly. I saw Meagan’s shock change to terror. I saw her hands shake, and if she had tried to say anything, she would have stammered. That’s what always happens when the focus of attention is on her.

      Unless she’s calculating a hypotenuse or the area of an ellipse, right in her head. She is a human computer.

      “Shoot already!” Suzanne shouted.

      The second hand swept past the six.

      Meagan’s lips set and I knew she was going to try. Okay. I was with her. I managed to block one guard, Anna. Meagan defended her possession of the ball from another guard; then she eyed the net.

      Calculating. I dared to hope geometry could help. Something had to go right on this day.

      Meagan stepped back, her form perfect, and threw. The ball sailed through the air. Perfect! My heart pounded. The trajectory looked good.

      Really good.

      Oh, my God. We all stared.

      The ball sank toward the net and I crossed my fingers. I heard Meagan catch her breath. O’Connor lifted her whistle to her lips.

      The ball bounced off the backboard not six inches above the net, rebounded, and missed.

      The whistle blew as our entire team groaned in unison.

      Game over.

      I hazarded a glance at the bleachers but the mystery guy was gone.

      Just as well.

      “Twenty-eight to twenty-six for Team Blue,” O’Connor shouted. “Good game, girls! Five minutes to shower.”

      “Nice try,” Fiona said to Meagan, and Meagan had time to blush a bit before Suzanne turned on her with a snarl.

      I knew we had big trouble on our hands.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I hate the showers almost as much as gym class itself, but Suzanne’s expression had me dreading it. Everyone crams into the tiled space together, checking one another out, comparing bra cup sizes. That’s bad enough without the most popular girl in our class looking to get even. Meagan and I stuck together instinctively.

      “Gonna need a bra anytime soon, Sorensson?” Trish sneered at me when I pulled off my shirt.

      “At least mine won’t be sagging before I’m thirty.” Like I knew anything about it. My mom gave me that comeback. She’s a teacher and knows how girls are.

      “Hurry up, girls.” O’Connor made her ritual stroll past the shower area.

      “Jameson will be blind by the time she’s thirty,” Suzanne mocked.

      It was a cue and I saw it too late.

      “She’s blind now.” Yvonne, one of Suzanne’s pack of cool friends, snatched Meagan’s glasses off her face.

      “Hey!” Meagan protested.

      She was defenseless and we all knew it.

      Yvonne tossed the glasses across the shower room to Suzanne, who put them on and made a face. The lenses made her eyes look small and beady. “Seriously defective eyeballs.” She pulled off the glasses, then tossed them into the air. “Oops!”

      Suzanne snatched them out of the air in the nick of time, laughing. Her followers gathered closer, Yvonne and Anna and Trish. All the other girls stepped back, avoiding the confrontation as they showered quickly and disappeared.

      Meagan had found the wall and was feeling her way toward Suzanne with a determination I’d seen before. “Give me my g-g-g-glasses back, please.”

      “G-g-g-glasses,” Trish mimicked. That made me mad. It wasn’t as if they were perfect.

      “Puh-leeeeeeeeeeese,” Yvonne said.

      “Or what?” Suzanne taunted. She leaned closer to Meagan. “Whatcha going to do to me, Four Eyes? You can’t even find me.” She backed away suddenly as Meagan snatched in the direction of her voice, and they all giggled when Meagan missed. Meagan flushed but she kept after Suzanne.

      “Give them back to her,” I said, knowing they’d turn on me.

      They did. “You gonna make me, Sorensson?” Suzanne spun the glasses by the ear wire as she taunted me. She pivoted to face me, bouncing a bit on the balls of her feet.

      Ready to fight.

      Confident that she could win. But she wasn’t bargaining on my anger. I was mad enough to take her dare.

      Maybe mad enough to win.

      “You can only win if you don’t fight fair,” I challenged, and saw her surprise. “Give her the glasses.”

      “So, you want to fight, Sorensson?” Suzanne took a step toward me. Her team laughed and circled behind me.

      Meagan took advantage of their distraction. She lunged for Suzanne, but Trish body-checked her. Meagan slipped on the wet tiles. She slammed her back into the wall and caught her breath, blinking rapidly. I knew that had hurt.

      They laughed.

      And I saw red.

      A shimmering heat began to boil inside of me, feeding on my anger and becoming stronger. I knew what it was, what it had to be, even though I’d never felt it before.

      If I’d been thinking, I would have shoved it back in its jar.

      I wasn’t thinking: I was mad.

      “As if you could take me,” Suzanne whispered to me. Her eyes were dancing. She was so sure she’d win.

      For once, I didn’t step back. For once, I didn’t back away. For once, I was ready to challenge expectations.

      The red tide of fury seethed, and I let it.

      “Maybe I will take you.” I took a step closer, noting how her gaze flicked. I had a new sense of power. Dangerous power. “Maybe you’ll be surprised.”

      “Oh, I’m so scared!” Suzanne said in a falsetto, and her team giggled.

      “Leave it, Zoë.” Meagan had the resolve that got her perfect scores on math tests every time. “I’ll g-g-g-get them myself.”

      Suzanne pitched her voice higher. “Oh, so brave! Come on and g-g-g-get your glasses all by yourself then. Look! Here they are!” She waved them in front of Meagan, who lunged toward the shiny lure.

      I knew what would happen right before it did.

      “No!” I shouted, and snatched for Meagan. Yvonne was faster. Trish blocked me with an elbow in my ribs. Yvonne hooked Meagan’s ankle with one foot, jerking it hard. Meagan fell quickly, cracking her jaw on the tile floor.

      She didn’t move.

      And there was blood running toward the drain.

      I was right there beside her, on my hands and knees.

      “All those expensive toothies getting smashed,” Suzanne said in her fake baby talk. “But I thought she was the smart one.”

      “Meagan?” I put my hand on her shoulder. I felt her shaking.

      “I’m okay,” she whispered, but I knew better.

      She wasn’t okay.

      And it was Suzanne’s fault.

      I felt the strange crimson strength growing inside me. I knew it was my dragon finally awakening, but I didn’t imagine for a moment that it would take shape.

      And let’s be honest—if I had, I wouldn’t have cared.

      “Better make your shot next time, Jameson,” Suzanne hissed. “I don’t like losing.” She tossed Meagan’s glasses carelessly toward her, probably hoping they’d break when they hit the tiles.

      I snatched them out of the air, surprising both of us by how quickly I moved.

      “Bitch!” I snarled. I had Suzanne cornered in a heartbeat, moving faster than I ever had before. It shocked both of us. I thought I was just finally mad enough, but soon learned different.

      Because when I raised my hand to slap her, I saw that my thumbnail had become a talon.

      A long, sharp white claw.

      A dragon talon.

      Holy frick. It’s finally happening.

      Suzanne turned as white as a ghost, her eyes wide and her pupils tiny as she backed away from me. She even hit her head on the tiled corner; she was that anxious to put space between us.

      “Your eye,” she whispered. “What happened to your eye?”

      I wished I had a mirror. I knew what she had to be seeing. Maybe Meagan’s session hadn’t been a bust after all. I didn’t actually care. I smiled at Suzanne, awed by my own body’s power, and she cringed.

      Before me. Zitty Zoë.

      This was the good stuff. Suzanne was hyperventilating, staring at me in horror. I felt powerful and huge, an avenger against bullies and bitches—for exactly four seconds.

      “O’Connor,” murmured one of Suzanne’s friends, and they melted out of the shower like wraiths.

      “Meagan slipped,” Trish said with feigned concern, and O’Connor’s footsteps became louder.

      “What a klutz,” Yvonne added as she headed to the dressing room.

      That was when I realized what I’d done.

      I’d broken the Covenant.

      Uh-oh.

      “Just what’s going on here, girls?” O’Connor demanded from behind us. “Meagan! When are you going to be more careful?”

      There was a flurry of activity, commands that Suzanne and I get dressed, first aid for Meagan, and bunches of fast lies from Suzanne’s troop. O’Connor decided that I was wanted in the principal’s office.

      But Suzanne was freaked. She remained pale and she kept her distance from me. It would have been funny if I hadn’t been so worried.

      I wasn’t afraid of the principal. Whatever happened in her office wouldn’t be fun and it wouldn’t be the truth, but I had bigger problems.

      My dad, you see, is the one who created the Covenant. He’s the one who made all the other dragon shifters swear to the Covenant.

      And he was the one who enforced it.

      That would be the Covenant that I had just broken, even though I should have known better.

      Even though I did know better.

      Actually, I had time to realize while waiting on the principal that I’d broken the Covenant twice: once by revealing myself, and the second time by not beguiling her into forgetting what she’d seen.

      Oops.

      I had bigger worries than what the principal might say.

      Maybe the fact that I had let loose in defense of someone else, someone weaker, someone human, would persuade my dad to cut me some slack.

      Or maybe not.
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      My mom picked me up from the principal’s office. Her face was expressionless, which was not a good sign.

      “Suspended.” The word crossed her lips in a low hiss of fury, one that made me wonder whether I’d been afraid of the wrong parent.

      I knew better than to argue my case.

      My mom never drives well—it doesn’t hold her interest enough—but that day we used up a good half dozen lives getting home. She cut off a tractor-trailer, went the wrong way on a one-way street, ran a crapload of red lights. I couldn’t believe we made it home alive. Her knuckles were white on the steering wheel the whole time, and my nails were dug into the upholstery beneath my butt.

      There was no way I was going to distract her with a plea for mercy.

      She hit the fender on the wall when she parked the electric Toyota in the garage beside my dad’s beloved Lamborghini, then got out of the car without saying anything. She slammed the door so hard that my teeth rattled. She headed for the entry to our building, not even stopping to look at the damage. She rattled her keys as she walked, as if she couldn’t remember which one unlocked the door.

      I’d never seen her this angry.

      This was so not good.

      I followed, trying not to attract attention to myself. It was admittedly a bit late for that.

      My mom held open the door and glared at me.

      “When did you learn?” she asked when I was right beside her.

      I shrugged, startled by the question. “I didn’t know I could. She was picking on Meagan and I just...reacted.”

      My mom wasn’t buying it. “Bullshit.” I froze and blinked—my mom never swears. None of us do. House rules. “Even if you never did it before, you had to know what you were feeling. You had to know what it was.”

      I couldn’t hold her gaze. I wasn’t going to make this worse by lying to my mom.

      Because she was right.

      “You chose to let it go,” she added.

      I stared at my shoes, no confession necessary. The worst part was that I knew I’d do it again, exactly the same.

      No, the worst part was that I was still excited about it.

      My dragon powers were back.

      She knew it, too. I could tell by the way she sighed.

      “Well, your father will be pleased, at least.”

      Really?

      I might live to tell about this, after all. I glanced up in time to see her turn away in disgust.

      “I thought it was my destiny,” I dared to say.

      My mom was impatient with the idea. “Well, you can’t blame me for hoping that destiny might pass you by, that you might just be a normal teenager.”

      “But you’re the one who studies stories...”

      “Not every story has to come true, Zoë.” She pinched the bridge of her nose briefly, then shook her head. “Here’s another one for you. You know all those medieval stories about Saint George conquering the dragon? Do you know why they were so popular?”

      I shook my head, knowing she was going into lecture mode and that there was no escape until she was finished.

      “Because the dragon was a metaphor. The story was about overcoming a challenge. There are some scholars who believe that paganism was the force being defeated by Christianity in those stories, but I think it was even simpler than that.” She put her hand on my shoulder and her voice dropped low. “I think that in conquering the dragon, Saint George was overcoming his own base instincts.”

      “The dragon within,” I murmured.

      “Or the anger that feeds the dragon. You can react in anger, or you can think before you act. Everyone has that choice. There are just bigger repercussions for you now.”

      But my fingernail had shifted shape only because I’d been angry. Did she mean that I should ignore what I could do, or control it, for the greater good?

      Locking my dragon in the closet sounded like a losing proposition to me. I liked the idea of becoming a dragon—and yes, maybe roasting people once in a while.

      When they deserved it. I could compile an Incinerate Now list on the spot, with Suzanne in the number one ranking. What was not to love about the ability to mete out justice?

      My mom squeezed my shoulder. “I thought it might be easier for you if your father was wrong.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that.

      “Homework, now. I don’t care how much you have—you’ll find more to do until your father has time to speak with you.” Her eyes got that glint, the tough look of a woman who had survived as the partner of a dragon shape shifter for almost seventeen years, and her voice hardened. “Move.”

      I ran to my room.

      Two disciplinary intervals down, one to go.
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      If nothing else, my dad knew how to pick his moment. You might think your parents know how to play mind games, but trust me: they’ve got nothing on my dad.

      My dad made me sweat.

      He left me to worry.

      He gave me lots of time to imagine dire scenarios, each in glorious detail, each of which ended badly for yours truly. He has more patience than anyone I’ve ever known.

      He’s definitely got more patience than I do. I didn’t dare pick up my pencils, even though it would have settled my nerves—drawing dragons clearly was not homework and would have only gotten me in more trouble.

      But there’s only so long that nineteenth-century English literature can hold my undivided attention. There’s only so much I can read about the wind on the moors even on a good day, before my thoughts wander.

      On this particular night, they wandered in several (very predictable) directions.

      
        
        1. Could I shift without getting pissed off? I tried, in the privacy of my room, without success.

      

        

      
        2. What color would I be in dragon form? Mine had been a nice pointy talon, but I was disappointed that it had been white. I mean, really, if you’re going to be a dragon, what color would you want to be?

      

      

      I’d always thought I’d be a flaming orange dragon, maybe with red and gold details. Like Smaug there, framed on my wall, immortalized by both J. R. R. and the Brothers Hildebrandt.

      I could even go with black. Maybe a nice zingy lime green. My wardrobe is what my mom calls “oil on water,” so any of those colors would work for me. Purple. Electric blue. Lime. One of ten zillion shades of gray.

      My dad is an onyx-and-silver dragon, very impressive-looking. Big and dangerous. It works. Or Donovan—my friend Nick’s dad—is the blue of lapis lazuli in his dragon form, with gold edging his scales.

      Nick is a yellow so bright that it’s as blinding as the sun. It turns to shades of gold on his back. Yum. It works for him.

      But my talon had been so white that it was almost clear. I was pretty sure it hadn’t even had any glittery bits in it.

      I wanted more flash.

      Nick’s eyes went all amber and radiant when he shifted, for example. Very hot. Just thinking about them made another flame light inside me.

      A different one.

      
        
        3. I thought about Nick. This was a habit of mine. Not only had Nick razzed me since forever about my inability to shift, but he was Nick. All that almost-big-brother stuff went out the window when he’d gotten those broad shoulders, that deep voice, those hot amber eyes.

      

      

      He’s the guy I’ve always known, my best friend since forever, but now with way better packaging.

      The other thing is that there’s this story, one no one will really tell me, about Nick and the Wyvern having a destiny together. Now that it looked like I was actually going to be the Wyvern, I desperately wanted to see Nick and show him what I could do.

      Maybe, just maybe, he’d stop acting like a big brother toward me when I was a real live dragon girl.

      His destined dragon girl.

      I switched to my history homework, but all the battles of the Civil War pretty much bled together in the face of such interesting questions. I didn’t even care whether Meagan’s visioning session had been the trigger, whether patience had finally won out, or who that shadowy guy was. Not having caught a glimpse of him for a few hours made it easier to forget him.

      Everything had begun, and I couldn’t regret a thing.

      I just wanted more.
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      My dad ensured that there was enough time to get my homework done—the homework for this week and the next month—and I would have, if I hadn’t been playing around.

      As it was, I nearly jumped out of my skin when he finally confronted me.

      Maybe because he challenged me in old-speak.

      “Why?” he demanded, the single word cracking like a whip within my own thoughts. I sat up, halfway thinking it was my dragon again, and spun from my desk to face him.

      He looked grim.

      That was so not good.

      So much for American history.

      Maybe I was history.

      My dad was leaning in the doorway of my room, arms folded across his chest. His eyes were vividly green—not a good sign—and he was shimmering blue a bit around the edges.

      That’s a warning sign. Dragon shape shifters on the cusp of change shimmer a bit. It’s always a blue shimmer and I usually love how it looks. But I was thinking we’d have a more reasonable discussion if he stuck with human form. Things tend to get dramatic when anyone breathes fire.

      I tried to think of something clever to say.

      In old-speak.

      Uh-huh.

      It’s spooky, old-speak. It throws me off my game. It’s the way dragons have communicated for millennia. It’s like human speech, but lower, slower, deeper, at a frequency well below the range of human hearing. Although technically, it’s just like any other speech–but low–you feel it more than you hear it. It’s guttural and primal, and when you’ve mastered it, like my dad has, you can merge your words with the thoughts of the person you’re addressing. You can make your words sound like their thoughts.

      Like he’d just done to me.

      I hate old-speak.

      And yes—big surprise—I’m terrible at it.

      But it would have been rude—if not asking for major trouble—not to answer my father in kind. It’s not that hard to believe that dragons have protocol, is it? And I could do without pissing him off even more.

      He was plenty mad already.

      “She was making fun of Meagan.”

      Probably the longest string of old-speak I’d ever uttered. No, it definitely was. It exhausted me.

      My dad was impressed. He tried to hide it, and he was fast about that, but we are of a kind. Dragons are all super observant. We hear things that humans don’t, see things that humans don’t.

      Actually, I thought it was pretty cool that I’d noticed my dad’s reaction.

      The longer he stood and considered me, though, not moving, not blinking, the more I began to doubt myself—or how likely it was that I could persuade him to go easy on me. I had still broken the Covenant.

      I didn’t know how long he stood there, just thinking, before he unfolded himself and stepped into the room.

      “How much did you reveal?”

      “I don’t know.” I frowned, concentrated on forming the words. “She said something about my eye.” I swallowed, feeling myself break a sweat from the effort. “I saw my talon.”

      He studied me. The room felt full of his presence, full of his strength and intensity, as if there weren’t even room left to breathe. I realized the magnitude of my mistake.

      And there was nowhere to run.

      Big, big screwup, Zoë. Epic.

      Would I live to tell about it?

      Would I even have a chance to show Nick?

      “Have you done it before?”

      I shook my head.

      “Since?”

      I looked down, not wanting to admit that I’d been less than racked with guilt since being confined to barracks. I hadn’t had any success, anyhow. I shook my head.

      His old-speak slid into my mind again in a dare. “Do it now.”

      You’d better believe that I tried.

      I threw everything into it, sensing that this could save the day. I tried to change just my nail, but no luck.

      In fact, I couldn’t find one speck of dragon awesomeness in my guts. Maybe my dragon had bailed on me—again.

      I even tried to get pissed off to invoke the change.

      Zip.

      My dad gave me time. There was no pressure beyond his bright unblinking stare and his presence—okay, that wasn’t an insignificant force, but he is my dad. I should be used to him.

      He watched and he waited, and I’m sure he was aware of the sweat trickling down my back. He could probably smell my anxiety rising when my nail stubbornly stayed as it had been for fifteen and a half years.

      Human.

      My dad’s hand landed on my shoulder, the contact making me jump. “You can’t force it,” he said softly, speaking aloud. “Remember the hurdles?”

      Oh, I remembered. I’d been signed up for a track–and-field event in sixth grade. (You know that a gym event like that wouldn’t have been my choice to join, and it wasn’t. And my performance had been predictably pathetic.) I hadn’t been able to jump the hurdles at first, even the low ones, instead always knocking them over. It had been mortifying, and yet more proof that I’d never, ever be an all-star.

      “You said I was thinking about them too much,” I said. “You told me to think about running and jumping, not about the hurdle.”

      “To look at the goal instead of the obstacle,” he agreed.

      I’d been able to do it about every third time after that, when I’d managed to follow his advice.

      He crouched down beside me. “Within you, there’s a trigger to the change. It’s in some corner of your mind. You found it once in anger, and you will find it again. You can’t force it, but you do need to learn how it feels to find the trigger and touch it—when you aren’t angry.”

      “What happens if I try to change when I am?”

      “No control.” It was clear he disapproved of that.

      My dad stretched out his hand and I saw the blue shimmer dance over his flesh. I watched it with awe.

      And yearning.

      “I know where to find this light,” he said very quietly. “And when I need it, I summon it. I let it grow. I encourage and coax it.” While he was saying this, the shimmer got brighter and brighter. “Until it claims me completely. I choose to invoke it. I choose when to let it run its full course. It doesn’t run me.”

      “I saw red.”

      He smiled at me and tapped the tip of my nose with one fingertip. “It was running you. You have to change the balance of power so the shift is your choice.”

      “Otherwise I’ll never be able to do it again?”

      His intensity doubled. Maybe tripled. There are times when I catch glimpses of his dragon, even when he’s in human form. This was one of them. “Otherwise, you won’t have control of your abilities. You’ll only be able to retaliate. You also won’t be able to manage the timing, to ensure that you have the chance to hide your clothes.”

      I nodded, and proved that I’d done my dragon homework. “So no perceptive human can snatch them up and refuse to give them back to me unless I fulfill three wishes.”

      My dad smiled a very reptilian smile. “Three wishes would be the least of your worries. They might ask for more than that.”

      My dad, in case I haven’t mentioned as much, is Mr. Super Logic. Sometimes he seems like an android, completely lacking in feelings. My mom says he actually feels too much, but keeps it all contained. I think she likes shaking that emotion loose, kind of like tickling the dragon’s belly, but I understood his point. Acting in passion wasn’t a good plan.

      My mom had said pretty much the same thing, in a different way.

      “What does your mom say about things worth having?”

      “That they’re worth working for?”

      My dad smiled a little. I have to say that he didn’t seem overly concerned about the whole thing, as if he weren’t taking me seriously.

      Or maybe he knew something I didn’t.

      I would have asked him more but he was already turning away.

      “I’ll talk to Donovan tonight,” he said.

      I sat up, instantly intrigued by whatever my dad’s plan might be. He kept his gaze averted, watching his own hand slide down the doorframe.

      I felt a sudden certainty that he was going to announce something big. Huge. My heart skipped.

      “I want you to go to boot camp this year, with the younger Pyr. The competition might be just what you need.” My father spoke so quietly that I didn’t dare shout with joy. “All I have to do is persuade your mother that I’m right.”

      He smiled, quick, conspiratorial.

      And then he was gone.

      I flung myself on my bed with a hoot of glee.

      Boot camp! Yes!
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      Boot camp is an annual competition for the younger Pyr, one week of trials and tests, with prizes. It’s run by Donovan, who is huge on training, and so far only Garrett, Nick and Liam have been allowed to go. It’s top-secret, although there’s always a kick-ass prize.

      In short, boot camp is gym to the thousandth degree.

      It should have been my worst nightmare. The other dragon guys would eat my liver with their experience and power and just raw knowledge of their capabilities. I would lose on every conceivable level.

      But I still bounced on the bed. I wanted to squee, even though that’s not my style. Because Nick would be there, and we would be forced to spend a whole week together, being dragons.

      Wrestling, maybe. The prospect made me dizzy.

      I would get to see Nick’s fab new packaging up close and personal.

      Maybe really personal.

      I’d learn more about my abilities as Wyvern and my secret destiny with Nick. It was a score on every possible level, and I couldn’t wait to go.

      And that was when I realized something astonishing. I had broken the Covenant. Twice. I had ditched my usual goody-two-shoes game plan, broken the rules, yet I was being rewarded.

      Just as I’d always suspected, the return of my dragon powers was changing everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up suddenly in the middle of the night, as if someone had tapped me on the shoulder. It was cold in my room, colder than it should have been, and the hair was prickling on the back of my neck. I had the feeling that I wasn’t alone.

      You know who I was expecting to find watching me.

      I rolled over, keeping my eyes squeezed shut, telling myself that I’d find everything just as it should be when I looked.

      Except it wasn’t.

      The walls and floor of my bedroom were gone. Sort of. But if I squinted, I could still see them. I could see the framed posters of dragons—drawn by me and others—and my crowded bulletin board. The bare-chested guy wasn’t there.

      But there was a large tree. It grew where the doorway normally was, one big root snaking across the floor to disappear beneath my bed.

      Plus I could see the sky through my ceiling—but it was filled with stars, as if I were far out in the country. It certainly wasn’t the sky over Chicago, the stars dimmed by the ambient light of the city. That’s what should have been on the other side of my ceiling.

      But that wasn’t even the weirdest bit.

      The weirdest bit was the old woman sitting in the corner of my room—well, the corner of my room that looked more like it was under a huge tree
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