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THE SKY IS DARK AND FULL OF DRAGONS.

I hurry through the streets of London, my umbrella tilted at an angle not to shield my face from the rain but to hide it. There are almost as many Guardians of Peace on the ground as there are Bulgarian Bolgoriths in the sky. A small mound of rubble blocks my path, left over from one of last week’s attacks. It could have been caused by rebel bombs or by the army of Queen Ignacia, Britannia’s dragon queen. Both groups are locked in their own individual battles with the Prime Minister. But judging by a stone pillar knocked clean off its base by what could only be the swipe of a tail, I’d guess the latter.

As I reach the Tube station, the first rays of sunlight stretch up over the grey buildings, bringing the capital’s night curfew to an end.

Rebellion happens in the shadows, after all.

I climb on to the Underground train, my fake class pass hanging around my neck.

[image: Penelope Hollingsworth Age 17 First Class]

I sit opposite an elderly man in a singed coat. He peers at me from beneath bright posters plastered above the carriage seats. Two women in military dress link arms in front of two buildings – I recognise the white stone of 10 Downing Street and the red brick of the Academy for Draconic Linguistics. They are encircled by a string of words in a looping, feminine font.

Wyvernmire and Hollingsworth United In The Fight Against Rebels

I bury my face in yesterday’s copy of the Pimlico Bulletin – a non-partisan newspaper – and am met with another slogan.

‘The Truth for Every Class,’ I mutter under my breath as I scan the headlines.

PM Allies Britannia to Bulgarians

Where is Queen Ignacia? Possible Sightings on Page 3

Western Drake Gutted on Kent Farm: Human Remains Retrieved From Its Second Stomach

I open to the first page and see a black-and-white photo of a familiar manor house.

BLETCHLEY PARK: A NATION’S SECRET?

A lump rises in my throat as I toss the paper to the ground. Memories surge: a gunshot, blood beneath my fingernails, a face crowned with dead leaves. My hand reaches for the wooden swallow around my neck. If Atlas were here now, he’d mock the Prime Minister for thinking she can manipulate Europe’s fiercest dragons to extend her empire. For thinking that Britannia would bow to dragons who had massacred their own human population. If Atlas were here, he’d be slipping into the public houses and coming out with new recruits to the rebel cause, using nothing but his courage and his crooked smile. But he’s not here.

Because he’s dead.

All I can do now is continue what he started at Bletchley Park and help win the war for the Human-Dragon Coalition. Only a skilled linguist can obtain the secret weapon the rebels need.

And if languages can honour Atlas’s memory, then I’ll learn a hundred tongues and more.

The sun has risen as I reach Claridge House, the home of Rita Hollingsworth. She lives in Mayfair, only a few streets away from the Academy for Draconic Linguistics, which she founded at the age of thirty-five. I insert my key in the lock of the servants’ door. A thick, spiked tail trails down the wall above me. It belongs to Clementius, the Western Drake on the roof, one of the few British dragons who hasn’t fled the encroaching Bulgarian presence in London and who is secretly Hollingsworth’s rebel guard.

I head straight for the stairs, counting the yellow diamonds on the patterned carpet as I climb several floors. Hollingsworth insists I travel between my home and hers before the morning rush hour. If anyone were to recognise me, my cover as her visiting niece could be blown. The walls feature portraits of her extended family – pretty cousins and ancient uncles stare out into the quiet house. I hear a scullery maid lighting the fires and a creak from the top floor. I imagine the Chancellor of the Academy for Draconic Linguistics rising from bed, her hair still in rollers.

The image is so ridiculous it makes me snort with laughter.

I open and close the office door softly. The room is vast, with high windows that overlook the street below. A large desk stands beneath a painting of a pair of Sand Dragons basking on a beach, the pearly moonlight captured in delicate brushstrokes. Beside it is an ornate mirror and for a moment I stare at my reflection. My thick hair is cut so short that it only just grazes my collarbone and dark shadows lurk beneath my eyes, making my skin even paler than usual. I tread across the maroon rugs towards the door in the corner, past the desk littered with empty cigarette boxes and books about Bulgarian dragons, one opened to an index page with the words blood, blue diamond, Bolgorith. Something catches my eye. A sketch in black pen, half-hidden beneath the Remington typewriter.

It’s me.

And beneath it, a title.

Vivien Featherswallow, Draconic Translator

My fingers linger over the paper, but I don’t touch it, my mind not quite believing it’s real. The depiction is different to the government’s Wanted posters of me, the ones Hollingsworth has collected and burned every day before they can be seen. My face is prettier, my eyes large and doe-like, whereas the Wanted posters depict me with a long, lank braid and a frown. Neither sketch is quite right, each telling a story that is not quite true.

‘For the Coalition newspapers,’ says a voice.

I spin around. Hollingsworth is standing in the doorway, wearing a blue silk dress and a belt embroidered with silver dragons. She looks me up and down like she has done every morning for the last three months, taking in my man’s mackintosh and donated leather brogues, as if she expected me to arrive with a limb missing or my hair aflame. My decision to find my own accommodation rather than live here with her is not one Hollingsworth understands.

‘Morning,’ I say, my face growing hot as I realise she probably thinks I was snooping around her desk. ‘I’m supposed to be undercover. What do you want rebel newspapers printing a sketch of me for?’

She gives me a thin-lipped smile. ‘A rebellion must have a face, must it not? People need to know they’re in good hands.’

I raise my eyebrows in surprise. Me, the face of the rebellion? Has Hollingsworth forgotten that a mere few months ago, I was trying to translate a secret, ultrasonic dragon language called the Koinamens to win the war for Prime Minister Wyvernmire?

‘We won’t publish it until you’re safely out of London,’ she says, her voice as deep as treacle.

Safely out of London.

Does that mean she finally thinks I’m ready?

I stare at the words beneath the sketch again and let out a small sigh. Draconic Translator. The title is one I’ve waited for my entire life. It’s oddly satisfying to see who I am printed in black and white, to be given a distinct definition of myself, a neat box to fit in amid the chaos my life has become.

The door in the corner leads to my own workspace, an office within Hollingsworth’s that used to be a cupboard. I set my satchel down on my small, pokey desk. The four walls that box me in like a dracovol in a cage are plastered with research papers – maps of various islands, handwritten pronunciation guides and lists of dietary habits. And tacked on top of them is a rudimentary drawing that Hollingsworth sketched in front of me. Three Bulgarian Bolgoriths, two black and one red.

General Goranov and his siblings.

Britannia has been in a three-way civil war between the human government, the rebels and Queen Ignacia since last year. And now that the Prime Minister has allied with the Bulgarian Bolgoriths – betraying her promise of peace to Queen Ignacia – barely a day goes by without a rebel attack on London.

I know a Bolgorith, but she was born in Britannia. Chumana, the pink dragon who set fire to 10 Downing Street before following me to Bletchley Park.

‘If we eliminate Goranov and his siblings,’ Hollingsworth told me a few weeks ago, ‘the Bulgarian presence in Britannia will crumble.’

The servants and Hollingsworth’s secretary think I’m here after having jumped at the chance to spend the war working for Britannia’s beloved Chancellor instead of sewing shirts for the soldiers like other First Class girls. And it’s not exactly a lie. I am working for Hollingsworth. But my true reason for being here, my mission, isn’t to help Britannia fight the rebels. It’s to help the rebels fight Prime Minister Wyvernmire and her army of Bolgoriths.

It’s to learn the language of the Hebridean Wyverns.

I’ve met wyverns before, thanks to my parents’ work in dragon anthropology. But the Hebridean species is different. They’re small, two-legged dragons with a cultural heritage that rivals that of any human community. They can supposedly be found on the Isle of Canna in Scotland, although they haven’t been sighted in years. It’s my job to learn everything about them, from their traditions to their tongue, so that when the rebels find them – and Hollingsworth seems adamant that they will – then I will somehow be able to communicate with them.

And convince them to help the rebels win the war.

Of course, the minor detail of how these wyverns can make the Human-Dragon Coalition the victor in a three-way civil war has not yet been disclosed to me.

I sit down as London’s traffic screeches outside and reach for a scrap of paper on my desk. It’s a note from Hyacinth, Hollingsworth’s secretary and another debutante working for the war effort to escape the dutiful drudgery of First Class girlhood.


Dearest Pen,

Party? Tuesday at 8 o’clock, 36 Churton Street in Pimlico.

Pretty please.

H



She’s invited me several times already, ignoring my protests (‘It’s after curfew’) and my excuses (‘I can’t leave my roommate, she gets lonely’). Her insistence is mildly annoying and the invitation goes against every rule in the how-to-be-an-undercover-rebel book, but part of me is glad that Hyacinth wants me around. She’s been a good friend to me these past three months.

Of course I can’t attend the party. What if somebody recognises me?

The journal of Patrick Clawtail, Oxford Fellow of Celtic Languages and dragon enthusiast, lies open on the desk where I left it yesterday. Hollingsworth gave it to me when I started working for her, right after Marquis landed our plane on Eigg. I only spent a few days on the island that houses the Coalition Headquarters before Hollingsworth sent for me.

Leaving my cousin and my sister, Ursa, behind was almost as hard as losing Atlas.

The journal details Clawtail’s interactions with the Hebridean Wyverns over the course of four years, ending abruptly in June 1866 when he was executed by the government for ‘inciting unrest between humans and dragons’.

It’s made of black leather and written in faded ink. Random clippings – a feather, a tuft of fur and a leaf that is still green but has long since lost any odour – are dispersed between daily entries, descriptions of the island and recordings of the Hebridean Wyverns’ complex language, which Clawtail named Cànan-Channaigh – Scottish Gaelic for ‘language of Canna’. He coined an English word for their language, too: Cannair.

I have managed to grasp its basic grammatical rules, but Clawtail fills several pages with his attempts to convey the meaning of many complicated words, so many that I lose myself in them. It seems he eventually gave up on the task. The later pages of the journal are entirely dedicated to the wyverns’ culture and customs, with not a single reference to language.

It doesn’t give me much to work with.

Clawtail and his family were supposedly the last people to lay eyes on the wyverns before they retreated further inland when the government came for the Clawtails and while his journal begins with enthusiasm at being able to study the wyverns’ tongue, it ends with a hurried, unfinished entry.

A voice behind me says, ‘Tensions between humans and dragons in Britannia were on the verge of explosion when that was written.’

Hollingsworth has appeared silently in the doorway, her eyes on the journal.

 ‘Clawtail had a history of campaigning for the recognition of Celtic languages such as Scots, Scottish Gaelic and Norn, and he began doing the same for dragon tongues,’ she continues. ‘He sent his written recordings of Cannair to several universities by dracovol, thinking the wyvern protection would keep him and his family safe, but the government decided that his highlighting of individual heritages was intended to create division and therefore a threat to British unity. They executed him for treason on Canna just as the corrupt Peace Agreement was signed.’

I nod, trying to ignore the creeping feeling of annoyance. She’s already told me all this. Clawtail was the first person ever to study dragon tongues. He was an anomaly.

‘You, with your uncanny ability to learn languages at an impressive speed, can learn Cannair. That’s why you are the face of the rebellion, Vivien. Because you will be the one to go to the wyverns and request an alliance. They are our only hope of winning this war.’

You’ve already told me that, too, I glower silently. And yet here I am, still in London, still ignorant as to why these wyverns are so important.

I cannot send you to the wyverns until the wyverns have been found, Hollingsworth tells me every time I ask why I can’t go to Canna now.

I can’t wait to be there, to rally the wyverns to the cause and to see Wyvernmire’s face as the rebels bring her and her Bulgarian Bolgoriths down. She’s the reason for the suffering of the Third Class, for the segregation of humans and dragons, for this war that has already killed hundreds.

She’s the reason Atlas is dead.

Hollingsworth hands me a sheet of paper.

It’s my latest translation for the Academy – I do a few each day just in case a wartime inspector ever asks to see Penelope Hollingsworth’s work. It’s a statement in Drageoir sent over from France, condemning Wyvernmire’s alliance with the Bulgarian dragons. Hollingsworth has taken a red pen to it, scratching out and underlining words.

‘What’s wrong with it?’ I say.

‘Your translation is too literal, Vivien.’ She pats her silver, corkscrew coils. ‘You can hardly expect it to be approved.’

‘Too literal?’ I stare at her corrections.

The Dragons of the French Third Republic are incensed disappointed by the British alliance with the immoral controversial dragons of Bulgaria.

‘But . . . you’ve changed the meaning,’ I say. ‘You’ve mistranslated the statement.’

‘I have interpreted it differently to you, which is a translator’s right.’

I scan her face for a trace of humour, any indication that she might be testing me.

‘It’s a translator’s duty to translate in context, to give the words the meaning intended by the source language, or at least get as close to it as we can,’ I tell her. ‘The Academy is obligated to translate and publish any communications that come in from foreign dragons.’

‘You forget the Academy is currently being run by Wyvernmire’s government,’ Hollingsworth says sharply. ‘Her definition of duty is not the same as yours.’

I throw the paper down. ‘So you’re going to let this pass?’

‘If I want to maintain my persona, I must,’ Hollingsworth replies.

She walks back to her desk and sits down, her eyes lingering on the sketch of me. ‘Language is a weapon, Vivien. Wyvernmire is using it and you will too, soon. In fact, it may be the last weapon the rebels have.’

‘When are you going to send me to Canna?’ I ask. ‘I’ve learned the wyvern tongue as best I can. Have the rebels found them yet?’

Hollingsworth takes a sip of her tea and grimaces.

‘Cold,’ she mutters.

She rifles through a stack of papers, ignoring my question. I feel my neck flush with anger. Has she forgotten what she told me when she brought me here? Your linguistic capabilities are the best chance the Coalition has.

I turn back to the journal. My years of studying, my languages, my translations have all been building up to this. To making contact with the Hebridean Wyverns and saving Britannia. Atlas believed that my languages are a way I’m called to love and Dad once told me that they would save me.

So what is Hollingsworth waiting for?

She expects me to work for the Coalition yet treats me like a child.

My eyes fall on Hyacinth’s note and I wonder if my black skirt and jumper would pass as party clothes.

If it’s a rebel Hollingsworth wants, a rebel she shall get.
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ONE OF THE PERKS OF BEING Penelope Hollingsworth is that I can commandeer any of the Chancellor’s cars, which are driven by her most loyal Guardians. They have no idea the woman they serve is secretly the leader of the Human-Dragon Coalition. At nightfall I say goodbye to Dr Hollingsworth, but she barely looks up from her desk as she mutters to herself from inside a cloud of cigarette smoke. The Guardian in the driving seat of the motorcar gives me a nod and a smile when I slide on to the back seat, the leather cold against my legs.

‘Out to dine, Miss Hollingsworth?’ he says as the engine roars to life.

‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘Churton Street please, Johnstone.’

My heart flutters in my chest, but Johnstone doesn’t flinch at the fact that I’m out after curfew.

Clearly, the latest restrictions don’t apply to the First Class.

Hyacinth’s friend George lives in the top half of Pimlico – First Class and bordered by Belgravia and Westminster – while I live in the bottom half, closest to the Thames. The car drives through the streets of London, past Hyde Park where Guardians and dragons are lifting some sort of statue from a lorry in the dusk. I peer out of the window as an Irish Basilisk hoists the gleaming white stone on to his back and wonder if he’s working with the Guardians or for them. The difference is crucial when you’re a dragon. We pass by countless Underground stations and I think about how I could easily step on to a train and ride it all the way to Highfall Prison, where my parents and uncle are still being held. But Hollingsworth has made me promise not to. She says the only thing keeping my parents alive is Wyvernmire’s hope that I’ll go looking for them.

The Prime Minister’s lies about me have spread among her Guardians and politicians, and the general public might soon start believing them, too. That the Human-Dragon Coalition is working with a young translator who is against Britannia and against peace, a translator who will use her Draconic tongues to help the dragons take over.

Thanks to Wyvernmire, I am London’s most wanted rebel.

I slip a small, square photograph out of my pocket. Ursa’s round, rosy face, framed by blonde pigtails, stares back at me. A gift from Dr Hollingsworth, stolen from the government’s files on my family. I’ve already kissed the glossiness of the paper away.

We come to a stop outside a house flanked by stone pillars. I spot Hyacinth and her brother, Edward, outside. I know Edward well enough now, although he was suspicious of me when Hy told him I was Dr Hollingsworth’s niece. I don’t think he entirely believes it, but if that’s the case, then surely seeing me arrive in a Guardian car will convince him of my lie. And lie I must, even though it bothers me to deceive them both. If anyone were to find out that the Chancellor’s assistant was a rebel, the scandal would be huge and Hollingsworth’s true identity as the leader of the Coalition would be uncovered.

‘Thank you, Johnstone,’ I say. ‘No need to wait.’

‘Pen?’ Hyacinth sings. ‘Oh my goodness, you came!’

I force a smile and stop myself from pulling awkwardly at my skirt. It’s plain next to the pink satin dress Hyacinth is wearing.

‘Evening, Penelope,’ Edward says uncomfortably.

He’s wearing a gold watch and a pinstriped suit in an unflattering shade of yellow. His hair is the same pale blond as his sister’s and his eyes are too wide apart. A single paintbrush pokes out of his breast pocket.

‘He fancies himself a starving artist,’ Hyacinth joked to me a few days ago. ‘That’s why he dresses like the Third Class.’

I didn’t bother telling her that the Third Class don’t wear suits. I’ve snuck out to meet with Hyacinth before, but she doesn’t know I’ve been doing the same with her brother. She doesn’t know I’ve been meeting him after dark.

‘No roommate?’ she asks casually.

I hesitate. ‘No. She’s not really the party type.’

We ring the doorbell and a maid answers. There’s barely time to stuff our class passes into the pockets of our coats before they’re taken away.

‘Ready to meet some friends, Penelope?’ Hyacinth says. She taps my nose with her perfectly manicured finger. ‘You are going to be quite popular.’

The maid leads us through a quiet hallway lit with old gas lamps. A grandfather clock stands tall and imposing on the panelled wall and the maid pushes open the door beside it. Music erupts into the hallway as Hyacinth takes me by the hand and leads me inside. Heads turn to look at us through clouds of cigarette smoke and modernity contrasts with the hallway we just came from: a chandelier gives out pretty, electric light and several girls are sprawled across the green velvet sofas, all bare arms and long legs.

‘Hyacinth, darling!’ one of them screeches.

Two young men, playing cards with roll-ups smoking in their mouths, look up at the sound of Hyacinth’s name. Before I know it she’s kissing the girls and they are kissing me, pressing their sticky lips to my cheek and asking my name, their skin carrying the warm scent of champagne and expensive perfume. I’d never spent much time with the First Class before I met Dr Hollingsworth and Hyacinth – unless sharing a dorm with Serena at Bletchley counts – but now I find myself surrounded by them. I catch Edward’s gaze and he rolls his eyes. His sister evidently insisted on his presence tonight, too.

‘Penelope is a colleague of mine,’ Hyacinth says.

‘Oh, another secretary,’ one of the girls giggles.

‘Niece to the Chancellor of the Academy for Draconic Linguistics, actually,’ Hyacinth replies, her seductive gaze suddenly cold.

The girl sinks back down into her seat and I offer her an apologetic smile. Hyacinth, I know, only has a job because she wants one. As a First Class heiress to her father’s successful printing business, her future is that of the wife to an equally wealthy First Class man. But for now, at least, she seems to like pretending otherwise.

A boy with tousled hair strides towards us and Hyacinth allows him to kiss her cheek, too. I feel myself blush – I had no idea so much physical contact was normal among the First Class. The boy offers me his hand and I shake it.

‘George Beecham,’ he says with a warm smile.

‘Penelope Hollingsworth,’ I say, my mouth dry.

What if he’s seen the Wanted posters of me?

‘I hope you don’t mind me coming along with Hyacinth,’ I add quickly.

He gives me a bemused look. ‘Not at all.’

Other boys abandon their drinks and games to greet us, all dressed smartly with slicked back hair and accents that are surely the product of a lifetime of elocution lessons. They’re handsome, all of them, but not in the same way Atlas was. Not one of them even comes close. Hyacinth lets out a small sigh and suddenly a dozen cigarette cases are conjured from pockets and offered to her. She takes her time, lingering over each, and then chooses one from a brown case with a silver clasp. Its owner smiles smugly and I raise an eyebrow.

‘You’re scandalous,’ I whisper in Hyacinth’s ear.

She grins. George puts a glass of champagne in my hand and I nod in awkward thanks. Can he tell I’m not one of them? What sort of small talk do the First Class make?

‘Are you at university?’ I ask him.

Of course he is. All First Class men study something while waiting to take over their fathers’ estates.

‘I’m reading Law,’ he says wryly. ‘And you?’

One of the girls shrieks with laughter, spilling half of her champagne on to the arm of the boy pulling her down on to the sofa.

Think before you speak, Viv.

‘I assist the Chancellor with the writing of the Babel Decree articles,’ I say.

It’s not true, but it sounds impressive. And here in this big house with all these First Class people, I suddenly feel the need to impress. That’s how it’s always been, hasn’t it? Impress your parents or be punished. Impress your teachers or be demoted.

George lets out a low whistle. ‘Hy says you’re Hollingsworth’s niece?’

I nod.

‘Where are you from?’

‘Oxford,’ I reply, another lie slipping from my mouth.

He nods thoughtfully. ‘Can I ask you something?’

I swallow.

‘If your aunt is the Chancellor of the Academy for Draconic Linguistics, which exists for the learning and preservation of dragon tongues, then why is she writing the Babel Decree at all?’

I blink, then scan his face for a hint of emotion that might tell me where his First Class loyalties lie. He gives me a gentle smile.

‘I don’t mean anything by it. It’s just that she founded the Academy to facilitate human relations with dragons. So why would she ban us from speaking their tongues, when it’s the very thing she has devoted her life to?’

‘She hasn’t banned them,’ I say before I can stop myself. ‘The Prime Minister has. My aunt—’

Be careful.

‘My aunt is simply following instructions.’

‘Of course,’ George says good-naturedly. ‘Makes you wonder what Wyvernmire is thinking.’

I feel myself warm to him. I take a sip of champagne and the bubbles pop in my mouth.

‘Ever met her?’ he asks. ‘The PM, I mean.’

I take another sip. ‘A few times. She doesn’t understand the importance of dragon tongues. She doesn’t even speak any.’

George’s eyes light up. ‘Do you?’

‘A few,’ I say with a shrug.

He grins. ‘So you really are Hollingsworth’s niece.’

The champagne has created a pleasant glow that suffuses my whole body and I suddenly feel braver, more convincing. I’m an undercover rebel having a conversation at a First Class party and nobody has looked at me twice. Except George. I glance up at him through my eyelashes.

‘Of course I am,’ I say sweetly. ‘Do you speak any languages?’

‘Some French. My favourite word is dépaysement.’

‘What does it mean?’ Hyacinth asks, appearing at my shoulder.

‘To be disoriented, in a homesick sort of way,’ I reply. ‘But it’s more intense than that. I can’t think of an English word that quite captures it. Translated literally, it means out of country.’

‘Like alienated, or adrift?’ Hyacinth says.

‘Almost,’ I reply eagerly. ‘But not quite.’

‘The word’s untranslatable, then?’

I shake my head. ‘Nothing’s untranslatable. Just let me think . . .’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ says the boy providing Hyacinth’s cigarettes. I think his name is Stephen. ‘Not in light of the new Babel Decree article.’

What is he talking about?

‘It’s going to be announced in the morning. My brother’s a Guardian, he told me all about it,’ Stephen says. ‘Making Slavidraneishá Britannia’s national dragon tongue? The language of the Bulgarian dragons? What’s the PM playing at? English and Wyrmerian are the languages of the Empire, not some Slavic babble.’

I freeze.

Slavidraneishá is the new national dragon tongue? That can’t be true. I would know, Hollingsworth would have told me. 

George lays a hand on my arm. ‘Are you all right? You’ve gone rather pale.’

I nod hurriedly.

‘This is news to you, too?’ he asks gently.

‘No,’ I almost snap. I meet his gaze and force a smile. ‘But the rest of you aren’t supposed to know.’ I nod towards Stephen. ‘If his brother knows what’s going on in the Chancellor’s office, then what’s to say the rebels don’t?’

‘That’s what comes from having a woman Prime Minister, I suppose,’ Stephen drawls.

I open my mouth, then close it again as Hyacinth slaps his arm. He grins and plants a kiss on her cheek before she can stop him.

George tops up my glass. ‘Stephen here thinks Wyvernmire should be impeached. Thinks she’s unfit to rule, that her Bulgarian alliance and Babel Decree are proof of it.’

‘The majority of the First Class support the Babel Decree,’ I say.

Don’t they?

Stephen gives me an icy glare. ‘We’re not all dragon haters.’

‘Of course not,’ I say quickly. ‘But the First Class are the ones who put Wyvernmire in power in the first place. They are –’ I pause and correct myself – ‘we are the reason Britannia is now ruled by language restrictions, even though its linguistic diversity is centuries old.’

‘My father says we’re all collaborators now,’ Stephen replies.

‘Nonsense,’ says George. ‘The Prime Minister is in control of the Bulgarians, not the other way round.’

I swallow my champagne. This conversation is getting dangerous and the drink has gone to my head. It has me dancing along the knife-edge of the truth. It has me wanting to tell that idiot Stephen exactly who I am.

‘Have you ever met a Bulgarian dragon?’ I ask George. ‘I mean up close, in the flesh?’

He smirks. ‘Yes, actually. My father deals with them every day.’

‘Ever spoken to one?’

‘Yes.’

I hold his gaze as he fills my glass again. ‘Flown with one?’

George’s eyes soften and I know I’ve got him.

‘Of course not.’ He grins. ‘Are you about to tell me you have?’

‘No,’ I lie.

‘I’ve heard Wyvernmire has!’ says a girl.

George shakes his head. ‘Of all the dragons, the Bulgarian Bolgoriths would be the last to allow a human to ride them. And Wyvernmire doesn’t need to. She has them to guard her, to keep her safe somewhere in the city while she devises the battle plans that will take the rebels down.’

‘Not for long,’ Stephen interjects.

I sense everyone in the room turn to him, see the pleasure of the attention flood his face.

‘What do you mean?’ Edward says coldly.

‘General Goranov will want her out of the way, won’t he? So that the Bolgoriths can take over the capital.’

George scoffs loudly. ‘Goranov takes his orders from Wyvernmire, you skrit. He might be in charge in Bulgaria, but in Britannia the humans rule. The PM is merely using the Bulgarians to her advantage. The alliance is a carefully calculated one, and once—’

‘But that’s where you’re wrong, Beecham,’ Stephen says. ‘Wyvernmire isn’t Goranov’s Prime Minister, she’s his puppet.’ He sneers. ‘How else do you think he convinced her to make him Dragon Chief of State?’

Dragon Chief of State.

‘They’re erecting a statue of him in Hyde Park.’

‘Pen, are you all right?’

I stare at the bubbles in my glass, my vision swimming. Wyvernmire has created a title – a sovereign position – for General Goranov? Why would she give a Bulgarian dragon control over how the country is run? I feel myself sway.

‘Is she going to faint?’ someone whispers.

Do the rebels know? Does Hollingsworth know?

‘Oh, give her some space for goodness’ sake!’

Hyacinth’s breath is sweet on my face. ‘Darling, are you all right?’ Her cheeks are flushed with heat or alcohol and her hair is curling at her ear.

She has no idea what this means.

‘I’ll take her outside for some air,’ George says.

But Hyacinth is shaking her head. ‘No,’ she says firmly. ‘Edward will.’

Edward appears in front of me and holds out his arm. I take it and let him lead me out into the hallway. As the door closes behind us and the maid hands me my coat, someone turns up the music. Outside, streetlights have been extinguished for the post-curfew blackout, to make it harder for the rebels to attack. My head spins with the fresh air. Edward lights a cigarette.

‘Want one?’

‘Yes,’ I mumble.

Edward hands me a cigarette and offers me a light. I place it between my lips the way I’ve seen Hollingsworth do, then inhale. The end of the cigarette glows orange and my lungs fill with smoke. I panic, choking and gasping for breath.

‘Pen, shut up,’ Edward hisses, glancing at the sky.

I muffle another cough with my sleeve, eyes streaming.

‘That’s disgusting,’ I croak.

He plucks the cigarette from my hand and puts it in his mouth so that he’s smoking two.

I wipe my eyes. ‘You’re disgusting.’

‘Thanks.’

I lean back against one of the pillars and close my eyes.

‘Your aunt didn’t tell you, then?’

My eyes snap open. ‘Do you think she knows?’

Edward stares up into the dark clouds and shrugs, the two cigarettes still smoking between his lips. ‘She and Wyvernmire are supposed to be as thick as thieves. It would surprise me if she didn’t know the Prime Minister has instated a Bulgarian dragon as Dragon Chief of State – whatever that’s supposed to mean.’

You don’t know how wrong you are, I want to say.

He looks at me. ‘I thought you were about to teach Stephen a lesson back there.’

I roll my eyes. ‘He’s an ignorant skrit.’ I pause. ‘Do you have the . . . ?’

Edward pats his pocket with a nod, then pulls out a bundle of pamphlets and gives them to me. They’re printed in black ink on creamy paper, unfolding in my hands like a book. Edward and I discovered we had the same disdain for the Babel Decree during a heated debate about dragon family dialects a couple of months ago, but neither of us dared declare it outright until the truth became blatantly obvious.

In Defence of Wyrmerian, the cover of the pamphlet reads.

This is how I rebel. I write the pamphlets defending the importance of the banned dragon tongues, and Edward uses his father’s printing press to produce them. So far we’ve also done Harpentesa, Drageoir and Drogarti – Britannia’s most common Indian dragon tongue – and the Guardians are no closer to figuring out who is responsible for the illegal publications that appear every fortnight.

Here Wyvernmire is banning languages left, right and centre, unaware that they are the very thing her most wanted rebel is using to undo her hard work. This deliciously ironic fact helps me get out of bed in the morning.

If Hollingsworth knew I was risking discovery in this way, she might think twice about making me the face of the rebellion.

‘And are you going to tell me how you’ll be distributing these ones?’ Edward says.

‘No.’ I slip the pamphlets into the waistband of my skirt and close my coat. ‘Will you let Hyacinth know I had to leave early?’

‘You’ve had a bit of a shock. Perhaps it’s best I walk you.’

‘I’ll be fine. Thanks, Ed.’

I hurry back across Pimlico, keeping to the shadows to avoid any Guardians enforcing curfew. Across the street is a Third Class quarter. It’s littered with signs protesting the Babel Decree, covering the exteriors of the houses in such quantities that the Guardians can’t keep on top of taking them down. A few months ago this would have surprised me, as the Third Class have never been permitted to study languages at university level. But now the idea that these people would be uninterested in linguistics or the right to free speech is ludicrous. Second languages, dialects, slang . . . they come naturally to those who inhabit the poorest corners of society, where people take care of each other, where community is made by talking and cultural melting pots give birth to new words in the wink of an eye. The Third Class – discarded by the Empire because they are not educated, wealthy or white – are linguists in their own right.

I turn to walk along the River Thames as a boat horn blares. I look up, just in time to see a huge figure on the path ahead. It’s a Bulgarian dragon, head bent down to talk to the pair of Guardians standing in its shadow. I feel a swoop of dread. I slip into the obscurity of the nearby trees and walk as quietly as I can, studying the dragon in the moonlight. It’s slightly bigger than Chumana, probably male, and a silver crown sits atop its head, peaking down into a triangular shape between its eyes. I’m only half-surprised that the Bulgarian dragons agree to wear such an evident marker of their alliance with Wyvernmire. Their magpie tendencies towards wealth and decoration have clearly won over their disdain for humans.

‘You dare abandon your post?’ the dragon snarls at the Guardians. ‘Only Bolgoriths patrol the streets between here and the South Bank. You should not be here.’

I stop, surprised at his tone. These are Wyvernmire’s Guardians of Peace.

‘We have orders to search this part of Pimlico for rebels,’ one of the Guardians says. ‘A dragon cannot fit inside the houses.’

There’s a whoosh like a breeze and flames lick in a straight line along the waterfront, engulfing the Guardian in a blazing cloud of orange. He doesn’t even have time to scream before he’s dead. I drop to the ground, trying to hold in my gasp. I feel my muscles tense with terror – I want to run but I don’t dare. The other Guardian stares at the Bolgorith for a second, then turns and flees. A low growl emanates from the dragon’s chest as he turns to stare across the Thames. He walks past me, his long, spiked tail dragging up dust, and I catch the acidic scent of burning meat. I don’t move, my knees damp from the grass, as I wait for my heartbeat to slow. Then I get shakily to my feet and run the rest of the way, trying not to think of who might be watching me from the sky. Are the Bolgoriths above Wyvernmire’s own army now that Goranov is Dragon Chief of State?

Sweet Street is empty, but I still wince as I push open the heavy iron door to the sugar house, its screeching even louder in the silence. I climb up the metal staircases of one of London’s oldest factories and into a huge derelict space. Then I fumble in the dark for a match and light the lantern I keep hanging on a broken nail in the wall. An orange glow fills the dark, illuminating splintered floorboards and beams that cross each other above me. The smell of smoke and sugar syrup and something else mingle in the air and I’m suddenly aware of the champagne swishing in my stomach. I hear a crunching sound.

‘I’m home,’ I call out, shrugging off my coat.

The floor shakes and dust falls from the rafters as a huge shape emerges from behind a rusting, ten-foot sugar tank.

My roommate.

Chumana.


IN DEFENCE  OF  WYRMERIAN

It befalls to us now to approach the unlikeliest of vernaculars, one it never occurred to us to defend due to its status as Britannia’s national dragon tongue and its assured place as the Draconic twin to the language of Shakespeare . . . WYRMERIAN.

And yet, since the Prime Minister mandated that only English is permitted when speaking with dragons – and since the mass departure of dragons from the nation’s capital – Wyrmerian is barely more than a whisper on the wind. It is a ghost language destined, if we cannot free ourselves from the ignorant rulership of Adrienne Wyvernmire, to be interred in the same graveyard as Sanskrit or Aramaic, or to become what scholars call a classical language; a museum trophy, admired and studied alongside Latin and Ancient Greek, but nonetheless returned to its display case at the end of the day, never to be spoken aloud.

Part of the North Sea Germanic branch of languages that includes Old English – languages which are therefore older than our modern English itself – Wyrmerian is not merely the dragon tongue of Britannia but its beating, Dragonese heart. Wyrmerian is the language of negotiation and commerce at the Royal Victoria Docks. It is the language of British aviation, the Wyrmerian word finn – used to designate the flight feathers of a dragon’s tail – having been borrowed by the English language to specify a part of an aircraft’s empennage. It is the tongue spoken by Queen Beatrice’s Royal Dragon Advisor (who resigned upon the breaking of the Peace Agreement). It is the lullaby once whispered to the Western Drake dragonlings that used to nest along the Thames, back when dragons were respected members of British society. These dragonlings were referred to as fersc, the word for new in Wyrmerian. It designates newness in a way that only babies can be new, and was borrowed from Old English, where it meant fresh and pure.

But there is no place for such purity, such innocence, in Wyvernmire’s Britannia. Not while it is home to species segregation, class inequalities and crimes against dragons.

Will you, the British people, stand by and watch the annihilation of our most refined dragon tongue, the forefather of Britannia’s Dragonese? Or will you, in the name of patriotism and language preservation, rebel?
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CHUMANA’S STRAWBERRY SCALES SHINE IN THE lamplight, slick with a natural oil that protects the skin beneath from their rough edges. The sores that used to run up her legs, the result of years spent locked inside a dark library, are gone and her teeth are coated in blood. When I told Hollingsworth I wanted to live somewhere far from the First Class luxuries that reminded me of Bletchley Park, she insisted it be with Chumana. My eyes dart to the carcass of a young stag behind the pink dragon and my stomach lurches. So that’s what the smell is.

I raise an eyebrow. ‘Bon appétit.’

Chumana watches as I head to the makeshift parlour area in the corner of the warehouse and change into a nightdress. A wet wind blows in from the river, straight through the missing wall at the far end of the room. It was smashed away during a rebel attack before we moved in. We can’t block it up because it’s the only entrance to the building Chumana can fit through. A small fire burns within a metal barrel. I watch out of the corner of my eye as Chumana returns to her prey, holding it steady by an antler as she peels off strips of meat with her teeth. The scent of warm blood is overpowering. I pour myself a glass of water from the jug and sit down amid a pile of blankets to watch the Bulgarian dragon I live with crunch the stag’s skull between her jaws.

‘Chumana,’ I say.

She stops chewing, blood trickling down her chin as her eyes flick lazily to me.

‘Wyvernmire has appointed General Goranov as Dragon Chief of State.’

A low growl emanates from her throat. ‘I know.’

My heart sinks. Of course she does.

So why am I the only one who didn’t?

‘Why would she do such a thing?’

Chumana licks her lips. ‘She believes it will make her powerful on the world stage, to have a Bulgarian Bolgorith at her side.’

‘And will it?’

‘It will make her a threat,’ she breathes. ‘Britannia will be hated for allying with Bulgaria, but it will also be feared.’

‘She’s also made Slavidraneishá the country’s national dragon tongue,’ I say as Chumana eats.

‘Are you surprised?’

‘So British dragons cannot speak their own tongues, but the Bulgarian invaders can?’

A bone cracks loudly between Chumana’s teeth. ‘Wyvernmire will do whatever is necessary to keep control,’ she hisses. ‘Since she betrayed Queen Ignacia, no British dragon is required to be loyal to her. Ignacia may be refusing to ally with the rebels, but she still wants revenge against the government. As for the humans, the lower classes are joining the rebellion and the First Class is beginning to question her, too.’

‘That’s why she has Hollingsworth writing the Babel Decree articles,’ I say bitterly. ‘She wants to know what everyone is saying at all times.’

Chumana grunts. ‘Assimilation through language is an age-old tactic among humans. Perhaps this war will be fought with tongues rather than talons or teeth. It is why Rita Hollingsworth chose you as her Swallow.’

‘Her swallow?’ I say.

‘That is what she calls you. What the rebels call you.’ Chumana looks up again, her grin full of blood. ‘Don’t you like it?’

‘She wants me to be the face of the rebellion, but she doesn’t bother to tell me anything,’ I mutter. ‘She still hasn’t sent me to Canna. What’s the point of learning to speak the tongue of the Hebridean Wyverns if I’m never actually going to use it?’

‘So you assume you are ready to come face to face with a pack of wyverns?’ Chumana breathes.

‘I’ve read Clawtail’s descriptions of them, of their behaviour and culture and environment, and I can speak basic Cannair now, so—’

‘You forget that they are dragons, dragons with wings and teeth and a taste for flesh. And you are just a girl.’

‘Just a girl?’ I spit. ‘Why is it that everyone has forgotten what I did at Bletchley Park, what Atlas and I . . .’

I stop as the memories unfurl again, threatening to wrap their cold hands around my throat and choke me.

‘We could go to Canna together, couldn’t we?’ I continue. ‘We could fly there tonight. And if I can’t convince the wyverns to help us then maybe you can. They’ll recognise you as one of their own.’ I shrink beneath Chumana’s fiery gaze. She stares at me, no trace of her meal left except for some shining white bones and a red stain on the floor.

‘I will thank you,’ she snarls, ‘not to compare me to a wyvern. Obstinate, fickle, two-legged things.’

‘I have two legs,’ I say, swallowing the laugh in my throat. ‘Does that mean I’m obstinate and fickle?’

‘And yet,’ she says, ignoring me, ‘you would do well not to underestimate them. Wyverns are proud, prouder than any other species. They hoard knowledge like Bolgoriths hoard riches, as though they invented intelligence itself and should be rewarded for it. They hunt in packs, so swift and methodical that it is as if they are of one mind.’ Her eyes fall on my face and I feel my smile disappear. ‘You will not outsmart one, and you will not outrun one.’

‘What’s the difference between a wyvern and a dragon, apart from the number of legs?’

‘Wyverns lack the solitary nature of dragons,’ Chumana replies. ‘They live by no maxim. They are an excitable, unpredictable species and their bodies are smaller, more pliable than those of dragons. I have seen one pass through the narrowest of gaps in search of its prey. I suspect that these particular wyverns—’

‘The Hebrideans,’ I say.

‘—will only be found if they want to be.’

‘Clawtail’s journal says the Hebridean Wyverns only speak one language. Did you know that?’

Chumana growls.

‘The only other species anywhere near as lazy about learning tongues are the Bulgarian Bolgoriths, and that’s only because they communicate largely in echolocation.’

‘Lazy. Such a compliment warms my heart,’ Chumana says.

‘You know I don’t mean you,’ I reply. ‘Hollingsworth says that Goranov’s army places troops in family groups because their strong emotional bond allows them to communicate effectively over long distances.’ I steal a glance at Chumana. ‘You were wise to tell us, you know. That the Koinamens is more than just language. You know I won’t try to translate it ever again.’

When she doesn’t reply, I push the pile of pamphlets Edward gave me towards her.

‘Will you deliver these for me? Tonight?’

She sniffs. ‘No one told me that living with you would involve becoming a giant dracovol.’

‘Well, you’re the most inconspicuous dragon-sized dracovol I know.’ I nod towards the silver piece of metal lying in the corner. Chumana begrudgingly sticks her snout under the crown and tosses it on to her head. With the silver peak between her eyes, she looks just like one of Wyvernmire’s dragons. I found it dented in the street in the aftermath of a rebel attack and after dragging it back here, Chumana used her flame to weld it back into shape. I’m surprised Hollingsworth didn’t have one made for her, as it makes her night-time flights even less noticeable. Whether she likes it or not, Chumana is crucial to Hollingsworth, because only she can listen to the Bulgarians using her Koinamens. She can only understand their most simple calls, as she’s not bonded with any of them, but it’s enough to know where they’re stationing patrols or where they’ll attack next.

She takes the pamphlets in her mouth and lumbers over to the missing wall. I follow, the wind whipping my nightdress around my legs. I peer over the edge at the dark street below, then up into the starry sky. Chumana transfers the bundle to her talon.

‘Keep back,’ she growls. ‘Do you remember how to listen for a Bolgorith?’

‘Your wings beat slower,’ I say, nodding. ‘Two beats, not three.’

‘Good. Extinguish the lamp.’

Chumana steps off the ledge and into the air. I gasp as she swoops low, her wings barely fitting between the rows of buildings, then lifts with such a force that the bushes lining the street bow in her wake. I go back to the blankets on the floor and pull them aside. Hidden beneath them are five more pamphlets. I slide them into my satchel. Tomorrow, I’ll show them to Hollingsworth. She’ll be angry at first, but they’ll make her realise how dedicated I am to the rebel cause. They’ll make her realise that I’m ready to go to Canna. I tuck them inside my satchel, then blow out the lamp and lie down.

The wind blows humid across the room, threatening to pull my covers away. I burrow down the way I used to do as a child in my bed, back when I slept on cotton sheets instead of floorboards. But I’m not frightened in the sugar house. I know I’m safer here than anywhere else in London. When Chumana and I first took up residence, both still wounded from the Battle of Bletchley, my body reacted to every creak and groan. Atlas’s voice haunted my dreams and looking at Chumana, so bloody and beaten, was an unbearable reminder of how I felt. We kept to opposite sides of the building, me freezing beneath my damp blankets, until one night the floor beneath me shook and a hot wing dropped over my body.

‘You can’t sleep like this forever,’ I had hissed bitterly into the dark. ‘I’ll just be an inconvenience to you.’

‘You’ll inconvenience me more if you’re dead,’ came the reply.

I lie still, listening to the sound of my own beating heart and the distant swish of wings outside. I wait for Chumana to return, for her presence to banish the thoughts that slip back into my mind every time I’m alone, those that remind me that the war still isn’t won, that my parents are still imprisoned and that Atlas is still dead.

Dragon Chief of State . . . how will Britannia ever escape this mess?

I clutch the swallow around my neck and think of the pamphlets again. All I want is to make up for my mistakes: betraying Sophie, believing lies about the Third Class, taking so long to join the rebels. All I want is to live out the second chance Chumana promised me, to honour Atlas’s memory by helping the Coalition. But writing about dragon tongues isn’t going to achieve that. I remember what Chumana called me earlier and cringe.

The Swallow?

What would the rebels think if they knew the Swallow is hiding in a house in London while they fight dragons? And now Goranov is leading the country and Slavidraneishá is the only dragon tongue allowed. I bury my face into a cushion and scream. I have to do something.

Something dark slips into the sugar house as my eyes grow heavy, a desolation I haven’t felt this keenly since Atlas died. Working for Hollingsworth – having a purpose – has been the only thing keeping it at bay. But now I let it flood the empty space around me, licking up the wooden beams like a cold, shadowy flame. Atlas’s face appears in front of me, blood droplets spattered across his white collar. I see a silver revolver. Smoke. A motorcar hurtling through the trees.

The terrible memories engulf my dreams and I hear myself cry out just as a scaly warmth settles beside me.

There is the soft whoosh of flames.

A bird flies through my mind and scatters the nightmares, light trailing from its forked tail.



When I wake, Chumana is asleep beside me and smoky tendrils are spiralling above the cold barrel fire. The pink sunrise falls across the blankets and my heart jolts. I’ve overslept. I throw on my clothes as the morning light grows brighter. Hollingsworth will be furious with me for travelling after daybreak. Chumana snores as I step over her tail and run down the metal stairs. My despair at yesterday’s events has formed a tight knot in my stomach that won’t go away and I keep my head down as I come out of the Tube station and walk towards Claridge House. As long as I continue to play my role as Penelope Hollingsworth convincingly, surely the Chancellor will forgive my lateness.

I falter as I almost tread on a white sheet of paper, then spot more littered across the pavement ahead.
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