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			Chapter 1

			Coming to a Head

			What the hell was in his mouth?

			Not his personal mouth, specifically, but one of the other mouths. Centerhead ran his tongue around his fangs to make sure, because sometimes he got disoriented first thing in the morning. Vibrations reverberated up through his spine and neck and into his skull, an itchy discomfort that made his scales feel like they’d slough off. It was like he was chewing on something too hard for his teeth to break, which was something only the other heads would do. Of all the heads on his body, he was the one with class.

			Without opening his ­sleep-­crusted eyes, Centerhead grumbled at the others. “I hunted for three days straight while your snoring scared off all the prey. Couldn’t catch one single moose. And still, I let you sleep. But I’m not allowed to nap for five minutes?”

			Centerhead exhaled smoke through his nostrils and turned to regard the head that was inching away from him, withdrawing on a long, serpentine neck. It was Bottomhead, turning his snout away to hide what was in his jaws. All the heads looked alike, sleek triangles with spiked crests behind their foreheads, decorated in ­reddish-­orange scales over ­char-­black hide. Looking into Bottomhead’s face was like seeing his own reflection, except that the reflection was drooling lava and had the guilty eyes of a dog who’d stolen a treat from the table.

			Shaking off his slumber, Centerhead rose up on his own lengthy neck, looming over their shared back and wings. “What did you catch? A stag? Why does it feel so hard?”

			From around his full mouth, Bottomhead gurgled. “Nuh.”

			
			That didn’t make sense. Bottomhead usually showed off his catches. He was the proudest head on the great dragon Garrodigh. The one time he’d caught a skunk, he’d gotten Centerhead sprayed three times in his celebrations.

			Centerhead said, “I just want to know what it is. Come on. We share a stomach. I’ll find out eventually.”

			Bottomhead pushed around their bad leg, the left front one, stretching his ­five-­foot-­long neck to get even further away from Centerhead. He worked so hard that the four legs of their body limped them leftward on the mossy patch of a hill. The dense tree canopy overhead blocked the morning sun, although the gloom lit up with flames from Bottomhead’s nostrils as he tried to flee. His problem was that Centerhead and he shared the same body. To save his breakfast, he was running away from himself.

			Teeth clacked against something too hard to be meat, and the vibrations made Centerhead shudder again. That didn’t make sense. A deer or moose didn’t have bones that could stand up to their jaws. Hell, it felt like Bottomhead was chewing a hunk of metal. Like chains, or iron armor.

			“Wait,” said Centerhead, the idea finally hitting him. “Is that armor you’re chewing on?”

			“Nuh!” said Bottomhead, followed by more of that horrendous chewing. Yes, that was metal in his mouth.

			Centerhead nosed his way after the other head, sniffing for any scent of meat on his breath. “Hang on. You caught an armored human? One of those wretches from Winged City? Let me see.”

			More clacking sounds as Bottomhead desperately tried to chew the metallic object, which plainly refused to be torn or crushed. Their shared stomach gurgled, feeling as empty as a human’s promises.

			Oh, Centerhead couldn’t stop himself from drooling, his expectorations spattering the forest floor and catching twigs aflame. His appetite burned him, too. The idea of desecrating a human corpse flooded his mind with joy. To chew their tiny brains, crack a femur between his teeth, or get their liver, full of delicious toxins, and ­char-­bake with his breath.

			He asked, “You’re having trouble peeling off the armor, right? Let me help. All I ask is a liver. Or a kidney. Humans have lots of kidneys. You can share.”

			Bottomhead’s answer was to jam his snout into the ground and hunch to hide himself. That grubby fiend was hogging all the human kidneys to himself. The nerve!

			Centerhead pleaded at him. “How did you catch one? Did they fall out of their airships? Were they still alive? Did you make them face our ­flame-­broiled wrath? The wrath of Garrodigh, the Great Terror?”

			“Oh, darn it all,” came another voice, softer, if still raspy. “I’m still here? I’m still this?”

			Oh, no. Centerhead was doing so well. He couldn’t deal with him, too. Not now.

			Centerhead said, “Go back to sleep.”

			Their third neck trembled as Upperhead emerged. He typically slept with his face wedged under one of their wings, in absolute denial of the world beyond his own thoughts. Already, magma leaked from his tear ducts, blearing his yellow eyes. Their shared lungs hitched together from his abrupt emotion. Upperhead huffed his breaths, streams of smoke escaping his nostrils.

			Centerhead said, “Please don’t start. I can’t do this on an empty stomach.”

			Upperhead started. “I told myself when I went to bed last night that this delusion would end. I know I’m not a dragon. I don’t belong out here. I belong at the academy.”

			Centerhead closed his eyes for a moment, willing his other heads to cease to exist. Every day he fought to keep their shared self fed and alive, while they went more deranged. He was the true Garrodigh, the Great Terror of the wilderness. It was simply hard some days to get the other heads to listen ­to—

			
			“I am a human being,” Upperhead continued. “I know what reality is. I have two hands, two feet, and one head. One single head. Why won’t this delusion of scales end?”

			“Because you are a dragon. This isn’t a delusion.”

			“I am a man. An ordinary human citizen of Kardoša. I have a desk job somewhere in the academy of Winged City. I bet I have a pen collection.”

			Centerhead flexed the claws of their front feet. “None of us have ever held a pen.”

			“You have never held a pen! Because you and that other head are just my inner demons, tormenting me. You’re a trauma that I’m working through. I know one day I will be cured and wake in a bed again and have a breakfast of bagels and fruit preserves.”

			Centerhead did what any reasonable person would: he darted forth and bit the other head until he shut up. He snapped at the spiky frill on the back of Upperhead’s neck, where the scales were thickest, so he could clamp down as hard as he wanted without injury. None of them needed injuries. Perhaps a good shaking, and then some nourishment.

			Centerhead asked, “Am I real now?”

			He chomped Upperhead a good one, and the head keened in what anyone would admit was a great imitation of a pompous human being assailed by the lower classes. That just made Centerhead want to chomp him worse.

			Upperhead said, “Self-­inflicted pain is hardly unique. It’s no different than when my human wife pinches me in my sleep and I dream it’s some beast.”

			“You want a pinching?”

			Centerhead began raising their front right paw, flexing the claws to extend. Before the claws were halfway extended, the entire limb trembled, resisting him. Upperhead clearly believed he was dragon enough to fight him for control of their shared paw.

			“Stop it,” Upperhead said. “Stop it. None of you are real.”

			“Wuh?” Bottomhead swung around to face them both, mouth opening in protest. “I’m real. What did I do?”

			
			Between his syllables, Bottomhead lost track of his meal. Across his tongue rolled a large orb, dark with soot. That was no suit of armor, and certainly wasn’t ­human-­shaped. It was nearly a foot wide, and as soon as it passed his teeth, it dropped sharply, smashing dried leaves and fallen branches on the ground.

			All Bottomhead’s chewing had barely scratched the orb. It had to be made of something sterner than stone with all the munching he’d given it. It was deeply blackened, as though blasted by more than a dragon’s baking fire.

			Both Centerhead and Upperhead reached a paw for it, trying to figure out what the thing was.

			“Yurk! Mine!” Bottomhead smashed his face into the earth, trying again to swallow the orb whole. Mud streamed from his jaws as he shook it and squeezed. There was no flesh or bone on it. It wasn’t food. That was a munition.

			Centerhead asked, “Where did you get a cannonball?”

			An explosion overhead interrupted any further questioning. At first Centerhead thought it was thunder, but there wasn’t so much as a drizzle going on in their woods. All their arguing had distracted him from checking the sky through any gaps in the tree cover. Now he looked up, knowing what he’d find.

			A wedge formation of nine dragons, all flocking in tight unison into battle. They flew from the great dark spot in the ­sky—­humanity’s so-called Winged City. Those dragons were Winged City’s tamed nockholes, ridden by human warriors for human conquest and all that nonsense. The dragons’ scales caught the sunlight like it belonged to them. They all departed the flying island that sat in the sky like a cloud with a mortgage. Those human riders up there that kept drawing war to their lands and scared off all the good prey.

			The wedge of dragons flew southeast, heading sharply toward several other flying shapes. Airships of one invader or another. Scum and nockholes, all of them. There were ample human troublemakers, with their armies and their machines and humanity’s favorite export: violence.

			
			More cannon fire split the midmorning sky, sending black smoke wafting from the cannons on the sides of those airships. Cannonballs warbled as they arced, and as the dragons broke formation to avoid the shot. Instead, those cannonballs became an iron rain, falling straight down into the woodlands. One punched a hole straight through several branches and dug into the earth not ten feet to Garrodigh’s left.

			Watching those cannonballs plummet, Centerhead felt a tingling down his neck and belly, stronger in his left side. Down at the front of their shared body, to the left of the base of Centerhead’s neck, there twitched a lump of flesh and igneous scar tissue. It tingled like a leg that had fallen asleep. The scar where once a fourth head had grown. Poor Lefty.

			That cannonball smashing into the earth was an acute reminder of how they’d lost Lefty. Centerhead turned to regard his fellow heads and found they were already regarding him. They were in agreement, even before the next cannonball blew a huge spruce right next to them into toothpicks.

			No more words. Garrodigh, the Great Terror, got himself together and ran for his life.
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			Chapter 2

			Good Riddance Crater

			Cannonballs didn’t need to keep tearing the meadow behind Garrodigh apart. He would’ve fled anyway. But damned if those humans above didn’t keep opening fire and giving him incentive.

			Together, the three heads struggled to coordinate their running, keeping their bad leg tucked tight to their underside while the others sprang along. It was more ­speed-­limping than anything as they rushed down the hill in search of safety. Their wings jerked against their back, too mangled and full of holes to fly, but instinctively wanting to unfurl, sending sparks of pain through their body. Their paws pounded at the woodlands and through sparse meadows, beneath the explosions.

			The whole time, Upperhead fretted at them. “This isn’t real. This can’t be happening. I work in a library. The boring part of a library.”

			Bottomhead asked, “Uhm? Can we hide in your library?”

			Their limbs burned coldly, exhausted from lack of food before Garrodigh even made it a mile. Chills threatened to overtake them from head to tail. Running on three feet should not have been this hard, but they didn’t have any other options. It was run on three feet or join Lefty in learning if there was an afterlife.

			“Almost there,” Centerhead assured himself. Assured all of himself. “We’re going to make it.”

			They broke through a bank of cedars, smashing branches apart to reach the Wall of Holes. A titanic mound of igneous rock that jutted up toward the sky, draping the local area in its shadow. Pores on its flank opened into deep caves where most wild dragons slumbered and kept their lairs. A mountain made for dragons, the safest place in the wilderness. Standing at the foot of it, Centerhead could actually believe the legends that the Goddess Polárka had breathed her flame into the earth to bring the Wall of Holes bubbling up. A volcano that had gone dormant.

			It was a holy ground, and desirable real estate. There was no better defense against human invasions. Most of the locals were dug deep into their caves, although two heads did snake out of one opening. Centerhead thought they belonged to Lyneath, a ­silver-­scaled dragon famed for her leadership of the area.

			Both of Lyneath’s heads spat ­fire—­not at the war in the sky, but down at Garrodigh. Her orange flames lashed at him, spraying in a warning against his side.

			Upperhead shouted at her, “You’re not real, either!”

			So Garrodigh was still unwelcome at the Wall of Holes. Centerhead grumbled up at all those caves in the mountain. “Snobs and their private salons.”

			Badly as his left foreleg ached, he didn’t give up. There was another option. A secret. Centerhead got them pivoting in their ­three-­leg dash, running around the base of the Wall of Holes, away from the great face where all the normal caves were. Most of the pores on the other sides were stopped by landslides or by dragons trying to prevent intruders into the cave systems. Not a single opening on the mountainside was free.

			“Uhm?” Bottomhead asked, “Are we going to die? I don’t want to be dead.”

			Centerhead grunted, flame flickering out his nostrils. “Not today.”

			Centerhead glanced at the scar tissue where Lefty’s neck had once been. He could still help. Lefty had been part of an unsavory ring of human sympathizers, and they’d kept a hiding spot. A private salon that was otherwise untaken because it was at the very ground level of the mountain. A place literally beneath the attention of the snobs above.

			While he abhorred the sympathizers, Centerhead had never forgotten the salon’s location. His fellow heads really should be more appreciative.

			“Aren’t you grateful you have me?”

			Neither Bottomhead nor Upperhead responded, both fretting at the maelstrom in the skies. So he guided them to the ­half-­uprooted chestnut tree and the enormous hunk of slate beside it, coated in rock dust. This slate was his door to privacy. He stuck a paw under it, ready to slip inside and sleep his way through the battle. Maybe he’d get lucky and find some humans had fallen off their air vessels for supper afterward.

			Upperhead said, “I’m not here. I’m in my basement. In my ­entertainment area. I’m playing ball games with my wife and neighbors.”

			“Relax,” said Centerhead. “I rescued us. Show me some gratitude.”

			“Ball games. She’s teaching me about things with balls. Humans love balls.”

			Bottomhead added, “I like balls, too. They’re chewy.”

			Centerhead shoved the paw further under the slate and inhaled deeply. This thing was heavier on an empty stomach. Up he hefted, wings straining in response on his back, aching like they’d tear open and bleed from the stress.

			The other edge of the stone dug into the earth as he revealed the entrance, as broad as he’d left it. With the slate halfway up, they brought all three of their heads down to dive inside the salon. It smelled as sulfurous and musty as ever. The smells of comfort.

			Just as Centerhead’s snout breached the dark, a volt of fire sprayed into his eyes, and he jerked back.

			From inside, someone bellowed, “Out! We’re full!”

			How dare that voice talk to him that way? And from within his own salon?

			Bottomhead and Centerhead snarled together, down at a pair of glowing eyes. ­Jade-­green eyes. Another dragon had stolen his spot.

			Centerhead demanded, “Who is that? Get out.”

			
			“Loughcrub,” said the intruder. “Dragon and homeowner. You’re trespassing.”

			Bottomhead yelled, “Nuh! You’re passing tresses!”

			Centerhead agreed. “You are in my salon.”

			Loughcrub’s glowing green eyes rolled, and he extended a paw like he’d drag the slate back down into place. “Was empty when I got here.”

			“Listen,” said Upperhead. “That is my basement. Vacate or I’ll summon the police.”

			Loughcrub tilted his head like he didn’t know what to make of the threat. Eventually, he said, “Good luck with that.”

			Upperhead said, “Don’t test me. I’ll do it.”

			Bottomhead said, “Yuh. He means it.”

			Those glowing green eyes switched to Centerhead, as though Loughcrub could tell he was thinking of how to make a good argument. “You think I don’t know you, Garrodigh? Why don’t you go ask your friends for help?”

			What nonsense was that? Loughcrub had to know that was pointless. Centerhead asked, “At the Wall of Holes? They’re worse than worthless. Not one of them would shelter us.”

			Loughcrub spoke more slowly. “Your human friends.”

			Flaming bile leaped into Centerhead’s throat. “My what?”

			“I remember when all you heads dragged us to help the humans in their petty little war.”

			Centerhead fought to lift the paw of his bad leg, showing off the twitching limb to this fool. “Are you calling me a human sympathizer, you little nockhole? That was one head. One that died. It cost me a leg and my wings. None despises humans as much as me.”

			His leg had been mangled the day Lefty had been shot off by a human’s cannon. They’d fallen half a mile to the earth, and in one moment had ruined their leg, destroyed their wings, and lost a quarter of themself. No more flight. No more even running straight. Loughcrub dared say he was a human sympathizer? That he’d fought on their behalf?

			
			Loughcrub only got louder. “You think I don’t recognize which one of you I’m talking to? It was your stupid plan to help the humans get their sky palace and make them safe. You said it would end the war. Didn’t work, did it? So go ask your human friends to hide you. You’re not wanted here.”

			Him? Centerhead, arguing to help the humans of Winged City? Only Lefty would ever have been that generous to so wretched a species. In the wake of losing Lefty, Centerhead had been the canny one. He was the head who held it all together while Bottomhead reverted to feral nature and Upperhead went deluded. The loss had messed them up. Not him.

			Defiantly, he tried to summon memories of his arguments with Lefty. All the times he’d refused to enter the war. A good misanthropic quote would put Loughcrub in his place. ­Except . . .

			Except his memory was a little foggy, around the details. The vehemence was there. Just no specific conversation. It was like trying to grab a handful of smoke.

			“I never sided with them! You take that back,” he insisted, glaring as much at Loughcrub as at his fellow they. If they were good for anything, they ought to be speaking up in his defense. They knew him. They were literally attached.

			Bottomhead was suddenly interested in a patch of moss on the ground. “Yurk. You both kinda talked about it. Like, a lot. We’d help humans. Humans would help us. When are humans going to help us back, anyway?”

			Centerhead spat ­magma-­tinged phlegm. “You chased a cannonball as a toy today. You shut up.”

			As though invoked by their name, fresh cannonballs tore through the sky above with their engineered thunder. Centerhead didn’t have time to turn to see one coming, scarcely hearing the zhiiiiiiiiiiiing before his world shook. The iron ball clipped his right wing, force rippling through it and making the membranes seize up, jamming all the tensed bones against his scaly body.

			Bottomhead screeched, and their legs turned to water. Garrodigh collapsed to the ground in a heap, losing his grip on the slate. It dropped from his paw, slamming shut and sealing the way into safety. Muffled through the stone, Loughcrub laughed at him.

			No time to curse or fight about it. More cannonballs struck the Wall of Holes overhead, sending tons of rock dust showering everywhere. The tree beside him was hit with such friction that it split down the middle and both halves ignited, burning as they fell.

			Centerhead forced his hind legs up, shoving their collective body forward to flee. There was no cover out here. He had to get moving. His bad leg throbbed like it would break open and bleed lava with every step, and he forced himself to get anywhere with cover. Centerhead was so frantic that he couldn’t tell the sounds of dragonfire from cannon fire. No one cared about him. Two sides in the sky waged a war that ripped the wilderness apart.

			One bad turn, and he tottered on the edge of a slope. He slammed his bad leg down, and it gave out, sending another ripple of reflexive tension pain through his wounded wing. All sense of direction vanished, and he fell. Garrodigh rolled lengthwise, torn wings crushing beneath him again and again as they all scrambled with any limb they could command to stop. They slid through silt and mud and felt water splash along their legs.

			This was no puddle. A vast lake splayed beyond his legs, and it took Centerhead a moment to recognize it. Good Riddance Crater. When those damned humans had done their magic trick to send Winged City into the sky, they’d taken an enormous chunk of land with them. What they left was a hole so vast that it filled with groundwater, until it became the biggest body of water in the wilderness. They’d promised the wild dragons peace, but what had they gotten? A place in which to drown.

			Limping up to stand and push from the shore, Centerhead growled at himself. Had he really believed in the human cause? It was ridiculous. Surely, he’d remember.

			Bottomhead asked, “Why did you like humans so much, anyway? They smell.”

			
			“I didn’t,” Centerhead insisted. “The only good human is a dead one.”

			Upperhead stuck one of their legs into the crater lake, testing the waters. “I’ve got to swim for it. Make my way home.”

			Centerhead snapped at him. “Swim in water? We’ll be extinguished in seconds.”

			“I bet I can hold my breath a while. And whatever the fracas is, they won’t be able to see us.”

			Centerhead hissed in a breath. “Stray munitions don’t care what they see. And drowning is the best way to snuff out our fire. We’ll be dead in a minute down there.”

			“You’re forgetting.”

			“Forgetting what?”

			“I’m a man. I bet I’ve had swimming lessons.”

			Centerhead wondered if he could eat his own head. As it was, the thought of swiping his limb at anything sent sick chills through his belly. The fall had been too much. He was too starved for this.

			The next explosions jarred his body and yet felt expected. He hadn’t caught his breath and he could barely stand, so of course those airships above would blast the hell out of everything. Several cannonballs streaked downward and splashed into the surface of Good Riddance Crater’s lake, sending plumes of water spraying into the air. They hit so close that the waters spattered across Centerhead’s aching wings.

			Dragons fell, too. Those shining, ­silver-­scaled beauties from Winged City’s armies. Two dragons plunged straight down into the crater’s waters, their roars turning high and pitiable, before dissolving into the long hzzzzzzzzz sounds of dragonfire extinguishing. Nothing surfaced of the two. They must have been shot dead before they fell, and the last acts of their corpses were to drag their riders into the drink.

			A third dragon fell, too, this one missing the water. Like a golden dart, his single head drove right into the ground. His neck buckled and ruptured, and Centerhead flinched away before seeing any more. That poor beast. Tamed or not, nobody deserved that.

			While Bottomhead and Upperhead walked him closer to the fallen dragon, Centerhead watched the waters. The ripples faded, like mourners done with a funeral and ready for the rest of their day. So inappropriate that a dragon’s fire could be forgotten that quickly.

			Winged City always sent an airship to collect their wounded, both humans and dragons alike. They’d have a hell of a time finding those two, sunken down deeper than any living thing could probably swim. The searchers would only find that one dragon over there, and she was quite clearly beyond saving.

			“Yurk.” Bottomhead tried to push under Centerhead, like he’d use him as an umbrella against cannonballs. “What do we do?”

			Centerhead tilted his head at the fallen dragon, envisioning all the humans who would come in hopes of rescuing him.

			“I’ve got an idea.”
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			Chapter 3

			The Plan

			Garrodigh dragged his tails as he approached the fallen dragon. Several yards of deep trenches were dug into the damp earth behind the beast from the brief period when he’d raked across the ground before full impact. Centerhead placed one paw in those furrows, tentative, then withdrew it. It felt wrong to tread there, where another dragon had perished.

			Once, he’d been shot out of the sky, too.

			This one had been a gorgeous dragon, with ­fruit-­pink hide barely visible beneath all his golden scales. Besides the fresh reeds and earth from impact, those scales were untarnished. No grime, well cared for, scales even polished in spaces. A black leather saddle and his equally deceased rider were strapped down between his wings. Three golden tails that were nearly the length of the rest of his body stretched from his haunches, all slack as a garment.

			Centerhead watched those tails. Not a single twitch.

			It was sentimentality, but Centerhead placed a paw on the nameless dragon’s hip. “Friend?”

			Of course there was no answer. The nameless dragon’s solitary head was smashed into the earth, such that most of his golden neck was buried in there. Molten fluids had emerged up around the edges of the hole and had already cooled and gone solid, sealing the head in place like an organic tomb. On the sides of his neck were two more ­neck-­stumps. This dragon had died with only one head remaining.

			The saddle was strapped between his wings with sterling steel buckles to keep it fastened. The one stain on the nameless dragon’s person was the rider, whose face and other parts had pancaked on impact, and now he leaked assorted fluids along those gorgeous scales. How could Centerhead pay respects to him?

			“Yurk! Mine! Mine, mine, mine!”

			Bottomhead batted Centerhead aside and bolted forward, seizing the corpse of the rider in his jaws. With an enthusiastic tug, he wrenched the body free from its saddle and stirrups. With a flick of his neck, he tossed his new snack skyward and belched out a gout of flames to roast it in midair. It came down with a proper blackened char, and Bottomhead caught it by the legs. Garrodigh’s entire body wiggled from Bottomhead’s delight at the apparent flavor.

			Upperhead watched all of this, shifting his eyes between the charbroiled rider and his fellow heads. “It’s . . . it’s probably a barbecue. I’m attending some family meal. Humans love family meals.”

			“Nuh,” Bottomhead said around his mouthful of human, but he couldn’t retreat in time. Upperhead ditched his humanity and dove in, snapping his jaws around the rider’s head and left arm. The two heads soon wrestled over the body, each angling to tear off the bigger chunk.

			They were all eating to fill the same stomach, but Centerhead wasn’t above this. He bit off a roasted arm before anyone else claimed it. The ulna and radius crunched together pleasantly between his molars, fresh protein pulverizing and burning into a fine carbon flavor. Meat was good, but burned meat was sustenance. He relished the taste of that hand on his tongue.

			He still made himself pull the arm out before it was all chewed up, though, pinching it between a few claws. Without a heart’s pulse, blood oozed slowly from the rider’s wounds.

			Centerhead flexed his right wing tentatively, holding back the hiss from how badly it pulsed. Lucky it hadn’t been blown clean off.

			Holding up the bleeding arm like the tip of a paintbrush, he smeared all the gore along his right wing.

			“Yurk!” Bottomhead yelped. “Quit it. That hurts.”

			The wing trembled, tensing up from the touch. That cannonball had really gotten Garrodigh good, and the right wing had always been the worst since he’d been shot down. Centerhead smeared all the gore he could get along the scabs of lava that had welled up at the impact site. That would hopefully draw the attention of any humans. A plausible narrative of harm.

			Upperhead sniffed at the blood on their wing. “What are you doing?”

			Centerhead said, “I told you I had an idea.”

			Bottomhead licked at his upper fangs. “Yurk. Eating that guy was my idea. Was a good idea.”

			Centerhead tossed the arm back into his mouth and finished his brunch. As he savored the charred meat, he hobbled to the nameless dragon’s side. “You’ve seen the humans send those airships down here. They never leave a wounded rider behind.”

			Bottomhead looked around the watery banks. “Uhm? Are there more riders to cook?”

			“They also never leave a wounded dragon behind. Dragons are precious weapons to them.”

			Upperhead’s eyes were working. He was getting this. “Hold on there.”

			“Yes,” said Centerhead. “When the battle is over, they’ll scout the entire wilderness for signs of their tamed dragons. They lose so many in their insipid wars that they will be grateful to find even one still alive. They can’t know each one. They wouldn’t recognize who we ­are—­or who we aren’t.”

			The other heads were too stunned to interrupt him. He guided them to squat down against the nameless dragon’s flank, using him as a shield against any further cannon fire. The cannons had long since died down. He didn’t see any airships left overhead. The skirmish might be clearing up. All that was definitely still up there were a few dragons, and one great city amongst the clouds.

			“They’ll carry us off to their flying academy, clean us up, and feed us.”

			Bottomhead’s eyes widened so much, they nearly fell out of his head. “Yuh? Humans can feed us?”

			
			“They’re the ones with all the food. They feed their tamed dragons. And after we eat our ­fill . . .”

			Both Bottomhead and Upperhead were fixated on him. Feeling warmly smug, he pretended to ignore their gaze, choosing to nestle his head into the moist earth, letting reeds tickle his jaw. Playing the part of the fallen beast in need of rescue.

			Upperhead insisted, “Then what?”

			Centerhead said, “After we’ve feasted? And rested? And figured out where their wretched civilization is most vulnerable? Then we kill their lord and burn their damned city down. Wage a war against all humans.”

			Upperhead put a paw over his mouth. “I never.”

			It filled Centerhead with ­liquid-­hot satisfaction. How had anyone ever mistaken him for a human sympathizer? He’d show them all.

			He said, “We will show humanity the Great Terror. All will weep and then burn.”

			Upperhead shivered, refusing to face Centerhead. “That’s grotesque. You must represent all my ­self-­loathing.”

			Centerhead snorted in the direction of the Wall of Holes. “Those other dragons thought I was a human sympathizer. They are the ones who misremember. What do you think of my idea?”

			Bottomhead lowered into the muck with Centerhead. His face was unusually contemplative, tongue sticking out to lick inside his left nostril. “Uhm. I do like burning stuffs. And eating stuffs. Those parts are nice.”

			Upperhead pushed further away from them, sticking his neck up in the air like a giraffe. Like he could get away from them and escape the plan. “Even if I were a dragon, which I am plainly not, this plan could never work. Humans are observant and skeptical creatures. They will see through your ruse in an instant.”

			“Lie down here and see.”

			“You don’t know humans like I do.”
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			Chapter 4

			Aloft

			Against the beating sun, the carrier was a rectangular shadow as it descended toward him. Garrodigh had never seen one of these vessels so close. A floating crew carrier with several brightly painted yellow pontoons on its otherwise iron and wooden underside, so it could touch down on land or in water. There were no visible gas bladders, nor sign of dragons beating their wings to keep it aloft. Just like Centerhead had always thought, these things seemed to levitate on their own.

			Only when it landed did he see that there were dragons aboard. At least four of them, one sitting at each corner beside the iron railings. Their eyes were dull, and their wings rested at their sides. The nearest dragon yawned, sticking out her black tongue. Not only were the dragons not carrying the ferry, they appeared bored riding it.

			Bottomhead whispered, “Uhm? How do they make it fly?”

			Centerhead warned, “Shh.”

			The front gate banged open, dropping down onto the ground like a drawbridge. Humans marched over it, wearing industrial gloves and coats lined with dragon scales. They carried heavy bails of cable and lassos that dangled at the ends of staffs. The tools of capture.

			Acting too injured to move was tricky. Centerhead had argued the others into shutting up and lying low, all of their snouts resting on the muddy earth. Reeds tickled at Centerhead’s nostrils, and Bottomhead fidgeted, clearly wanting to get up and chase these new mammals.

			
			As still as the heads were, their body was worse. Every insecurity manifested, making their forelegs jerk. Their paws dug into the sodden earth like they were going to dig their way through the island and out the other side of the world. Centerhead clenched his neck and willed the others to stop it.

			A human voice called, “This one’s alive. Get me sedatives. Damn, look at his wings.”

			Through one ­half-­lidded eye, Centerhead watched the humans swarm him. At least a dozen, all in their ­flame-­repellent gear, their attention weighing on him. What did they see? Did it look right? His right wing fluttered, then seized up, and all three heads gasped smoke at the shock of pain. He really couldn’t move it without coming apart.

			Humans caressed his tails with their gloved hands and drew their ­staff-­lassos to capture his paws. One pulled on his left foreleg, and he nearly bolted forward for the searing pain that shot through him.

			Another human said, “It’s not just his wings. Careful with that limb. He wasn’t doing ballet, you know?”

			Somebody muttered that ballet was actually quite physically demanding, and then everybody got to work on Garrodigh. Hands kept petting him, stroking southward along his scales. They got him to arch his belly and pushed a ­wedge-­tipped trolley under him. It took a lot of wiggling and leverage from their ­staff-­lassos, but they got him out of the lakeside muck.

			Eventually, they carted him aboard their air ferry, cradled by their tools like he was some delicate artifact. The whole time, he watched the humans for any sign they suspected he wasn’t one of their tamed dragons.

			The deck of the flying carrier was a field of pinewood boards with iron bands, all waxed with a shiny substance. Bottomhead dragged any claws he could control along it to scratch at it, while Centerhead fought to keep them still. They had to keep it together. There was nowhere to run here with sets of iron rails running all around the deck, up to ten feet in height. Each rail was thick enough to pierce a monster’s heart.

			“I’m glad you’re safe, darling.”

			That was the voice from before, that had demanded care for Garrodigh’s bad leg. Who was it?

			Across the deck was another dragon, restrained to the floorboards by several cables stretching across her spine. Her scales were so deep an indigo that the word failed to be appropriate. She had a single head with no scar tissue around her neck. Always a ­single-­headed beast, then. She was clearly injured, from the way she held her hind legs, and her tail was missing. Three humans behind her applied cement to stop up the wounds.

			Standing directly in front of her single face was a human. A handsome trans man, limbs long and lean, his thighs nearly the same width as his biceps. His ­charcoal-­black hair was styled to leave a triangle opening in his bangs, leaving just one blue eye visible. He wore the same ­flame-­repellent garb as the others, except without a helmet.

			He leaned in brazenly to snuggle the indigo dragon and give her a kiss on the snout. He held the sides of her upper jaw for a moment as though they were communing. Somehow, the dragon didn’t fuss about it.

			Then the man whisked over to Garrodigh. Before they could escape, the man caught Bottomhead by the jaws and kissed him on the tip of the snout. “And I’m glad you’re safe, too, darling.”

			Bottomhead shot his eyes at Centerhead. Centerhead had no advice. He guessed they were stuck with some affection. He watched Bottomhead wrinkle his nose and tense up from the bizarre contact. When the man rubbed at the side of his snout, Bottomhead blinked, then paused, then shoved himself forward for more of the rubbing, eyes narrowing with pleasure.

			Centerhead could have cursed the head for debasing himself so quickly. If only they weren’t pretending to be dazed and wounded.

			Then the man caught Centerhead and gave him the same kiss on the snout. It didn’t feel like anything through the thick scales on his snout. It didn’t feel like anything, other than bewildering.

			There was Bottomhead at his side, eyes almost gloating at him.

			“Shh,” Bottomhead whispered.

			Oh, now he got it. The head was chiding him to fit in and surrender to affection? Telling him that he had to play along?

			What a reprehensible dragon the rest of him was.

			Centerhead glanced around for Upperhead. The only comfort he could hope for in this situation was that that delusional head would also get a smooch and a platitude like any other dragon. Sure, Bottomhead could keep his mouth shut and let himself be petted, but it was surprising Upperhead hadn’t broken his silence yet. Why not chat with his “fellow” humans?

			He found Upperhead rearing as far as his serpentine neck would take him, yellow eyes transfixed on the deck crew. He was gawking at the three ­cement-­wielding medics tending to the other dragon like he’d never heard idle chatter before, as the humans kept blabbing about ballet and their favorite dances. Every muscle in his neck was rigid, frozen in place. His face was a portrait of something between awe and fear.

			Centerhead had never seen the head seize up like that. Seeing the things Upperhead thought he was up close must have been an unliftable weight. Centerhead almost pitied that head. Almost.

			Bottomhead shoved in front of the man again, presenting his snout for more pettings. It made the man laugh before asking, “Do I know the three of you, darling?”

			Oh no, he actually cared. Evading detection suddenly seemed a lot harder. Centerhead kept his mouth shut, with this petty little human’s hands on the sides of his snout. He was no better than Upperhead. What was he supposed to do? Swallow the man whole right now, before anybody else heard his skepticism? Wouldn’t someone see?

			“Oleksiy,” called a woman to his left, who was scribbling things on a clipboard. “How are you so good with them?”

			She wore the same ­flame-­repellent gear and hadn’t even taken off her helmet. She might have been in the same crew that retrieved Garrodigh. It was hard to make out much of her, with how much bulkier her gear was, other than her wide shoulders and hips and her flat stub of a nose.

			Abruptly, it was like Oleksiy had forgotten there were dragons in his midst. He swiveled around to face the ­broad-­shouldered woman, his cheeks dimpling in a smile. “I’m good with them, Esme. I could be better with you.”

			Esme’s cheeks went so pink, they were visible through the helmet, and she yanked it off, revealing a sweaty brow and messy brown bun of hair. She held her helmet between them as though to shield herself. Centerhead thought that was an interesting defense mechanism.

			Esme said, “I’m not falling for this again.”

			“You know, the light down here does amazing things to your eyes. Brings out the brown in them.”

			“They’re hazel.”

			“I wonder what other colors they change. We should take a picnic down in the wilderness sometime.”

			Esme turned away, like the nearest railing was terribly interesting. “You said all this the second time you asked me out.”

			“You want me to compliment your earlobes instead?”

			“You said that the first time.”

			“Both times worked, didn’t they?”

			“You stood me up both times!”

			Esme was smiling far too wide for someone who sounded angry. What an ordeal being human must be.

			Why weren’t the other dragons commenting on this? The other injured dragon was already half asleep on the deck, totally ignoring the human drama rituals on display. The dragons on the corners of the carrier were just as uninterested, lounging, not restrained by a single cable. A ­four-­headed green dragon in the near left corner actually pawed at the boards, then walked in a circle until he was lying down with a single tail draped over all his pairs of eyes to nap.

			
			Not a single word spoken. Whatever this silence was about, Centerhead followed along. He eyed his fellow heads to keep shutting up. It was time to observe the enemy.

			Esme put her fists over her eyes like she was punching her own imagination. “It’s not fair. The FFR is evil, but you all have the sexiest accent.”

			Oleksiy folded his long arms across his chest, elbows pointing out. “You know, I came to Kardoša for a reason. The FFR hates me more than they hate you.”

			Esme went rigid. “I . . . I’m sorry. I know.”

			“You can make it up to me with a date.”

			“I’m not that sorry.”

			“If you like my accent, it could just be a conjugational visit.”

			Esme made such a ­high-­pitched noise that Bottomhead looked around like prey was getting away. Esme grabbed onto the railing like she might hurl herself overboard. Garrodigh wanted to encourage her. If all the humans could annoy each other into jumping overboard, his siege of Winged City would go much easier.

			“You’re First Knight. Shouldn’t you be better than this? What’s wrong with you?”

			Somehow, she sounded both more annoyed and entertained. That was terrible. She probably wasn’t going to jump her death after all.

			Then Oleksiy was on her again, smiling like he wasn’t failing disastrously. Or maybe he wasn’t? Because for two people who knew they weren’t going on a date, they both sounded amused.

			Oleksiy said, “Are you implying there could be something wrong with a guy who rides a ­six-­ton animal into aerial battles in defense of freedom and against his own birth country?”

			Esme jabbed a finger at him like it was a dagger. “No, hey, don’t do that. Don’t ­front-­load your baggage like it’s attractive.”

			“Don’t do it because it works on you?”

			Esme stamped her foot. “Yes!”

			“Come on. Go on a date with me. I promise, I won’t even be there.”

			
			“Cosmos was right. You’re the worst.”

			“Oh, tell Cosmos I said hello. I bet she just loves being Second Knight.”

			Esme raised her papers as though she were paying any attention to them. “She hates your guts. You’re the only person who’s ever stood her up. She complains about you all the time.”

			“I never thought she’d mention me.”

			“She complains about you in the subtext of complaining about other things, but she does it a lot. It’s her way.”

			“She’s efficient. That’s her best quality.”

			“Watch your ass. She wants your rank. She will kill you eventually.”

			“I’d stand her up for that, too.” His tone went vacant, like he’d forgotten his playfulness. Oleksiy’s eyes went up to the great shadow that loomed above all the lands. The tips of the spired buildings became visible. They were nearly at Winged City. “­Everyone, prepare to touch home. Tell everyone that we rescued two dragons and one rider. I want everyone to know Noor Kulangara is alive, and that she deserves flowers. I want her hospital room so full, she thinks it’s a garden.”

			Nobody had mentioned an injured rider. They’d been failing at flirting, or whatever the local pastime was. Centerhead rose up to search for any wounded humans, curious how they treated their own. But by then, other humans were already surrounding him, grabbing onto the cables.

			Soon he’d be unleashed. Soon.
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			Chapter 5

			Into the Winged City

			Of course, the city was huge. The crater it left in the wilderness was, as well. From down in the wilderness, this place had loomed larger than the sun in the sky, a ­brownish-­black blot that cast no light. Its intimidating mass was not in question.

			Seeing it grow closer until it filled up Centerhead’s vision was another thing entirely. Those towers rising into proud spires, each ripple of their spires painted in a series of yellow, green, and blue, yellow, green, and blue, forever. Walls of ruddy red bricks, some painted white, others painted into murals of humans astride great winged beasts. Building after building, so much human architecture dominating the landscape that Centerhead could almost hear nature whimpering. Carts and carriages raced along ­black-­paved paths, and people walked everywhere. There were thousands of people up here, all casually strolling in the shadows of cavernous architecture. They had a mountain and thought nothing of it, other than to cross it to make their next class or date.

			Centerhead felt one of his legs stirring as Bottomhead raised it and tried to swipe at the vision. They were hardly close enough to smack this city. But everyone processed awe in their own way. He nipped the unruly head in the nape of his neck to remind him to stay calm.

			Upperhead stayed as high up on his neck as he could get, like a banner on a flagpole, watching unblinking at all this human civilization. His lower jaw worked like he might cry at the sight of all his fellow humans. No cry ever escaped him. At least his malfunctioning delusion was keeping him quiet.

			Centerhead prayed to Goddess Polárka, Goddess of the Sky, that they kept their composure. Being surrounded by humans was no time to blow it.

			As soon as they docked, the ­draw-­gate dropped, becoming a bridge to the paved pathways into Winged City, the bastion of human culture on the island of Kardoša. Humans lugged a cart lined with pillows, carrying a woman whose breaths were shallow, with bandages running diagonally across her shaved head and covering her left ear and eye. The bandages were stained reddish brown from beneath.

			That had to be the injured rider. Centerhead reflexively stuck his head forward to get a better look at ­her—­they had kept her out of sight for the entire flight, working loudly to keep her conscious. She raised one hand from her stretcher, shaking her taut fist in something like strength or encouragement to her fellows. Another human grabbed her hand and held it as the crew rushed her stretcher off the ship.

			Upperhead drooped down, pushing Centerhead out of the way, following the cart with the reach of his neck, trying to look in the woman’s face. Centerhead had to keep him quiet. He willed the head to not speak.

			Oleksiy walked beside Upperhead’s neck, touching his scales with just the tips of his gloved fingers.

			“Don’t worry your little heads. Noor will be fine, and so will you. You’re both war heroes now. All of Kardoša owes you everything.”

			Oleksiy held up a wad of burned meat that smelled funny in a way Centerhead didn’t recognize. Like it had a chemical coating or sauce that didn’t exist in the wilderness.

			Before anyone else could examine the meat, Bottomhead chomped it down, wiggling both of their tails with delight. Centerhead grunted at the lack of sharing.

			Medics unhooked all the cables and restraints and loaded Garrodigh onto the same trolley as before. Everyone moved him so easily, like his giant body was their routine. They got him rolling on wheels. Such little wheels, and so many, to get a great body like his moving across a flying city like theirs. It boggled Centerhead’s mind. Maybe it was the altitude.

			Or maybe it was the overstimulation of this place itself. It smelled of so much animal dung and sulfur, far more so than the wilderness, like the tamed dragons were less scrupulous with their feces, as were any livestock. They passed vast plots of grain and vegetables where laborers mixed dragon dung into the soil, growing plants as tall as trees. Upperhead looked from the gardeners’ tools to his own clawed feet, as though longing to pick up a hoe and join them in the fields.

			Abrupt popping sounds alerted them to pistol and archery ranges on their left and an outdoor class where a crimson dragon held her wings perfectly even and students ran relays from wingtip to wingtip, as though to hone their reflexes for moving aboard the beasts. Bottomhead watched them with his mouth wide, tensing Garrodigh’s wings like he wanted to spread them and turn himself into a living racetrack, too. The ache flooded their body, as their wings were far too atrophied to spread that wide. Still, Bottomhead watched the games as they were wheeled on by.

			Everywhere Centerhead looked, there was something unexpected. He couldn’t begin organizing his thoughts before he was wheeled inside some ­high-­ceilinged building and dumped inside a stall. Warmth prickled at his hide, much toastier than the outside world, almost as if they had fires roaring under the ground. It was some kind of barn, with walls of thick stone and rafters braced with thick iron beams. The humans shut him in, sliding a heavy door of iron bars into place. All three of Garrodigh’s heads tilted up, sniffing the ­sulfur-­thick air.

			Did they think this prison could hold him? Nothing would save this city from the Great Terror.

			Wrath would come later. For now, he was groggy. The long day was probably catching up with him. Centerhead brought his snout to the ground and heard the jingling of metal. He licked a mound of coins and knew by the flavor. Silver. The entire floor of his stall was strewn with coins and gems.

			
			Bottomhead muttered, “Yuh. Comfy.”

			Then that head jammed himself into the pile of treasure, dragging their entire body to come nestle in the hard, clinking accommodations. Coins lodged between their scales, tickling at their belly in a way that made their rear legs kick.

			Never had he slept on such decadent bedding. Was this salon really for him?

			Upperhead cooed, “A feather mattress. Oh, how this place treats its veterans.”

			Upperhead relaxed his way down into the treasure, too, burying his snout in it like it was a grand pillow. He looked so small, surrendering to the comfort like that.

			“Get up,” Centerhead said. “We have to be vigilant.”

			Upperhead stayed right where he was, mumbling. “I’m probably a farmer. My tale of woe will get a good laugh from everybody while we’re out harvesting tomorrow.”

			“We’re not harvesting anything, except doom.”

			“But ­first . . .” Upperhead’s sentence evaporated into a yawn, and he nestled further into the coins.

			Centerhead scoffed, asking Bottomhead, “Can you believe him?”

			But Bottomhead was already rumbling with a nasal snore. That little treasure had conquered him.

			Centerhead tried to blink the grogginess from his eyes and pull himself up. He stretched on his serpentine neck to peer over the walls of his stall and found dozens more stalls just like it, going down the row of the barn. A few dragon tails and wings were visible, their owners resting in their private salons. Each salon was large enough even for the bulkiest dragon. When he got the lay of the land, he would have to alert these dragons to the cause. Surely, they’d be eager to break out and devour some humans.

			He could just barely stretch his head up enough to angle one eye over the door, to see out into the hallway. Already, the people from the air ferry were gone, leaving behind paperwork speculating on his injuries, and quite possibly identifying him as a fraud. He wouldn’t be able to lie on a bed of treasure forever.

			A ­barrel-­chested man sat reading papers, his head shaved cleanly down to his deep brown scalp, his left ear festooned with brass rings. His recently polished boots were kicked up on his desk, and he raised one folio closer to his eyes. All those papers looked like the one Esme had been writing on. This man must have been a clinician or a clerk, or both. He looked relaxed for a human in charge of jailing dragons.

			Then Oleksiy stuck his head in through the barn doors. “Zayd!”

			“Olek,” said Zayd, leaving his feet up on the desk. “Is this about you standing me up?”

			“I bet it was memorable for both of us.”

			“Smooth.”

			“Here’s to second chances. Free tonight?”

			Zayd tossed the folio aside, snickering. “I am. But not for you.”

			Oleksiy swayed his way into the room, his smile growing by proximity to this clinician. “I’m actually here to ask you a favor.”

			Zayd tapped his left temple. “I could swear I turned you down. My memory must be going in my young age.”

			Oleksiy’s shoulders bounced with his laugh, and then he casually pointed toward Garrodigh’s chamber. “The big darling with the injured wing. You’ve met him?”

			“We’re letting the sedatives fully take hold before we set his leg and wings.” Zayd pointed at the folios on his desk. “I’ve got the paperwork, though. We do know what we’re doing here. We don’t need oversight from riders. Cosmos nitpicks us enough as it is.”

			“I know. You’re the best. That’s why I asked you out.”

			“Can I ask you out of my barn so I can work?”

			Centerhead blinked his eyes slowly. He did feel more than just tired. They’d given him a clump of meat to chew on aboard the air ferry. Had they sedated him there? He’d show them for that. Soon.

			Oleksiy said, “There aren’t a lot of ­four-­headed red dragons. I was hoping, as you tend to his wounds like no one else can, that you would check his registration.”

			“He’s a ­three-­headed dragon.”

			Oleksiy reached for the papers and flipped to one, pointing at a line. “He has three. Once upon a time, he had four. You’ll find the stump of its neck next to the central head’s neck.”

			Zayd bent over the paper, and Centerhead immediately pulled himself down out of view. The other heads weren’t listening. They were already snoring on their mounds of precious coins. Centerhead wasn’t so weak. He had to stay aware, even if his head was getting heavier by the moment. How his wings ached from that fall.

			Somewhere out there, Oleksiy said, “We didn’t find a rider. There was no identification on the darling. So, if you find his registration, send me a note? I’ll make it worth your while.”

			“Is that an order from the First Knight?”

			“It’s a request from a friend who can send you half a bottle of Granny Pomegranate.”

			“Why is the First Knight so interested?”

			Centerhead didn’t realize he’d closed his eyes until he opened them back up. Keeping them open stung. His snout rested across Upperhead’s neck. Centerhead tilted, trying to stay focused on the conversation out there.

			“We all want to be on our best behavior so Gáspár Kardoš is proud when he gets back, don’t we?”

			“Sure. And your actual reason?”

			“I’ve got some ideas for that dragon, that’s all. I can come check back tomorrow. Could bring a bottle with me. Did I mention it’s strong stuff?”

			Whatever a First Knight was, it was clearly important. A First Knight with ideas and importance: how lucky Garrodigh was to have caught his interest. Because long before this First Knight found out his ruse, he could swallow him whole. A fine way to begin his reign of terror, or so Centerhead thought, as his eyes drooped closed again.
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			Chapter 6

			What Was in That Free Meat?

			It was his second time waking to the sensation of another head chewing on something abominably hard. The clacking sensations traveled up Centerhead’s body, vibrating in his skull until he realized he was conscious again, if not wholly roused. What was wrong with him? He felt upside down, his tongue sticking to the roof of his mouth. He tried to breathe and felt something wrapped tight around the base of his throat, trying to strangle him.

			“Nuh!” whined Bottomhead.

			Of course it was Bottomhead doing the chewing again. His neck was tangled around Centerhead’s own, as he struggled to stretch further behind their back. He scarcely glanced at Centerhead in his pursuit of whatever he was biting at.

			Centerhead squirmed, trying to escape that grip and see what the hell was the problem. He blinked his bleary vision over his flank, maneuvering around his fellow heads for a view. Bottomhead bolted in again, snapping his jaws at something, and their wings jerked. Was he seriously so bored that he was biting himself?

			That sensation again, of teeth threatening to come loose from gums against an unyielding surface. It vibrated between the vertebrae of Centerhead’s neck.

			Why did biting his wings feel like that?

			There was something on his right wing. Thick and dull gray, clashing against his rusty red scales. That wasn’t the cooling magma of a wound healing. That was iron.

			Someone had clapped a metal shackle onto
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