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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 his right wing. The wing had been folded up while he slept, and the shackle was inserted through two old wound holes in the membranes, forcing it to remain folded. He tensed it reflexively, trying to snap the shackle off, and immediately cowered at the agony slicing through him. The iron was jammed in there, unyielding, threatening to tear the wing worse if he fought it.

How hadn’t he woken when they’d installed this bondage upon his person? They had to have drugged him. Put something in that funny-smelling meat Bottomhead had gobbled down. Blast that head, always biting without thinking.

Still, when Bottomhead bit the shackle again, Centerhead didn’t blame him. He wanted to tear the thing off, then carry it through the barn in his jaws and beat some human to death with it for daring to put restraints on Garrodigh, the Great Terror.

Beside the metal restraints, his wings glistened with some kind of salve. It smelled of withered herbs and oils, like an apothecary had farted on his scales. The substance was moist around every hole in his wings. He tried to smear it away and wrinkled his nose at the heart-curdling scent. He bet this stuff tasted even worse. How dare those humans put herbs and seasoning on him?

Somewhere, Upperhead murmured, “Please don’t stir. I need my rest.”

That snooty head was somewhere on his left, wriggling to escape the tangle of the other necks.

Centerhead pushed against the mound of gems on their floor, rising up to fight this indignity.

Or, he tried to rise. His front left leg was stiff and remained stuck straight out in front of him, with a cold ache.

Wait. Not just stiff. There was an iron shell of a sleeve around the leg, clasped in place by twenty separate padlocks.

Upperhead said, “I am recovering in my hospital bed. I think I had surgery on my bad arm. Long overdue, if you ask me. I work so much overtime that my employers must have finally forced me to take a vacation. Bless their human hearts.”

Centerhead grunted, trying to flex the leg against that unyielding sleeve. “I do not have employers. I am death and ruin incarnate.”

Then he caught himself, because if he spoke further, he’d be screaming in rage. He couldn’t afford that kind of exposure. He was trapped in their blasted barn, sitting on a mound of silver coins. The humans could be anywhere, listening. Spying. Preparing to smear more foul medicine on him.

They all needed to pretend they couldn’t speak until they were safer. Who was even around?

Garrodigh was in the same stall that he’d lost consciousness in. Daylight poked its fingers through the windows above and through the rafters. This meant they were still in the hands of those Kardošan technicians. The ones who must have clapped iron on all his injured parts. The ones who hindered him. What were they up to?

Centerhead took control of the hind legs, pushing them up against the door to their salon. It was made from a series of thick iron bars, with a heavy latch on the outside. The door bowed outward slightly, like it was politely letting him lean for a second. It was sturdier than he’d expected, and with one limb stiff and encased in a restrictive sleeve, breaking through would be a trial. With Upperhead and Bottomhead worming out of his way, he stretched up as high as his neck would go, to the gap above the door. He had to flop his head sideways just to point one eye out into the rest of the barn.

The desk in front of his room was vacated, the chair left ajar, guarded merely by stacks of papers. Zayd was gone from his post.

Instead, he was at the far end of the hall, facing two other people in heavy aprons and gloves. Zayd had gloves on now, too. All of them were animated in conversation, rocking on their heels and gesticulating. Zayd shook his head fervently and held up four fingers, then curled one down so that three remained. That hand swept backward, and Centerhead was sure it was gesturing at his room.

What were they saying to each other? Aggressive as their gestures were, their voices were hushed, like claws scraping on stone. It wasn’t the tone he wanted to hear right now.

Scooting away along the door and the wall, he stuck his head over the barrier to the next salon. Inside, a two-headed black dragon was coiled up as tightly as a snake. Her scales were lustrous as polished obsidian, except where gems from her bedding wedged in with them, adding glittering light to the array. Centerhead couldn’t see what her injuries were, if this really was a house of healing.

He cleared his throat down at her, needing her attention. Four icy blue eyes opened and flicked up at him, for less than a second. Then they shut again.

She was being subtle. That was smart. And he needed smart help.

Angling his mouth to speak down into her room, he whispered, “What are humans plotting?”

One of her tails flipped at him. It wasn’t the informative reply he hoped for. Out in the wilderness, the tip of a tail flipping like that was a sign of amusement.

Was she hard of hearing? He cleared his throat again, lower this time, a little smoke puffing out through his nostrils.

Another flip of the tail—two tails flipped their tips this time.

Someone nipped at his neck. It was Bottomhead, pulling him away from the stall. He was glowering at the neighboring dragon. “Already tried talking. She’s mean.”

“Shh,” Centerhead said, as though he wasn’t the one with his head up in the air. He quickly withdrew into the privacy of their room, facing his fellow heads. “You’re serious? None of them can talk?”

Bottomhead thought on it so hard, he nearly turned upside down. “Nuh. Nones.”

Dozens of dragons and not one of them could speak? What did the Kardošans do to all of them? What fiends ran this miserable human institution?

From his place on the floor, Upperhead groaned at them. “I told you both. This is a hospital. Those are fellow patients, probably being cared for after the assault yesterday. They can’t talk because they’re resting. Which I should do, too.”

How could he rest? Centerhead jutted up from the others again, trying to seeing over the door. He could barely get his head over it, and the strain made his bad leg ache in that restrictive iron sleeve. There would be no climbing to freedom. Now he became aware of all the stone and iron in the walls. This place was built to resist burning.

Clearly these Kardošans had put extensive efforts into imprisoning dragons. He had to think of a way out before they realized his plan.

“None of you recognize it, either?”

It was Zayd’s voice, the aggravation obvious in it. He’d gotten loud enough to overhear. The man stepped in closer to his goons, glancing down the hall toward Garrodigh’s chamber. Centerhead ducked down to hide as swiftly as he could. Suddenly the iron bars that reinforced it felt like his best protection.

“No,” said one of the other armored goons. “There’s no record a dragon with this thing’s injury history. It’s freaky. I don’t want to be alone with it again.”

Then came Zayd’s voice again. “I want that dragon identified by tomorrow. Something is wrong here.”

Those two sentences were all it took for the bars to stop seeming protective. Centerhead pushed his snout against the thick rods of the door, and it didn’t give an inch. His muscles throbbed with the numbness of whatever drugs had been in his food, and this whole place was built to strangle him. There had to be a way out.
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Chapter 7

SHE’S BEEN WAITING FOR YOU

“It’s not happening. I am in bed, listening to chamber music. Soon I’ll rise and balance my human checkbook.”

This was Upperhead’s idea of helping. At least he lay on the treasure bed and didn’t get in the way. Rambling about his imaginary lifestyle was probably his method of handling their peril.

Meanwhile, Centerhead refused to surrender. He was no groveling serpent. He would not be cornered and cowed. They had him behind bars. They could clap iron on him and drug him, but the last meal he tasted would be their twitching limbs. He was a damned dragon, beloved by the spirit of Goddess Polárka herself.

These Winged City fools might think they mastered beasts. Centerhead would show them their errors.

“Wait for it,” he said to the other heads. “Eventually they’ll open the door, to feed us or torture us. The moment they do, we’ll spring upon them. They won’t know the fight is lost until their eyelids are aflame.”

They had to do it. Zayd had assembled a team of ten humans in that flame-resistant armor, in aprons and gloves and darkened glass visors. That many armored nockholes wasn’t for tending to him. They thought they’d get the drop on him in his chamber. They’d find that no matter how much heat their garb resisted, they could still be trampled and chewed.

“Uhm?” Bottomhead asked. “Can you kill them after breakfast?”

“They are breakfast.”

Bottomhead tilted his nose up in the air, sniffing heavily. “Yurk. Their foods smell good, though.”

From below, Upperhead added, “I’ll take a poached egg for breakfast, thank you.”

Centerhead said, “Quiet. We’re laying a trap.”

Bottomhead turned his nose down, looking sidelong at Centerhead. He could feel Bottomhead tensing their bad leg, sending icy pains shooting through their side. “Urgh. We’re hurt.”

Centerhead muttered, “We’ve fought hurt before.”

“Uhm? Won’t they kill us in a fight?”

Centerhead muttered, “Then I’ll die a legend.”

Bottomhead nipped at his snout. “Nuh. No dying. I want breakfast.”

Bottomhead looked ready to keep biting at him, until they heard the footfalls. His eyes went wide and he shoved his face against the bars of their door, like he was cutting in line for feeding time.

Except all those footfalls weren’t from someone delivering a meal. That was ten goons if it was a single soul, all headed this way. Sure, they were marching down a hallway with limited exits, but none of them were stopping to tend to the other dragons. Centerhead was not fooled. He was not surprised.

He pushed his rear legs up, coiling his tails against the back wall. His head was low, eyes cast at the floor so he wouldn’t look too dangerous. In that crouch, though, he could propel himself forward like a raging hurricane. If anything, Bottomhead was serving the cause by snuffling and looking to be fed. Appearing docile would throw the humans off. They wouldn’t know what hit them.

A woman’s high voice called, “Where is he?”

That voice was followed by a loud bang, as though someone had thrown the barn doors apart and driven them into their frames. Clothing swished audibly around a body as someone marched up to the empty front desk.

“Zayd? You show me where this beast is right now.”

As abrupt as her entrance was, all the other footfalls in the barn stopped. The army was quelled for a moment, as though intimidated by the newcomer.

From down the hall, Zayd said, “Rania? Not today. We’re dealing with a situation.”

“I have it on good authority that you have someone who needs to meet me. Is he in this chamber?”

Zayd’s protests were drowned out by the sounds of iron bars drawing from the door of Garrodigh’s stall. Centerhead was already low to the floor from his plan to charge, and now he didn’t know what else to do. If he tackled and ate this newcomer, the armored guards would be clear and ready to flank him. There would be no surprise to the assault.

The iron door whinnied open, shoved by the hands of a tall woman with scrawny, spindly limbs, like a living scarecrow. She was engulfed in a thick black coat, buttoned to her throat, and several layers of gossamer skirts swished around her calves, of different shades of purple, red, and yellow, as though her legs were fruit flavored. Stringy hair hung over her shoulders and to her navel, the color of rotting oranges.

Her green eyes landed on Centerhead, and whether it was from emotion or the chill of the altitude, her entire round face and ears went bright pink. “You poor baby! What did they do to you?”

“Hey now,” said Zayd, standing behind the woman as though to grab her. “My team reset the bones in a badly mangled leg and tended to the worst torn-up wings any of us have ever seen. One of the heads almost bit my arm off while I was tending to him.”

Was that what these people called mauling his body and binding him with iron? Centerhead wished he had taken the man’s foot off. Then they could wear matching metallic leggings. See how he liked it. Centerhead actually licked his lips, imagining the flavor of that man’s flesh.

Before he was done licking his lips, the woman flipped open a brown hide satchel that she wore over a shoulder and bulged against her left hip. The thing was nearly half her mass. How someone so thin and bony carried around a bag of that size boggled the mind. She brought out a mass of waxy paper and peeled it apart to reveal fragrant wads of ground meat. It smelled good and bloody.

“You terrorized him,” she said, gesturing one meat wad toward Centerhead’s snout. “His aura is a mess. All zigzags and spikes.”

Zayd looked at the ceiling. “Auras aren’t real, Rania.”

“Maybe not to you. But he’s wounded and you’ve terrified him. Come here, you precious baby.”

Rania stepped inside the salon like she was the towering monster in this circumstance, orange hair swishing around her cheeks. She held up three meatballs in front of Centerhead’s snout, about one yard away from him. She made them dance between his eyes, and Bottomhead’s, and Upperhead’s. All three heads were low to the ground, probably equally confused about what to do with her.

She plopped the meatballs onto the stone floor, one after another, maintaining eye contact with Centerhead the entire time. If anything, her smile grew the more meat she dropped.

No way was Centerhead falling for that. They’d drugged him once before. This was a ruse to catch him off guard and chain him up worse than now. Why, they might kill him in his sleep.

Bottomhead had fewer scruples. Before Centerhead could finish sniffing at the offerings, Bottomhead stuck out his prehensile tongue, dragging all three meatballs into his maw with a wet slurp. Magma spattered the floor, blackening the stone as he chomped on the surely tainted meat.

Centerhead twisted to bite at him and make him spit it out. But in the middle of his motion, Rania danced inward and dragged something else from her satchel. It was a long string of purple and orange flowers, at least ten feet of floral bondage. She slung it across the spikes on Centerhead’s frill, then looped the ends around his neck like she’d tie a bow there.

He turned his head to face her, and the human woman had the gall to step further into his space, smooshing one of her cheeks against the flat of the top of his head. Her arms looped under his jaws to gently hug at him. With burning eyes, Centerhead stared up at this deranged person, wondering if this was truly happening, of if the drugs in the meatballs had kicked in.

Rania whispered warmly down at him, “Don’t worry about anything. I’m going to take care of you from now on.”

From outside the stall, Zayd gave a hot sigh. “Look, Rania, you can’t be in here with the dragons.”

Still hugging onto Centerhead with her long, spindly arms, she said, “I can be in here with my dragon.”

Centerhead wrinkled his nostrils. Her dragon?

Zayd said, “I don’t know if this one belongs to anybody.”

“Oh, yes, he does. Because as of today, I finally have my own dragon.”

Finally, she released Garrodigh from her embarrassing grasp and reached back into her satchel. This time she drew out several sheets of paper, which were covered in blotchy ink marks. She took every leaf of them and smacked them and smacked them against Zayd’s apron.

“Read this.”

“No way,” Zayd said, but he took them. He flipped through several pages, eyes dancing among what must have been impressive blotches. “How do you have all the forms filled out already? Nobody even knows this dragon is here.”

She put both her mittened fists on her skirted hips. “I do.”

Zayd raised one page in particular. “You got this notarized already? How?”

“I volunteer at the notary.”

“I thought you volunteered at the bakery.”

This Rania person straightened up, scarecrow-like legs somehow getting even longer. “I volunteer at a lot of places. Helping people purifies your aura.”

She was alone. No army waited outside those barn doors. Not a single halberd was in sight. Centerhead got a view of the outside world, with two distant blue tower spires. Freedom and opportunity loomed behind Rania, not that she knew it.

Yes, he could attack her and Zayd, if he wanted to give himself away this early.

Or he could play along. This Rania person was a way out. A way to escape his iron bondage. Why, pretending to be some novice rider’s first dragon was an excellent way to see more of Winged City. To find its most vulnerable points and get closer to the powerful people here. Perhaps he could get into biting range of their ruler.

Centerhead eased his way forward, extending on his neck to wind around Bottomhead. His snout was the first to escape their confinement. As gently as he could manage, he bumped his nose beneath Rania’s right elbow. He was more used to swinging his head like a flail, but for the moment, he tried to nestle into her side without crushing her.

Immediately, the human woman squealed and looped an arm around him, hugging onto him with such intensity, it was as though she’d perish the second they parted. One of her cheeks rubbed against the top of his head.

“You see? He needs me.”

Oh, he certainly needed her. Centerhead would have smirked up at Zayd and all of Kardoša, if he could have risked breaking character. This docile creature had a plan.

Zayd looked so skeptical that his eyelids puckered. “Look, my team has questions about that dragon.”

Centerhead answered those questions by giving a tiny, pained grunt. It was a fraction of the discomfort he actually felt in his leg and wings, but it was enough. Rania’s eyes already watered as though to weep for his pain, and she redoubled her grasp on his face.

She said, “You need to learn how to ask dragons politely. They can’t talk like we do. But if you read their auras, they’ll tell you everything. They’re the most generous creatures in the world.”

It was true. He couldn’t wait to share some things with these people. For instance, fire.

Rania pulled another string of flowers from her satchel, this one all yellows and blues. She draped the string of flowers across Centerhead’s brow. He had never been decorated before. Did humans do this to all their captive animals?

“No,” Zayd said. “I mean we can’t find the documentation. And his wounds are old.”

Now Rania sounded like she was annoyed with a child. “Dragons get hurt and survive all the time.”

“I can show you the sketch of his leg from before we reset it. And look at all the holes in his wings. There’s no possible way he was flying yesterday in that condition.”

“Meaning . . .” Rania pouted for a brief instant, and before it was over, her eyes were spilling with fresh tears. She spun around and hugged Centerhead’s fringe for dear life. “You poor baby. You were shot down in some other battle? And were out surviving in the wilderness for who-knows-how-long, with nobody coming to rescue you? When Gáspár Kardoš comes back, what will he think of us all?”

Cheeks still streaming with tears, she reached up and yanked one sheet of paper back from the bundle that Zayd was holding. It had a blue wax stamp in one corner, shaped like a coiling dragon. She held it up to Centerhead’s eyes, as though he could read it. He had no idea what it meant.

Rania said, “You thought you were abandoned. That’s over. You’re home now.”

Then she was hugging onto him again, smooshing his face into her side. He allowed it. These hugs were part of his vengeance.
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Chapter 8

REFLECTIONS ON A PERFECTLY CHASTE MAIDEN

Night didn’t bring the answers that Centerhead wanted. Once the humans left, the barn fell into a dull quietude. As best as he could hear, nobody in the stalls was chatting. There was the rhythmic breathing of so many snoozing dragons. Centerhead couldn’t remember the last time he had rested in a genuine dragon commune. It had been before Lefty had died, and the shock of losing him had taken some memories with it. He imagined the Wall of Holes full of dragon chatter.

Quizzical that none of the dragons chatted in absence of humans. Whatever ruse they were up to, they didn’t have to maintain it when the wretched mammals were gone. Was it his presence that had them mum?

He contemplated it as he curled up beneath the window of his salon, keeping that foreleg extended in its iron sleeve, unable to tuck it under his body. Whatever they’d used to dull the pain was waning, and the bones beneath ached like they wanted to dig out of his skin and run away. What had Zayd said? That a team had reset his injured limb? He contemplated the freezing ache and the possibility of recovery. Wiser to bide his time here until he was at least back to full strength. This Rania person would prove useful to his revenge.

As the moon took over the sky and cast pale light over the coins of his floor, peculiar noises drifted in through the gap at the top of the exterior wall. A grunt turned into a strangled sound, like a mongoose regurgitating an entire cobra. These were not the nocturnal bug chirpings he was used to from the wilderness.

Those breathy noises were worth inspecting. He stirred and found Upperhead was already aloft. The snooty head regarded Centerhead and Bottomhead with an almost sentimental expression.

“I usually think of you two as blockages. As the part of me that holds me back.”

Bottomhead blinked groggily at him. “Uhm?”

“You do more than that, and I realized it today. You were keeping me going when I was petrified. It was overwhelming, being around people again. The physicians. The patients.”

Centerhead did not want to get into whatever this was. “Don’t mention it. You can pay me back by going to sleep.”

“I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep tonight. It’s too exciting, being back in civilization. Tomorrow I’m going to my house.”

Bottomhead was the first to ask, “Your what?”

“I’m in Winged City now, lads. In the morning, when the nurse comes to check on me, I’m going to ask her for directions. I bet my family can’t wait to see me.”

Now Centerhead did rise up, coming to eye level with his fellow head. “You are not talking to the humans. We don’t know why the tamed dragons are all silent, but we have to play along until we know it’s safe.”

Upperhead tutted at him. “They’re caring for my injuries. It couldn’t be safer.”

“Keep your voice down. You’re a dragon.”

“I am a human man who has been missing from his bed for too long. I can’t wait to sleep too late, put too much salt on my food, and procrastinate on chores. I can’t wait to procrastinate again.”

The keening noises built outside their window, sounding as though some creature was enjoying a special pain. What was even happening outside to make an animal feel that way? Centerhead couldn’t tell whether the noises or this conversation was worse.

Centerhead got in closer, bumping his snout against Upperhead’s. “You are not exposing us. Now move and let me to the window.”

Upperhead’s glowing eyes rolled skyward. “Of course, you want me to maintain the delusion that I am part of some dragon. But it’s time to let you go. To return to humanity.”

From below, Bottomhead asked, “Nuh? Is the nurse human?”

“What?” Upperhead said, tutting at him. “Look at them the next time they come by. They are all obviously human beings. They look human, don’t they?”

Yes, it was a ridiculous thing to ask. It slowed Centerhead in the middle of his approach to the window. Of course the nurse was human. What kind of question was that?

Bottomhead said, “You look like a dragon to you.”

Oh, Centerhead got it now. He could have kissed that obnoxious Bottomhead. He jumped in, saying, “Yes. They look human to your eyes, but you look like a dragon. You say the fellow patients must be human, but look like dragons?”

“Because of my deteriorated mental state. I’ve explained this to you plenty of times.”

Centerhead said, “If you see yourself as a dragon and you’re human, how do you know those things that look like humans aren’t something else?”

Upperhead stared at Centerhead like he was being ridiculous. That expression melted into a dread that he himself was being ridiculous. “I . . . I don’t.”

Bottomhead stared into vacant space. “Me neither.”

Upperhead looked down at his feet. “If they aren’t human, what the blazes are they?”

Centerhead said, “I’ll find out. So long as I lie low.”

The insecurity in Upperhead’s face was reassuring. They needed to keep mum at least until they found out if any dragons up here did speak.

He told his fellow heads, “It’s all a matter of time. We eat their food. We heal our body. Grow strong again. That Rania person is so fixated on her purity and allegedly charitable spirit that she won’t see us coming.”

Bottomhead said, “Yurk. I like the eat-their-food part. I hope that part happens again soon.”

Upperhead mused, “I could go for tea. Do you think we could get tea out of that Rania person?”

“Whatever refreshments she brings, play along with her. She’s clearly never had a dragon before and will be witless to our schemes. Let her keep thinking she’s a bastion of humanity’s goodness. Let her cling to a self-image of purity. She is our means of infiltrating this place. Nothing more.”

Another animal whine rose up, so sharp, Centerhead barely heard himself finish speaking. Now he heard two distinct whines in those noises, like a pair of mammals had been injured outside the barn. What ecosystem did the Kardošans even run up here? The noises had steadily mounted for far too long. If that thing was dying, it should hurry up and finish.

He asked the other heads, “Do you lads hear that?”

Upperhead asked, “The two rusty accordions that can’t get in tune with each other?”

“Is that what it is?”

“Accordions, I assumed. We humans love them.” Upperhead said that, but at least he moved, climbing to the window at the top of their salon. He pointed his snout outside. Quick as death, he jerked backward like he’d been burned. Nothing could burn a dragon.

Bottomhead asked, “Uhm? Are the accordions scary?”

Upperhead’s eyes were too wide, yellow flickers threatening to snuff themselves out. He kept huffing breath, and when Centerhead moved toward him, he shied away. “It’s . . . nothing. Let’s go to bed.”

It was precisely what he needed to say to get both Centerhead and Bottomhead stretching up on their necks for the window.

Upperhead warned, “Seriously, lads. Aren’t you tired from everything we’ve been through?”

It got more musical the closer Centerhead drew, but still fleshy and moist. There was a mindlessness about the mingled noises that he hated in advance of seeing and yet needed to see. If there were feral beasts out there, he’d dine on them.

Then he saw it. It wasn’t an accordion. It was freckled flesh, undulating and glistening in the moonlight, two bodies entwined in battle. Two bony, long legs reached up like they were trying to strangle the opposing body. All that bouncing and arching made no sense until he spied the mop of orange hair.

Centerhead yanked his head back into the barn so fast, he could’ve broken it off his neck. Lips peeled from his fangs in revulsion. Rania was out behind his specific salon? On a tattered blanket, with a man who sure looked like Zayd? What even was the spine-rending position they were pretending to enjoy?

He whispered at Upperhead, “Was that our rider?”

Upperhead groused. “Have some decency, man.”

“This is our room. This our privacy. I don’t want to see that. Who would want to see that?”

Bottomhead’s neck was still perfectly erect as he gawked out the window with his glowing eyes. He peered at the carnal display outside with the interest he typically reserved for catching a moose unaware. This interest wasn’t dinner, though. This was a fascination that Centerhead wanted nothing to do with.

Centerhead reached up and bit the other head’s fringe, wrestling him down from the window. They weren’t getting caught on their first damned night. Bottomhead squirmed, trying to return to his entertainment viewing, and Upperhead had to wrap his neck around him to pin him down.

Bottomhead whined at them, “Uhm? What were they doing?”

Upperhead said, “Why are they doing it? You saw them talk. I didn’t see a single sign that they were interested in each other.”

“Right?” Centerhead said. “If anything, they were vaguely antagonistic. Is that a human thing? Behave one way, and then squeeze meat into each other?”

“Uhm? Isn’t that hard? How come her leg doesn’t fall off?” Bottomhead raised their rear left leg upward in a suggestive arch, vaguely reminiscent of something they’d just seen modeled outside their window. Centerhead immediately swung himself across their body, headbutting the leg back to the floor. He’d bite it and hold it down if he had to.

“No,” he said. “You do not do that with my leg.”

“Yes! Right there! Right there!”

That wasn’t any of them. Centerhead almost threw up fire all over their floor. Rania was the talkative one, but Zayd’s accordion breathing was louder, until it was all he could hear. Desperate and pulsing and truly sounding unhealthy.

“Yurk.” Bottomhead was mulling something over, eyes working. “Do they like making those noises? They don’t sound fun.”

Upperhead squeezed tighter on him with his neck. “Please, lads. Don’t talk about it anymore.”

“I’m a dragon rider! A dragon rider!”

Centerhead stared at the wall that separated his salon from human recreation. He wished the wall was thicker. Put an entire ocean between him and that display of wet meat disagreement. Just when he’d thought humans couldn’t get worse.

One of his rear legs stirred again, pushing his tail out of the way. He turned to look as it rose, slowly, into the same suggestive pose as before. Bottomhead was staring at the wall, too, clearly thinking.

Rather than admonishing him, Centerhead bit his own foot. He dragged it down, holding it to the floor in his jaws. He held it there for the rest of the night. He would be damned if any of his body parts would imagine that. He was a creature of dignity.
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Chapter 9

REMEMBER HOW GOD DIED?

This was a damned cauldron. It was twenty yards wide, wrought from black metal that was charred to pitch on the bottom. The waters within bubbled in perpetuity because other dragons crouched beneath, practicing their exhalations to control their streams of fire with riders on their backs caressing and cajoling them to keep it up. What did they bring so much water to a perpetual boil for?

“Bath time, big guy! I know you can make it!”

Rania coaxed Garrodigh from behind, rubbing at his butt as though that was supposed to help him climb the stairs. They were great stone slabs, capable of supporting beasts larger than himself. He took every step gingerly, skeptically eyeing the brew in that cauldron. He was going to be the meat in that stew.

This was undignified. It was an insult to dragon heritage. At the end of the Era of Myths, when the hundred-handed giants had laid siege to Kardoša in ships larger than islands, there was only one gift left to give. Goddess Polárka, Goddess of the Sky, patron of dragonkind, had plunged into the ocean, forcing it to boil and sinking the giant armada. Every generation of dragons knew the story of her sacrifice. She’d sunk and perished in the ocean. Only her spirit was left to watch over the sky.

The moral of her sacrifice was blisteringly obvious: dragons should stay the hell out of water.

Garrodigh hobbled with his foreleg still in the iron sleeve and slung that leg over the lip of the cauldron. Water filled up the gaps inside the sleeve with a sensation one could only get from being boiled. It even smelled overpowering, like so many wild weeds and herbs. He wouldn’t put it past the humans to fill the cauldron with folk remedies, making it feel even more like he was actually their supper. Nobody needed this much rosemary in their life.

Contemplation made him hesitate too long on the lip of the cauldron. Without meaning to, Centerhead flopped the rest of the water forward, splashing a scalding tide in all directions.

Rania cheered. “That’s my guy! Good job!”

Thrashing helped his feet find the bottom, easily keeping his heads above the level of the blissfully scalding water. Those waters barely reached halfway up his sides. Centerhead stared down at the steaming vapors. There was no threat of his life being extinguished in this thing.

Centerhead stretched his neck, starting to settle in the overwhelming heat that attacked his scales. Almost any other creature in the world would perish in this cauldron.

He had to admit, it wasn’t bad. He felt individual bits of his spine relax under the assault of precious heat. Yes, not bad at all. Could it get hotter?

Then a wire brush plunked atop his head. Rania stood astride the lip of the cauldron, towering over him like some deranged deity, both humble and overwhelming. Her orange hair was bound in a messy bun and stuffed into a black scarf that she tied under her chin. She wore thick gloves all the way up to her armpits and a white apron with mysterious yellow stains that Centerhead prayed he never deciphered.

In both hands she wielded an iron-fiber brush at the end of a long pole, bristles strong enough to shuck a tortoise. She reached with her bony arms and scrubbed along the left side of Centerhead’s face and down along the scales of his cheek.

“Let that heat work into your limbs. Your stronger legs have been overcompensating for the injured one. Relax and let me scrub the world off of you.”

He pulled out of Rania’s reach, turning his snout around to get his bearings. Similar cauldrons lay around them, at least eighteen altogether. Three others were active, with dragons splashing about in them and reveling in the iron-fiber scrubbers of their attendants. Not one of them was talkative.

More interesting were the buildings to their west, what had to be closer to the center of Winged City. Those great spires. Were they cathedrals? Seats of political power? Most buildings were squat two- and three-story structures with so many windows and compartments. Dense centers for thought and coordination. The organizational power of the human species that let them conquer everything.

Centerhead imagined how many schemers resided in those buildings, beneath the glittering golden spires. If he exhaled enough fire to fill an entire building, how many Kardošans could he slay before they brought him down? He could almost hear them crying for mercy. The mercy they never showed anyone down below.

Centerhead was jerked out of his fantasy, his entire body heaving leftward. He whipped around with fangs bared. What was it now?

Bottomhead wormed on his neck toward Rania, lowering his crest and offering for her to scrape him to bits. The woman cooed and worked the brush up and down his snout, her eyes creasing with joy. He kept twisting one way or the other, to get more of that wire brush along his person.

Rania said, “Isn’t this nice? I can see your aura smoothing out already.”

Centerhead looked for any support from Upperhead, but he was low, resting like an alligator at the top of the waters. He nosed closer and closer to the lip of the cauldron, until Rania attacked him with the brush, too. Centerhead felt the purring build in their shared chest and clenched his jaw. He’d be damned before such a noise came out of him.

When Rania started singing about soap suds, he shut his eyes. Silently, he prayed.

Goddess Polárka, please, deliver unto me the strength to endure these trials.

“Who wants head scritches?”

Or at least let me drown.
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Chapter 10

SELF-RESPECT

How dare his limbs be relaxed? His haunches moved easier than any time since he was a hatchling, and his paws came off the ground without effort. Even his left foreleg in its iron sleeve, which ached like hell from whatever they’d done to his bones, ached in a positive way that he could curl around and sleep on.

There’d be no sleeping in this condition. As soon as Rania dumped him in the barn, he was pacing in meaningful circles, kicking treasure out of his way. Bottomhead and Upperhead kept trying to take control of their limbs, to settle their body down for a nap. But Centerhead wasn’t having it.

“Put me in a cell? Treat me like some infant who can’t bathe himself? There is no domesticating Garrodigh, the Great Terror.”

Bottomhead twisted up at him, trying to look him in the face. “Yurk. She gave good head scritches.”

Centerhead bared his teeth. “I did not let her demean me, and I was ashamed you stooped so low.”

“Yurk. It was good stooping. It tickled.”

“You debased us.”

Resting against the far wall, Upperhead tutted. “I also enjoyed her touch. She removed her gloves at the end and held us like equals. It felt like genuine human contact. Are you sure she isn’t a real human being?”

Centerhead whipped around at Upperhead. “You let her fondle you, too? She cannot be trusted.”

Upperhead puffed out his lower lip. “I’m not sure about that. She speaks as though she genuinely cares for us.”

Bottomhead added, “Yuh. She read my aura.”

Centerhead said, “Auras are not a real thing.”

Bottomhead scrunched his brows as though Centerhead had lost his mind. “Uhm? Then how did she read it?”

Centerhead rubbed his face with one paw. This was going to be an uphill battle. “Look. She doesn’t have special powers. Any fixation she has on us is diseased. We just met her, so if she’s telling the truth about instantly falling in love with us, then her loyalties are untrustworthy.”

Upperhead said, “She loves this city and country. She is full of goodwill. How hard is it to believe that goodwill could extend to me?”

Centerhead let out a low growl. “When did you even let her touch you? I don’t remember that.”

“You were distracted by the architecture. You were absent for most of the affair.”

“I was spying. I was looking for where the greatest density of our enemies is located. Their seats of power. Remember why we’re here.”

He thrashed his head downward to dramatically point at the stump where Lefty’s neck had once grown. Blown off by a human’s cannonball. Killed by the war all these humans kept pursuing. That would shame his fellow heads into a reckoning.

Bottomhead murmured something.

Centerhead narrowed his eyes. “What did you say?”

Bottomhead kept examining the silver coins on their floor, avoiding his gaze. “Yurk. Lefty would’ve liked Rania.”

“What do you know?”

“Uhm? He liked good humans? So did you.”

Centerhead pulled one of their sore wings up, shoving it at their faces. Rania had given him another coating of allegedly “healing” salves that stank of chemicals and human meddling. They needed to remember what they were up against.

“There are no good humans,” he said. “She wants to put a saddle on me? Win her glory on my back? She’ll lose a leg when she tries to climb aboard.”

Bottomhead snorted, the air from his nostrils blowing a few coins away, clinking. “I like her. She gives good head scritches.”

“Have some self-respect!”

“Nuh. I don’t want self-respect. I want head scritches.”

Centerhead gathered his faculties to argue with the other heads, inhaling to bellow at them, when suddenly his body dropped. Whether it was Upperhead or Bottomhead, one of them managed to tuck his legs and lie them down along the treasure with a beam of moonlight cast across their battered red wings. He tried to push their legs upward and found instead they stretched out in comfort.

Upperhead hummed. “I also enjoyed the head scritches.”
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Chapter 11

MISTER SLITHERS

“I’m sorry to wake you, but we need you to fly.”

He was half asleep and still knew it was Rania. He recognized her voice by now, low and too sweet for anyone’s good. Her breath in his salon, her palms on his flank, rubbing in a way she thought gentle. Centerhead tried to resist the coaxing, digging his claws into the floor, longing to return to the oblivion of dreams.

All she had to do was wave a hunk of tripe and charcoal under their snouts, and Bottomhead pushed their body right up off the floor and limped after her. Centerhead barely had his eyes open when they climbed atop the sled.

Centerhead’s mind swam through confusion. What did she mean about flying? His wings were still full of holes. He couldn’t glide two yards. If she wanted to ride him, she was getting ready to fall to her death.

Oxen dragged the sled off to one of those ports at the edge of Winged City, over the sheer drop. He tensed his legs against the sides of the sled, trying to grab the ground to slow them down. Had they discovered his plot? Was he being exiled?

One of those air shuttles of iron and waxed wood waited for them, with three dragons already aboard. They lay at three of the shuttle’s four corners, all docile, perhaps bored. The nearest dragon’s five heads glanced at him, a creature of deep purple scales. Then she returned to braiding her two tails.

“You’re almost there,” Rania said, guiding the oxen and dockworkers to drag Garrodigh aboard. They dumped him on the last empty corner of the shuttle, like this nonsensical flying platform was his new home. Centerhead peered around, his fellow heads doing likewise, at the crew aboard the mostly empty shuttle platform. Kardoša was vast stretches of greenery below them. There was cold sunshine and few clouds up here, and little else.

Little else besides two brown spots in the north. He squinted at them. Were those the fat gas-bladders of airships?

“Don’t worry,” Rania said, smooshing up against his flank for a wide-armed hug. “We’ll be home before they can get here. The shuttle just needed you as its fourth.”

He tensed his forelegs, feeling the tissues in his bad leg throb and complain. Were they flying into combat? A shuttle against armed aerial vessels? The other dragons aboard might be able to fly, but not him. All he could think of was that golden dragon who had plummeted out of the sky and crashed headfirst into the ground. Eyeing the forests of the wilderness below, Centerhead felt his mouth go dry. He’d stolen an identity to get up here, not to fall to the same fate.

Rania planted one foot on his left hind knee, then hoisted herself up to the back of his necks, straddling him and hugging all she could catch. Bottomhead promptly pushed into her hands for his precious head scritches. Upperhead wasn’t far behind, clearly next in line. Some human.

The shuttle levitated out through the chilly air. Centerhead still couldn’t see what propelled it. Like when they’d collected him originally, no dragons flapped their wings. Vibrations emanated through the floorboards in a subtle hum, like a god chiding reality. They flew downward, toward the sandy coastline where delicious whales occasionally beached. There were no marine animals around.

Those airships were closer, taking up more of the sky. There were definitely two of them, both angled for the same bit of coast. Their gas bladders were brown, and the carriages beneath flew flags along their sides. The same emblem that was emblazoned on the sides of their bladders: a white sword crossing a black circle. It pointed straight up, as though to threaten the sky itself. He wondered if those people had the same flag everywhere, or if their white sword was only pointed at the sky when they came after dragons.

Centerhead sucked on his lips, letting magma pool up in the bottom of his mouth. No, he couldn’t fly. But he could easily deal with those things. Let the shuttle put him at eye level with them and see how flammable their emblems were.

There was another ship, this one in the water, borne by off-white canvas sails. Centerhead had forgotten about the ocean port the Kardošans had built, since he always avoided it. No dragon trifled near the ports. You got in less trouble when you avoided them. Wasn’t his current circumstance proof of that?

The ship was already docked, with a drove of people standing on the shore below. They held up scarves, jackets, or empty hands to wave for the shuttle’s attention. Even though she clearly wasn’t the pilot, Rania leaned over from Garrodigh’s back to wave down at them.

They scarcely touched down before people climbed aboard, hopping over the gate before it could drop and become a bridge. They streamed in on bare feet, many of them wrapped tightly in cloaks and clutching burlap bags of possessions. Their hands and faces were streaked with grime, and no amount of grime could hide the fatigue in their features.

“Water here!” called one of the crew members toward the center of the deck. He had a fat wooden keg and rested his hand on the tap. “Give me one line, everybody. This thing is full of clean water. No salt. I cut up a couple limes in there for you. We’ve got enough mugs for everybody.”

Many of the new passengers collapsed to their knees as soon as they were on deck. Many had to sit in line for water rather than stand. These weren’t the hardened dragon riders Centerhead had expected. Were they exhausted and returning from some war campaign?

It was even more obvious that they weren’t dragon riders from how they kept their distance from Garrodigh and the other dragons. They clustered together near the keg, shoulders hunching as they looked at Garrodigh’s mouths. These people stared so intently, as though they wanted to jump overboard to get away from him.

Well, fine. They could keep their distance. Centerhead preferred it that way.

“Here, Mister Slithers.”

Centerhead snapped out of his loathing, finding there was a human nearby. Far below him, standing on the deck, was a young child, shorter than one of his knees. She was gaunt, with brown cheeks and frizzy hair, wearing a bright blue blanket wrapped around her shoulders and waist like a dress. It was the same style of blanket many of the people they’d picked up wore. She held up something in her left hand. It caught the sunlight with an unmistakable shine. A gold coin.

She said, “This is for you. I’m sorry we don’t have more.”

Centerhead sniffed down at her. As he lowered, Rania swung down around his neck, landing with both boots on the deck. She asked, “You want to give my dragon a coin?”

The child hunched her shoulders, shrinking inside her blanket-turned-dress. “It’s from me and Gamma. For the ride to Kar-do-ša.” She emphasized every syllable in the country’s name, like she was afraid of what would happen if she pronounced it wrong. “And keeping us safe from the FFR.”

There was a sunset chill in her voice as she said those letters. Whatever the FFR was, Centerhead instantly despised it. This child should be afraid of him.

The child pointed away hastily, gesturing to the gas-bladdered airships. She moved so energetically that she bumped into a young man behind her who’d been listening the whole time. He was probably around Rania’s age. A strip of questionably dirty cloth was wrapped around his left eye, and several of his teeth looked like they’d been broken by something other than chewing. He was naked from the waist up, lacking the blanket others wore. Seeing him made Centerhead realize the child was wearing two blankets, wrapped thick to keep her warm.

“Thank you for taking us.” The young man put a hand on the girl’s shoulder, looking to Rania. “I told you, Delta. Kardošans don’t use money like that.”

Rania nodded along with the young man without looking away from the child. “You don’t pay us to come to Kardoša. That coin is yours.”

The child turned the coin over in her fingers. “You’re sure?”

“I wasn’t born here, either. Gáspár Kardoš founded this country for everyone without a place. For as long as you want to stay, you are just as Kardošan as I am.”

The child named Delta decided to keep holding the coin out to Centerhead, like he might manifest a purse and take it. “But dragons can only sleep on gold. He needs good sleep.”

The man offered a palm to Rania. “I’m Gamma. This is my sister, Delta. She’s in her obsessed-with-dragons phase.”

“I never outgrew that phase,” Rania said with too toothy a smile. She pressed a palm to Gamma’s, then to Delta’s. “Do you two want to meet my dragon?”

Delta gave a lightning strike of a nod, so fervent, it threatened to snap her own neck. Centerhead looked for help, but Bottomhead and Upperhead had long since retreated under his wings to snooze. They’d abandoned him to this.

Delta dragged her feet like she was nervous but couldn’t stay away. “What’s his name?”

Rania stepped in closer, slinging an arm around Centerhead’s neck. “I haven’t named him yet. Do you have any ideas?”

Delta shoved into her brother’s side and whispered, “He looks like Mister Slithers.”

Gamma cleared his throat, failing to hide a smile behind his hand. “That’s a toy we lost when we fled Leonia. We didn’t have time to grab anything.”

Another severe nod from the child. “I bet he misses me. Nobody else will stitch him up.”

Rania asked, “Was it the FFR?”

“Yeah, their thugs hit our village out of nowhere. Then the Leonian royal military hit them back, and neither side acted like we were there. I don’t know which side set our farm ablaze.” He rubbed at the patch over his eye, like he’d been wearing it for so long, it was becoming part of his skin. “I had to get Delta somewhere else. Anywhere else.”

“I understand,” she said. “But the FFR has never set foot in Winged City. You’re out of their reach. You’ll both have dinner and sleep in proper beds tonight.” Rania scritched along the top of Centerhead’s snout. “And Delta, you’ll have plenty of dragons to meet here.”

Delta bowed down and placed the gold on the deck, nudging it toward one of Garrodigh’s claws. Centerhead sniffed again, almost tasting the gold on his tongue. It was real. But there was no way he was taking pity money from a child.

As though paying had entitled her to be annoying, Delta pointed up at his wings. “How does Mister Slithers fly the ship if he has holes in his wings?”

Reflexively, he tightened his wings to his flank. He hated those tears in his flesh enough for everyone. He didn’t need prying questions. He had a new insecurity from scared children inspecting them.

Rania said, “He can’t fly yet. His wings are hurt, but sometimes dragons heal. I’m going to help him get up and fly again.”

Delta touched her chin, looking from Centerhead’s wings to the deck, as though wounds were opening in the shuttle. “How does this boat fly, then? None of the other dragons are flapping. Are there dragons pushing it from underneath?”

Good that she’d asked. He’d wondered the same thing. Clearly, she was an atypically bright child.

Rania said, “That’s a smart question, Delta. Dragons are special creatures. They may be the only animals in the world that don’t have the same relationship with physics as the rest of us. Do you know about physics? Why balloons float?”

Delta bucked her head in an over-eager nod, like she’d been the one to invent balloons. “Yessum!”

“And you see how big all these dragons are?” Rania gestured along Garrodigh’s torso, and Centerhead wiggled his haunches. This he didn’t mind. Any dragon would take pride in having as much mass as he did.

Rania continued, “Just having wings shouldn’t propel them up to the clouds. They’re too large to glide the way birds do. They fly by a mixture of wing beats, gliding, and changing gravity around them. It’s a blessing from Goddess Polárka, the patron of dragons. She ruled the sky, and she gave them the gift of flight to look after it, even after she sacrificed herself in the ocean.”

Now that was nonsense. Garrodigh didn’t control gravity. Centerhead wasn’t some scientist. Back when his wings had worked, he’d just . . . flown. Flown whenever he wanted to. Goddess Polárka granted dragons flight, yes, as an instinct. It was a testament to his connection to her, and to the nature of dragonkind. He’d never really questioned that nature, but Rania had to be wrong. That couldn’t be it. He didn’t even know what he was disagreeing with here, other than that she’d said something a way he hadn’t thought of before.

“Through the right balance of dragons aboard, we can get things like this shuttle to levitate with them. They don’t have to work one bit for it. It’s just a gift they give us. The whole rest of the world wishes it understood dragons like we do. But the secret of Kardoša is that we just treat them with love, and in return, they help us.”

Delta pointed at the growing sight of Winged City, all those towers and farms inviting them closer. “If you have enough dragons there, the city can fly?”

“Exactly. That was one of Gáspár Kardoš’s brightest ideas. Invite enough dragons to share their gift, and we could share a homeland in the clouds. Just us, and them, and you.” Rania reached out like she’d boop the child on the nose. “When Gáspár Kardoš comes back, I bet he’s going to love meeting you.”

A shadow streaked over both of them, and the entire deck. A second shadow flew by, draping over Centerhead’s face as he screwed upward to see the sources. Dragons flew overhead, sweeping out like a wall of wings, intruding meaningfully between the shuttle and the oncoming airships. At the head of the flock was a black dragon with dragon wings and so many heads, it was a wonder they could all think straight. The black dragon was ridden by a familiar figure—Oleksiy, the First Knight.

The dragons of Winged City had shown up to stare down the intruders. Delta clapped her little hands for them, and other refugees on the deck joined in the applause. Centerhead watched that black dragon slice through the air, feeling the chill of envy unfurl in his chest.

“Pardon.” It was Gamma, looking as skeptical as Centerhead felt. At least one human aboard knew all this sunshine and rainbow talk was ridiculous. “I hate to be rude. But I have to ask.”

Rania only brightened at his skeptical look, like sweetness could dispel doubt. “I love questions. They’re good for the aura.”

Her congenial tone did nothing to soften him. His one naked eye was narrowed, like he saw a weapon on her. “Your accent is familiar.”

She was holding onto her smile for too long. No new expression moved in to show she registered what he’d said. “Yes? The peoples of Kardoša come from around the world. Everyone is welcome.”

“Madame, where are you from?”

Where the hell was Gamma going with this? She was obviously from Kardoša. She was as annoying as any of them.

“Kardoša is my only home.”

As quick as a spooked rabbit, his eyes went to the airships and then were on Rania again. Like he didn’t want her out of his sight. In that moment, he got between Rania and Delta, both hands on the child’s shoulders. “You’re from . . . there.”

“Your aura looks a little—”

Gamma interrupted, “It was a long journey here. We need more water. Excuse us.”

Then he scooped Delta up in one arm, carrying her off as she stared at him wordlessly.

Rania turned into Garrodigh’s side, and Centerhead couldn’t see her face, no matter how much he twisted. She rested against his side for a moment, like she thought she was hiding her distressed breathing. What a fool. Anybody could see it.

Without anything else to do, Centerhead peered over the railing, at those menacing brown ovals. The airships had turned from the shuttle. They banked westward, dissuaded by the flock of dragon riders. Those airships became too distant for him to see where their cannons were aiming.

Looking down the barrel of an imaginary cannon, Centerhead thought about Lefty—and thought how little he could think about that head, for the trauma-shock of the loss had robbed him of memories. He thought about Delta’s fear of the airships. About the regular rain of cannonballs on what should be his proud hunting grounds. About how he probably looked when he looked up from the wilderness at cannon fire overhead, and how that look was so like the hopeless stares of all the refugees on this deck as they looked upon the airships.

He’d thought all humanity was his enemy. But the humans around him were stuck in the same cause. Whatever the FFR was, they had brought him low and made him like a mere human.

Centerhead flexed his tattered wings, feeling an icy pain deeper than his bones threatening to overtake them, and a pang deeper than that, missing his connection to the sky and to Goddess Polárka.

The FFR thought it could make him small? Terrorize his domain? He was the Great Terror.

Heat welled up in his guts before he knew there was a spark inside him. Acrid smoke billowed out of his nostrils and across his tongue, escaping between his teeth. It only boiled hotter as he contemplated that Winged City might be a place of refuge and that its wars might not be campaigns, but attempts to fend off predators seeking to capture them all, human and dragon alike.

Centerhead surged forward, and Upperhead barely dove out of the way of his fiery stream. Centerhead’s neck rammed out perfectly straight, letting through the thickest torrent his body could stoke. Chunks of lava exploded on contact with the air as the dragonfire stretched out, reaching like an infernal hand for those airships. Centerhead exhaled until his rage was exhausted.

The flames spread, wide and hot, then dissipated. Shards of the lava fell into the ocean below. He’d blown as hard as he could, and his fire barely reached twenty yards.

The air was frigid out here and still couldn’t match the chill mounting in his guts. Centerhead watched the last flames fade, and his weary head drooped over the railing. Was that his best? All that he had in him?

The airships casually floated away, ignoring his best attempts to murder them.

A hand rubbed his tails. Rania’s gloves were off, warm palms rubbing gently along the grain of his scales.

She whispered, “It’s all right, Mister Slithers. I feel that way, too.”
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Chapter 12

HOW DARE YOU

None of the heads wanted to be up late. They had company outside the exterior wall again, in the form of Rania’s honking accordion moans and a different musical instrument that Centerhead was happy he’d never encountered before. From a brief glimpse, it was a heavyset woman, pale skinned with the left half of her head shaved. Noisy as their rutting was, the real distraction was when they accidentally knocked over a bottle of wine. This was apparently the funniest thing a human could do. Their giggling made it harder to sleep than the moaning had.

Centerhead tried to bury himself in a mound of amethysts and topazes, thinking the same thoughts over and over. Airships carelessly flying through the Goddess Polárka’s sky. Them not burning, not crashing. Ignoring him.

He flexed his wings and shuddered at the ache. Good for nothing more than resting on his back. He was reduced to some magical floatation device to ferry human shuttles around. It made him want to spit fire, and the idea of spitting fire only made him dwell more on his body’s betrayal. Before coming here, he hadn’t realized how badly he’d atrophied.

Long after Rania was gone, they were all still awake.

Bottomhead rustled amid their many coins. “Uhm. You know humans, right?”

Upperhead rested against the wall, just below the window, inspecting the stars above. “I have some experience.”

“What’s an FFR?”

The stars must have been less interesting. Upperhead glanced down. “I’m not sure. Some antagonistic organization.”

Centerhead burrowed up from his mound of gems and coins. Of course his fellow head didn’t know anything. “Plainly they’re the foreign invaders. The ones with cannons.”

“You noticed,” Upperhead said, regarding the base of their necks. “Kardošans don’t use many cannons. Which means the majority of shots that fall into the wilderness are from invaders.”

“Kardošans use dragons. Which doesn’t make them better.”

Except Centerhead didn’t believe that. It was a thing he said in agitation, to shield the tumult within. He’d come up to this city to wage war against all humanity and found that some might not be the enemy. Or at least, some humans were more enemy than others.

Bottomhead pushed between them both, bending up to the next stall, apparently visiting the neighbors. “Yurk. Do you know any FFRs?”

Centerhead caught himself listening for the reply. It was a distraction from his thoughts, and he needed distraction. All that came from the other salons was idle breathing as their neighbors continued to doze. Those dragons had to be able to talk, right? Dragons had invented language, and their greatest mistake had been teaching it to humans. Humans had made a mess of the world ever since.

Unless these tamed dragons had forgotten language. Was that why they went along with Winged City’s nonsense? Their great secret to peace was ignorance?

Upperhead said, “Humans have lived in Kardoša as long as dragons have. That’s why I think I’m one—because dragons and humans are so linked. We relate to one another.”

Centerhead groaned. “What could we possibly have in common?”

“My condition gives me perspective. The survival of Kardoša means the survival of both humankind and dragonkind. We’re not all so different.”

“We are quite different. Don’t make me show you how.”

It was meant to be a grand threat, and it failed. The other heads could feel the chill of doubt prickling across Centerhead’s hide and scales. Again, plagued by thoughts of flightless wings and his worthlessness.

A nudge to the side of his face. Bottomhead was back, apparently bothering him now. “Yurk. I want to sleep.”

Centerhead said, “Then get to it.”

“Urgh. You’re talking too much. You sleep, too.”

“I can’t sleep. I’m thinking. One of us has to.”

“Try this.”

Bottomhead stretched down to the floor where he’d been resting before. Between his lips, he raised a coin. It was a different color than the silver ones. It was gold.

Centerhead asked, “Where did you get that?”

“Pbbt.” Bottomhead dropped it so that it plinked to the floor beneath Centerhead. “The girl on the shuttle gave it to me.”

“You kept it?”

“Yuh. It’s mine now. But you can try it.”

“I don’t need charity.”

“Yuh. Try it.”

Arguing would take too long. Centerhead yielded, because arguing with his other heads wasn’t going to help anything. If it shut everyone up, he’d pretend to sleep on a coin. He brought the side of his face down upon it. This was absurd. A single coin wasn’t going to change anything about this dreadful night.

He laid his head on the coin for a moment. Then another moment.

How dare that gold coin be so comfortable.
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Chapter 13

TORTURE

The torture chamber was fifty yards wide. It had no ceiling, and its walls were part of an unfinished dome, so that a dragon could not claw and climb their way up. The brick floor was marred with so many gouges that Centerhead couldn’t imagine the number of dragons that had suffered here. It was obviously a torture chamber, from the several chains that were bolted into the floor on plates that were wider than his paws. Chains fit for drawbridges were gathered in enormous spools, swaying and creaking in the breeze of the open-air chamber. Garrodigh stood up in the middle of this place, acutely aware of how one claw came to rest inside a groove that a previous dragon had gashed into the floor.

Rania beamed up at him as she tightened the straps of his muzzle. “Most dragons hate this. But I think you’re going to love it.”

Three iron buckles on each strap, all fastened on the right side of his snout. The other heads were already bound. Bottomhead rubbed the side of his nose against the bricks, as though he could rub the restraints away. One attempted a flex of his jaw, and Centerhead knew their mouths were trapped shut. At least neither would say anything in their agony and give them away. There was that.

“I know, Mister Slithers.” Rania rubbed the sides of his face. “I’ll take it off you as soon as we’re done. But sometimes dragons lose control and exhale fire, especially when it’s their first time here. We need to keep everybody safe.”

Everybody. Besides Rania, there were six humans in the torture chamber, attaching thick shackles to his tails and legs. They wrapped chains across his back and pulled them taut with a crank until he sat crushed on the floor. Still, one of his claws wedged inside an old gash in the bricks, like he was holding onto a previous dragon’s struggle for help.

It took six humans to lift the torture device. At first, Centerhead thought it was an eagle built out of metal, because it was shaped like two grand wings. Rather than feathers or leathery membranes to fly on, the skeletal wing structure had a series of clamps, mechanical jaws, as though these metal wings ate living creatures to sustain their power of flight.

The clamps were for him. At each joint, there was a hinge for a hand crank, which one of the humans turned to tighten the clamp onto Garrodigh’s wings. Centerhead and the others stared through their muzzles as the metal skeleton was forced into position. Clamps bit down, firm as living mouths to hold onto the bones of his wings.

The metal device was cursedly heavy, and he lay even flatter on the brick floor, adjusting to the random jolts of pain. His wings did not want to wear anything. They wanted to lie in their dormant place on his back, out of the way and useless.

He couldn’t resist trying to shuck the device off, and tried to flex his wings—and couldn’t. The metal rigging gave a faint rattle, while his wings trembled with the effort. He could not bend a single membrane in that thing’s hold.

“I see those spikes in your aura, Mister Slithers,” Rania said, gathering both Centerhead and Upperhead together. She leaned her forehead in, to touch both of their brows and gaze into their eyes. To Centerhead, she had never looked more flammable. “I know you’re doubting yourself. But you can do this. We’re going to heal you.”

Centerhead lolled his eyes over to look at Upperhead. Upperhead plainly didn’t know where to look and was staring straight ahead like he’d never seen a human face before. Maybe he was studying for his human act. Something to take his mind off this ordeal.

“People used to think dragons were just scales, flesh, and lava. But Kardoš and Skakulecova discovered you’re much more than that. You’ve got complex carbon-fiber bones, and molten semi-fluid organs and tissues. Some of those tissues tore when you got hurt, and they’ve atrophied further since then because you didn’t use them. Zayd gave me a detailed report.”

She didn’t know he could talk. So why the hell was she telling him all of this? If she had a horse, would she explain why she was nailing shoes to its hooves?

From the adoring expression on her face, Centerhead could tell that she probably would. He almost whinnied.

“This is going to pinch. It’s all right. I’m here for you.”

She up-nodded to someone on Garrodigh’s left, and the humans started cranking the metal device over his left wing, right at the first joint. The device clicked, and the end of his wing was forcibly extended outward, just a foot.

It didn’t hurt at all. It was irritating to have such a heavy device mounted on his battered wings, but beyond that? If not for the muzzle, he could have laughed at Rania. This was what all the restraints were about?

They turned the crank again, two more clicks, and his wing was dragged further outward. The edges of the skin around the tears in his wing membranes ached like icicles were probing inside them. Still, tolerable. Centerhead rose up on his neck, waggling his head in pride. With this device, he’d be flying again in no time.

Another click of the crank, and then he couldn’t hear anything over the sensation of freezing blades driving between every joint and bone in the entire wing. The humans had torn it into shreds, into flesh confetti. How was he not bleeding everywhere, burning the torturers alive with his boiling rock blood?

His breaths seized in his throat as he watched his left wing, extended to merely half its grand length. There were no wounds, nor had they ripped him apart. His wing was still close to an L-shape, hardly spread that far at all. Invisible blades carved him up underneath his scales, a fresh pain worse than anything he could remember. Anything since the day he’d been shot out of the sky.

It was Rania who whimpered. “You’re so brave.”

Gloved fingers caressed his neck, right along the column of his throat canal, as though she was trying to help his breath through his body.

“It’s okay to be scared. It’s okay to hurt. But you fell out of the sky and survived. You are stronger than this. We’re just going to hold this for a few more seconds. Let’s focus on your aura, all right? Let’s go smooth. Come on. Breathe and be smoo—”

He didn’t hear anything else. His neck went limp from the pain, dropping his head straight down with a thump against the bricks. Upperhead and Bottomhead were both already down there, rubbing their faces against the floor for distraction. Their grunts could have boiled the world.

There was no distraction for Centerhead. This was not a few seconds of stretching. This was an era of a glacier carving continents out of his body. His wings would curl up like burned paper. They would never work again. He was ruined.

A clank from the device, and suddenly his wing was loose. Immediately, he folded it inward, trying to tuck it into his side like a newly hatched baby to be sheltered. The metal skeleton wouldn’t let him relax it all the way, but he furled as much as he could, feeling the warmth spread out and pool in his joints.

Rania adjusted her apron and squatted down next to Centerhead, gazing intently into the eye on that side. How dare she look proud?

“The first time is always the hardest. That is the most you have moved that wing in months. And you did it. You.”

She smooched him on the nose. Oh, she was definitely lucky his jaws were muzzled.

“He can’t understand you,” said some human who deserved to be ingested. “And he looks wrung out already. I don’t think this guy can fly.”

Another human said, “You want us to get him back to the barn? Try this next week?”

Rania raised her voice just a little, as though she could blot out the others’ skepticism. “This is how we’re going to get you back into Goddess Polárka’s sky. You’re going to fly again.”

He shut his eyes to avoid looking at her anymore. To not see her pride in him surviving a pain she’d inflicted.

No. He couldn’t do this.

“I know you want to get out there and blast the FFR with your fire. You want to show the world it can’t keep you on the ground. You’re stronger than anyone knows.”

Stronger? The hell he was. All the enemy army had to do was grab hold of his wing and yank, and apparently, he’d fall to the floor weeping for mercy. He couldn’t shoot airships out of the sky. He couldn’t fly. As a four-headed dragon, Garrodigh had been a terror. Now, he was a three-headed failure.

“I can’t wait for the world to see you take to the air like it’s yours.”

Ice showered him again, those freezing blades digging inside his wing. His entire body fought his bonds to tremble at this agony, this defilement of his heat, his fire, corrupted. He turned with blazing eyes to see which human had started cranking his wings open again.

A portly woman held the crank, several feet away from his wing. None of the humans were on the rigging. They were busy staring at his wing forcing its way open.

His wing was moving on its own. One of the heads was moving it, racking his body with this pain. What were they doing? What foolish pride made them try this?

Centerhead whipped around to headbutt whichever one was doing this.

He found both Upperhead and Bottomhead lying on the floor, glaring at him. Their eyes were pained—pained and perplexed. Certainty in their faces. They knew who was forcing that wing to unfold.

They weren’t doing this. He was.

Inside his muzzle contraption, Centerhead gritted his fangs. He’d extended that wing without thinking about it, unconsciously holding the pose. Some internal part of him that was furious at the world had to show that he had fight left in him. And he was doing it. He inhaled deeply and doubled down, forcing every membrane of that wing to splay as long as it could. However long their metal skeleton had forced him, he would hold it even longer.

He stared at his own wing, disbelieving that he was keeping it aloft. In all that time in the wilderness, he’d scarcely twitched that limb for fear of the freezing pain. Any pain paled before this wonder. This warmth, this pride, this sense of self that pushed outward. He could sling that wing over the entire sky and drag it down. There was a part of himself he’d forgot was real, that was visible, tangible here, in the defiance against the pain.

It was almost like flying.

Then he was done, and he dropped his head to the brick floor with an exhalation of pure relief. The wing throbbed with a violence that no fire or ice could explain. This pain was glory itself. He’d done it.

From nowhere, Rania tossed a string of yellow and blue flowers across all three of his necks. She showered the dragon in cloying hugs and praise. He barely paid any attention to them. Barely.

“My hero,” Rania said. “You can do anything. Now let’s stretch that other wing.”

Other wing?
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Chapter 14

THE HUMAN SYMPATHIZERS

One twitch of his wings and his entire body became an earthquake, kicking silver coins skittering across the floor of his salon. Centerhead kept his jaw low to the floor, pressing against it for support. There was a relief in pressing to something unyielding. They’d run a mere ten flexes of his wings before coming home for a feast of charred entrails, and still he felt like he’d die if he stood up. There had to be drugs in his food. They needed to work faster.

“Nuh. You were right.” Bottomhead whined against the floor. “She’s trying to kill us.”

Bottomhead wriggled against the floor like he was trying to tear himself off their shared body. He turned to hiss and spit flame at their wings, fussing over them like he wanted to chew them off, but was too afraid to touch them. Any touch would bring on more spasms of their sore, abused flesh.

Upperhead rested as far away from him as his neck allowed, the crest of his head propped against the iron bars of their salon door. “Come now. I don’t know about attempted murder.”

“She was attempting!” Bottomhead exhaled flame across their right wing. It did little against the encroaching chill that marched across their bones and membranes, because this pain wasn’t a literal chill. If Rania was right, this was the sensation of healing. The shitty, mean-spirited sensation of healing.

Having failed at burning their wings back to happiness, Bottomhead resumed wriggling his neck. “Urgh. Head scritches were a lie. Treats were a lie. Centerhead was right. We have to eat her before she therapies us to death.”

Feeling the weight of a glacier dragging across his wings and threatening to snap them off, Centerhead contemplated more than twitching. He felt the quizzical urge to spread his wings until they slapped the edges of his cell. To make them work until he was stronger than pain itself.

Centerhead said, “Go sleep on your gold coin. Crying isn’t useful.”

“Nuh. Crying is the only useful thing.”

“Our wings will be strong again. We just have to endure.”

“Yurk. You sound like her,” Bottomhead said, coming down to shove Centerhead with the tip of his nose. “You on her side?”

“Absurd. I have no allegiance with humans. Humans are a vile species.”

Upperhead said, “I’m a human.”

“And?”

Bottomhead kept nudging at Centerhead, smoke streaming from his nostrils. “You hurt us, too. You made our wings move all bad. You are working with her.”

Centerhead rolled over on the floor to scowl up at him. “Lies. No one decorates me with flowers and lives.”

“Yurk. Did she feed you the most?”

“No.”

“Nng. How many ox hearts did you get?”

A thundercrack, with a distinct and lower rolling aftersound. Then two more, in quick succession. They didn’t need to look outside to see the absence of clouds. This wasn’t rain. It wasn’t thunder at all. Someday, Centerhead thought, they’d start associating weather with cannons, every time thunder rumbled. Warfare was the new climate.

Waddling slowly to keep their wings still, they got their body up together. All three of Garrodigh’s necks climbed along the exterior wall until his heads poked out through the window. It was so deep in the night that Centerhead couldn’t see the dragons flying out there, not until they spat up great balls of explosive flame. The orange illumination showed the ribbed oval shapes of several gas bladders. Airships.

Upperhead said, “A night attack. I don’t remember one of those before.”

Centerhead said, “Thought they’d surprise Winged City.”

Those airships were large in the sky, which meant they had to be close. Their element of surprise had worked, at least to get them near enough to blast with their cannons. Were they close enough to—

Bottomhead asked, “Uhm? FFRs are coming here?”

Upperhead’s expression darkened. “You don’t think they’ll land, will they?”

Bottomhead shrank until he pressed into the floor. “Uhm? What happens to us if FFR gets to us?”

Centerhead strained his eyes to follow the vague shapes of dragons soaring through that sky. It was impossible to follow them with only starlight. How many were battling in defense of their homes? Was one being shot down right now, hurtling toward the ocean to die, falling unseen?

Without meaning to, Centerhead tensed his wings. The icy shock made all three heads whimper and cringe down against the windowsill. One of them probably reproached him for being careless, but he couldn’t hear them. He couldn’t hear the cannon fire, or the blasting fire of the dragons in the air. Not over the thrumming pain in his limbs.

He could only think about how little the pain mattered. Things worse than pain were coming for him. They would not find him meek.
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Chapter 15

PICKING THE RIGHT FIGHT

The challenge was walking. Dragons did it from the day they hatched. It was what legs were for. Walking wasn’t even an activity. It was a thing Garrodigh did mindlessly on his way to hunting or fighting or whatever he pleased. Of all the indignities, now Rania was directing how he walked.

“Hold on, Mister Slithers,” she said, sneaking around his side to point under his left foreleg, under the pads of his paw. She hunkered right down under there, clearly trusting that he wouldn’t crush her. Where did she get that misconception?

In one hand, she held little morsels of anonymous meat, blackened in a skillet so they carried the seductive aroma of butter. In her other hand, she carried a birch stick.

“See how you’re pushing your foot forward to avoid putting weight on it?”

She swiped the tip of the stick along his sole, pushing it harder against the pad of his foot right before his toes. So what if his foot was pointed at the ground? The point of walking was to put your feet on the ground over and over. His toes would touch it eventually.

“Your leg is healing great, but you’re still trying to limp with it.” She rolled her left shoulder like it was the hip joint in the world’s most gangly dragon, and mimed walking on that arm. “Too much stress on the hip, and no work on the knee. Your ankle needs you to start the step with your heel and then push over to the toes.”

It was so many words to describe so banal an action that Centerhead forgot he knew how to speak. Words leaked their meaning onto the dirt road. Rania’s miming was worse, bending her elbow like a knee, exaggerating the gesture of a proper stride. Upperhead slithered down to watch her arm work with great interest. Bottomhead was already down there, although he mostly watched the fried morsels in her other hand.

Centerhead lurched forward, dragging as much weight across the foot of his bad leg as he could. Being mindful of planting it brought all the stiffness to his attention—the solid ache of bones still debating how to fuse back together. The iron sleeve was gone, so the limb was lighter. But it felt cold, like this practice walking was making it vulnerable.

“Good! So, so good!” Rania ran alongside him as he swayed along the cobble road. Each time he brought that foot down, she hopped off her feet and clapped at him. Centerhead wanted to turn away from her, but Bottomhead jerked all three heads around so he could receive his first treat. His chewing sounds were far too moist.

If Bottomhead could do it, then so could he. Centerhead tensed his forelegs in their next stride and deliberately bent his sore knee and touched down with his heel first. The instinct was to yank the leg up from the ground and tuck it to his underside, to protect it and limp. It throbbed, but it withstood his weight. He gave it two more steps before slowly walking the way Rania had instructed. His human companion promptly jumped and kicked her legs up in the air.

He could do without her dancing. But he’d take his morsel.

Without looking, he brought his head lower, jaws parting in anticipation of reward. Despite himself, some lava pooled at the bottom of his mouth in anticipation for the burned morsel.

So what? He was hungry.

Rania tossed a morsel onto his tongue, and burned fats exploded on contact, coating his teeth. He squeezed his jaws shut, letting the meat and butter and juices and char all melt in the liquid rock of his saliva. Whatever charms the wilderness had, nobody fried things in butter down there.

The woman rubbed his brow, and he caught himself pushing his head into her touch. He stopped himself. What had he been thinking?

The fatigue from exercise must have made him faint. That was it.

Then Rania’s hands slowed. Her warm eyes weren’t on him anymore. They directed over his back, at something behind him in the road.

Traffic had picked up. Two dragons stood there, although it was hard to see the second because of the sheer bulk of the first standing in front. Her wings were tucked into her sides, and folded like that, they still bulged wider than the entire road. She cast a pool of shadow all around her, with one long neck and a single beaked head. No stumps scarred her torso. She had been born with that single head and the single tail that swayed behind her. Her scales were like a mountain of jade crushed into pebbles, so verdant that no field of grass could match her hue. Just trying to see all of her in one blink made Centerhead feel small.

This green dragon’s rider stood on her bare back, boots planted confidently between her folded wings, the rider’s arms folded over her chest as though the need to balance was something she’d outgrown. She was a woman with a tan complexion, the sides of her head shaved, while the hair from the top of her head was long, dangling over her back like a blond tail. The rider’s jacket and trousers were deep green, matching her dragon.

Rania peered up at the rider and literally squeaked, cheeks coloring pink. “Second Knight Cosmos Delamenti? It’s a privilege to cross paths with you here.”

Second Knight Cosmos Delamenti said, “Who gave you a dragon?”

Rania’s left hand was already elbow-deep in her satchel, rummaging without Rania ever taking her reverent gaze off Cosmos. “I can show you the paperwork. It’s all official and notarized. Mister Slithers was injured in a recent battle, and I’m taking him out for rehabilitation sessions to strengthen his leg.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

As though it were the answer, Rania held up a tattered sheet of paper, one with a wax dragon stamp at the bottom. From the creases, she must have unfolded it to reread it every hour of the day.

Neither Cosmos nor her dragon deigned to look at the document.

As though to compensate, Bottomhead got their limbs working, walking their entire body around using the careful footsteps Rania had taught them. Bottomhead wormed his head around her side to sniff at the paper, and she gave him an idle scritch on the top of his head.

Rania said, “Second Knight. I was granted the privilege of working with this dragon by Kardoša. I am working under the example you set for us all as riders. And if I may say? It’s beyond an honor to speak with you.”

Cosmos’s lips thinned. “Is that so?”

“There’s this silly rumor around the dormitories that you don’t want any riders socializing with me. But we’ve never talked, so I knew it wasn’t true. I knew if we just talked, face to face, we could clear it all up. Someday, I want to fly in your squad.”

Wait, Centerhead thought. All those noxious moans behind his barn suddenly filled Centerhead’s mind. Had Rania been bedding people in secrecy out there because they were afraid to be seen with her? Was that what it was about?

Cosmos said, “FFR thugs dream of capturing our dragons. That’s why they want to conquer my country. When Gáspár Kardoš comes back, we will wipe the FFR off the map.”

Centerhead found himself reaching out on his neck, resting three feet above Rania’s head. Not that he was protective of her. Surely, he was just trying to hear this impudent Cosmos better.

Rania said, “My dragon and I are training to be able to take to the air. We’re going to defend our home against the FFR.”

One corner of Cosmos’s mouth twitched, like she was trying on a smile. “You’re from the FFR. From the seaside of Hedvábný Okres.”

“I . . .” It was almost a gurgle, like the words clogged in Rania’s throat. Centerhead tilted himself to watch her hands fidget with each other. “I was born there. Yes. But I’ve been in Winged City for years, and I’ve been nothing but loyal. I look up to Knights like you. You’re incredible.”

Cosmos’s expression didn’t change a hint under that praise. She asked, “What is your name?”

Rania’s fingers slowed in their fidgeting, like her hands were doing the thinking here. “You know where I was born, but you don’t know my name?”

“I know everything about you. I asked for your name. You’re never going to make Knight if you can’t follow basic orders.”

Centerhead narrowed his eyes. They were the words of a slap, but her tone was recreational. This wasn’t discipline. This was entertainment. It reminded him of the dragons down in the Wall of Holes, who wouldn’t share a lair with you even if cannonballs rained from on high. It made him want to bare his fangs, no matter how large this Cosmos person’s dragon was.

“My name is Rania Charvátová.”

Cosmos said, “That’s not your family’s last name, is it?”

Rania stood up straighter, her tone too earnest for her own good. “It is my name. I chose it when I came here.”

From behind Cosmos’s dragon, the other rider cleared her throat. “Cosmos, aren’t we going to be late for the council?”

Scarcely glancing at her companion, Cosmos said, “Soon, Esme. Dragons are serious business.”

“It’s just that Minister Skakulecova said not to be late anymore . . .”

Centerhead recognized that voice, and the stocky woman it came from. He trained his eyes up on her, the medic from the shuttle on the day of his “rescue,” whom Oleksiy had flirted with so aggressively. Was her name Esme? Someone who cared about rescues should be intervening here. What was stopping Esme from stopping this?

Cosmos’s gaze remained on Rania. “We’re done when I’m done.”

Rania stepped closer, like she might climb that green dragon to beseech her superior. Centerhead almost bit her hair and carried her away. Someone had to rescue her.

Rania clasped her hands together before Cosmos and her dragon. “Do you want to get breakfast together tomorrow? We can talk this out. I can prove I love this place. I have so much to learn from your relationship with Emerald Shadow.”

Cosmos replied, “I don’t eat with traitors.”

The abrupt pallor. The pinkness couldn’t drain from Rania’s face, but every spot that wasn’t flushed, like the flesh behind her eyebrows and around her eyes, went sickly white. Rania yelled, “I would never betray Kardoša!”

“You betrayed the FFR by running here, didn’t you? Unless you’re a spy.”

“What can I do? Is there some mission you want me to run to prove myself?”

There was no ignoring the gash of a smile on Cosmos’s mouth. “Your file says your parents had arranged a marriage for you. If you really ran away, how did they feel?”

Rania made a dry swallowing sound. “When they caught wind that I was leaving, my father summoned the police to chase me. My mother sang the national anthem in my face while I was throwing my clothes in a bag to run.”

“Uh-huh,” said Cosmos. “The FFR has sworn to conquer us so they can take our dragons. And now you just so happen to take a dragon?”

Rania’s eyes were so brimming with tears, it was unfathomable how none broke or spilled down her cheeks. Her eyes were flooding with moisture they wouldn’t allow to let go. She tensed like she would get even closer, despite almost being pressed up against Emerald Shadow as it was.

That was enough.

Centerhead was a confused animal, helpless and dependent on his rider for everything. Any Kardošan knew that. His rider straying left him with the natural instinct to follow her. After all, they were out on a rehabilitation walk for his bad leg. He’d never been so weak in his life, left utterly reliant upon his rider. He couldn’t emotionally handle her getting so distant.

Bottomhead and Upperhead both snaked around to inquire what he was doing.

He ignored them.

He took a step after Rania, into the green dragon’s shadow. This close, the light reflecting off her scales tinted her shadow in disorienting ways. In his motion, he accidentally planted too much weight on his bad leg—or at least, he tried to make it look like that. With a theatrical grunt, he stumbled forward, carefully cradling Rania to his underside with the other foreleg as he went.

All his bodyweight rammed into the Emerald Shadow, so abruptly that the other dragon couldn’t brace for impact. It didn’t hurt—that solitary head only flinched in annoyance—but the impact knocked Cosmos off her feet, and she toppled straight on her ass. One foot kicked up, boot going askew, as she waved her arms, fighting to right herself.

Centerhead planted his feet to right himself, pretending to fumble for his bearings, and in doing so, cast a smug look at Upperhead. Was that admiration on his face? About right. They’d gloat about this together in the salon tonight.

Emerald Shadow lunged forward. Centerhead couldn’t turn before fangs clamped down on his neck, jerking his neck up straight and rigid. A paw batted him across his fringe, and he tried to squirm free, but couldn’t escape the grip.

“No!” Rania’s voice, still beneath him. “Stop!”

Bottomhead gave a scale-rattling roar and shot up, biting Emerald Shadow’s neck. The vibrations from his teeth told Centerhead that he wasn’t piercing that dragon’s hide. She wrenched Centerhead upward, and Bottomhead lost his grip, fire pouring from between his teeth.

No fire was stopping Emerald Shadow. She squeezed with her jaws, and Centerhead felt his breath cut off. His own smoke billowed in his breathing canal, choking him, making him desperate to exhale. Both Bottomhead and Upperhead swung out to bite at Emerald Shadow’s face, and she responded by twisting, like she’d tear his body in half.

Darkness swarmed over Centerhead’s vision as another set of jaws grabbed him, clamping around his face and head fringe. But this dragon only had one head, so how was she grabbing him like that? His eyes lolled in their sockets, trying to see anything amid all those shapes. It was as if shadows assaulted them both, hard clacking sounds of more jaws clamping onto him—and onto Emerald Shadow.

Centerhead was forced back, he and his fellow heads alike, shoved across the road no matter how much he fought with his claws and heels.

A black dragon stepped into his path, as effortless as a waterfall splitting two shores apart. She had seven heads, each with a coat of dull black scales with a gray sheen, like unpolished coal. Her heads moved with perfect coordination, biting at Emerald Dragon’s face and Bottomhead in kind. When Bottomhead shied away, the black dragon let him go. The black dragon became an impassable border between them, standing on her hind legs, with her forelegs threatening to smack either dragon that returned to aggression.

“Now, now, Knights. If you wanted to dance, you should’ve called me.”

For a baffling moment, Centerhead thought the dragon was flirting with everyone.

Then he saw the rider sitting astride the stems of her necks, casually resting on an elbow like he wasn’t at a dangerous angle and about to fall to a severe injury. The rider looked different outside of his armor, now wearing padded garb of red and black checkerboard patterns, tailored to his strong shoulders. Centerhead recognized Oleksiy, the First Knight, the trans man from the shuttle that had recovered him with Esme.

With dark hair draped over one side of his face, Oleksiy gave the smuggest smile over at Cosmos and her fellow riders. One hand caressed the rightmost neck of his dragon, some unspoken command that made all seven heads size up both Emerald Shadow and Garrodigh. The black dragon wasn’t letting anyone make a move.

Which was fine by Centerhead. The bite to his throat hasn’t punctured anything, but he already felt the chill of bruising rising on the hide beneath his scales. Emerald Shadow had jaws that could crack the world in half.

“We don’t need you here, Olek,” said Cosmos, climbing up to her knees, hair tousled and her eye makeup smudged under one eye. “Butt out.”

Oleksiy gave a single note of a laugh. “I missed you, too. Are you free this weekend?”

“I said we don’t need you.”

“Yes, you’re welcome for stopping that fight. I know it’s controversial, but I find it’s helpful to not let our dragons kill each other. When Gáspár Kardoš returns, what do you think he’ll say about it?”

Cosmos pointed in accusation at Garrodigh and Rania. “She’s training that one so badly that it fell into Emerald Shadow.”

“You mean the injured dragon that she’s giving recuperative therapy fell on you? Show me where it hurts. I’ll make it all better.”

Centerhead coiled downward to lick at his own sore hide. He couldn’t reach the raw spot on his neck where Emerald Shadow had gnawed on him. Below, Rania was safe as could be, tucked against one of his limbs. He’d thought she’d be laughing at Cosmos’s humiliation or at least concerned by his “fall.” Hadn’t he been convincing enough?

Rania stared straight up, past the black dragon’s heads, at Oleksiy himself. Her lips seemed to blink and wake up into a girlish smile. Of course, he was the savior. Even Centerhead was grateful to see him now. And if Oleksiy was the First Knight among dragon riders or whatever, then naturally Rania would worship him.

Then her expression shriveled up, eyes going cold and lips pinching together. She turned up her nose at the heroic Oleksiy and swiftly pivoted her entire body in a different direction. Centerhead had never seen her go cold like that before.

“I need to return my dragon to the barn. He’s infirm and clearly needs more attention,” Rania said, reaching to grip at Garrodigh’s side and walk him around the other dragons. “Good day.”

Good day? This was a revolutionary attitude for her. She could’ve been killed, and basically three dragons had just fought over her. That Oleksiy fellow had broken up a hellacious brawl, and here Rania was, bolting without so much as a thank-you? No throwing strings of flowers?

Centerhead twisted as he was led away, trying to spy Oleksiy’s expression. Was he confused, too? The man was looking after them, although his expression was frozen, almost guilty. He’d stopped the brawl. What did he have to be guilty about? Humans made no sense.
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Chapter 16

GOOD NIGHT

Because today wasn’t awkward enough, Rania had sex company again. Starting half an hour after sundown, two people held a labored breathing competition directly under Garrodigh’s window. From the sound of it, they scored bonus points of goose-like honking noises. The goose-like sounds actually made Garrodigh’s stomach rumble.

Upperhead faced the barred doors of their salon, clearly looking as far away from the window as he could. “It was obviously a distressing day for her. She was acting glum the entire time she dropped us off.”

Bottomhead rubbed his forehead against his single gold coin. “Nuh? Can’t she rub meats at home?”

Upperhead said, “It’s a human thing. She’s relieving herself of excess stress.”

Centerhead asked, “Is it a human thing to do it literally next door to me?”

Upperhead chewed at his upper lip for a moment. “We humans have . . . fetishes.”

“Harder! Nng, like you mean it!”

That wasn’t any of the heads, although they still looked at each other hoping it was.

“See here,” said Upperhead, as though anything he said next could make this all right. “Rania looks up to those people. Oleksiy and Cosmos and all the official dragon-riding Knights. So being in conflict with them injures her identity. And you heard what she said about her parents.”

Centerhead didn’t care about Rania’s parents. Maybe that was because he’d hatched from a fertilized egg.

Instead, he contemplated the expression Oleksiy had as they’d left. If he was First Knight, the rider of that formidable black dragon, able to manhandle two other dragons with ease and bring them to a standstill, why had he looked at Rania with vulnerability? She was nobody in this place. Surely Cosmos could seize Garrodigh’s registration and hand it to another rider at her whim. Rania had no authority over Oleksiy or Cosmos.

Then Rania moaned something distressingly like the Goddess Polárka’s name, and there went his concentration. Centerhead groaned and got up, snaking his way toward the window.

He asked himself, “Who the hell is doing that to her?”

Upperhead followed, nipping at the side of his neck. “Hold on. Give her privacy.”

“I’ll give her as much as she’s giving us.”

From the floor, Bottomhead asked, “Will we get treats for this?”

Centerhead pushed his snout over the windowsill and angled his head down. If he cleared his throat, he might shame the lovers into at least shutting up while they did this.

Another woman was doing something akin to mashing Rania’s head into the ground using her hips, which was apparently an enthralling pastime. This one was densely built, a sight paler than Rania, brown hair holding onto a messy bun. It took Centerhead a moment to recognize her, because she didn’t have her typical uniform. But he’d met this woman twice, most recently today.

He narrowed his eyes, feeling flames flickering in them. Was that Esme? Cosmos’s lackey? He could have thrown up lava over both lovers on the spot.

He slithered back down, struggling to keep his voice quiet with how sickened he was. “She can do better than that.”

Upperhead said, “Now, you’ve never even had human intercourse. How would you do better?”

“By choice of partner, you nockhole. She’s rubbing meat with Esme.”

Bottomhead asked, “Uhm? What’s an Esme?”

His voice threatened to turn into raw flames. “At least bed the shitty Second Knight. She’s bedding the shitty Second Knight’s minions? The people who stand by while the lead dog is a nockhole to her?”

Upperhead cowered at the window, like he was struggling with the courage to go up and have a look. “Really? Esme? She should bed someone worthy of her.”

“What is wrong with her? She should be plotting to poison the entire crew and take their place. After how they treated her?”

Upperhead had too much of a teasing tone. “You’re worried about her?”

“Fine. I’m worried about how they treated us.”

Bottomhead said, “We should definitely get treats for these noises.”

“What was that?”

That wasn’t any of them. It wasn’t Rania, either. The sudden drop in Esme’s voice, from rapt to worried, cut through Centerhead’s attention like a knife. All three heads went silent. They’d been so busy overhearing and raging in opinions that they forgot they could also be heard.

Human babbling passed through the wall, much softer now. This was the first time Centerhead wished the wall wasn’t so thick. Only their tones made it through the window gap—the tug of concern, back and forth. Of voices trying to simultaneously hush and reproach.

Centerhead crept closer to the window, trying to hear them, willing them to not have figured it out.

Esme’s voice. “I have patrols tomorrow. I should go.”

Rania’s insecurity. “Already?”

“It’s weird doing it . . . here. Anybody could wander by.”

“Nobody comes back here. We can just sit. Talk for a while.”

“She probably suspects, you know?”

“Do you want the last of the wine?”

“I don’t know what I was thinking. If Cosmos finds out, she’ll cut out my heart with a spoon.”

Rania became muffled, like her head was in her arms. “I don’t know what to do about her. I tried today.”

“It’s not as big a deal as you think. She just picks people to be mad at. It’s been her thing ever since Kardoš disappeared.”

“She knew so much about me. It felt personal.”

“She does that. She’ll move on in time. Have you seen my left boot?”

“She knew about my family. She sounded like she wanted to destroy me.”

The rubbing of fabric on skin as Esme dressed. “You’ll be fine. And she was blowing smoke about people from the FFR. Lots of Kardošans have come from there. If you put in the work, eventually you get respect. Even Oleksiy Vázsonyi is from there. Now he’s First Knight.”

“Hmph. I’m well aware.”

Centerhead almost peeked out the window at that. It was a sharper tone than Rania usually took. What had gotten into her?

Esme paused, like she was wondering too. Then she asked, “What, did he stand you up for a date?”

“No.”

It was a “No” that carried so many more words with it that it was a surprise it could stand under the weight. Centerhead almost gave himself away to steal a look at Rania’s expression.

Esme said, “I’ve got patrols tomorrow.”

Rania asked, “Another night?”

“Yeah. For sure. Absolutely.”

They were the least convincing words Centerhead had ever heard, and he lived with a delusional head.

Rania whispered, “Good night.”

Centerhead probably wasn’t the only one listening for it. Esme never said “Good night” back. There was the crunching of dry grass, and then she was gone. Garrodigh’s heads listened too long for her to say something decent.

All they got was Rania’s breathing, rough, through her teeth. Something that might have been a sniffle.

Centerhead didn’t have it in him to watch her dress and slink off. A person’s loneliness was for themselves, not his voyeurism. He retracted his neck, trying to descend from the window, and bumped into someone. Into two someones: both Bottomhead and Upperhead were beside him, staring out the window.

Upperhead whispered, “I’ve got to comfort her.”

“Shut up,” Centerhead said, then immediately shut up himself. Arguing about silence only defeated its purpose. He shoved his nose against the other heads, trying to keep them away.

But they had control of the legs and arched his back so that his belly pancaked against the wall, forepaws scratching hopelessly against the bricks to get higher. He fought to get around them, to get out of the way, because the last thing he needed tonight was her crying on him. The higher they elevated on their hind legs, the more the other heads shoved forward, no tactics, all effort, so tangled that Centerhead wound up being the one forced out the window.

It was his first time with his head out the window like that, with the cool night air blowing across his scales. Below him, Rania had pulled a traveling cloak around herself and was rubbing something from her eyes she probably didn’t want anyone to see.

“This is home,” she said. “You’re okay. This is home.”

That pained noise through her nose as she started walking away from the barn. The unbearable sound, so brief, and too much.

Centerhead darted out as far as his neck would allow and nipped at her hood, using only his front teeth. He hoped his kindly gesture didn’t decapitate her.

The fabric snagged on one of his teeth. When she hit the end of its slack, her entire body wobbled. Her squeak of surprise belonged in the mouth of a field mouse.

Her face was mouse-like, too, in the way mice looked when they were surprised by an owl. In another life, Centerhead would have devoured her. That’s what he told himself, anyway, as he lowered his head as far out the window as his neck could reach. The bridge of his snout brushed the human’s forehead. A simple gesture from a nonverbal creature. Nothing more, he told himself.

Rania threw herself into him, smooshing her face and chest against his head, both arms wrapping around his jaws. Her toes scraped the ground as she suspended her entire body on him. And she refused to release him.

Soreness built in his neck, and then in his back and haunches. Affection was such a nuisance.

He stayed with her until she let him go.

“I’m going to decorate you in so many flowers,” she said, rubbing at her eyes again. “Good night, Mister Slithers.”

Then she was off, wine bottle dangling from her left hand. She was human, so she was always small. But she’d never looked so small as now, when she walked away into something better than pure loneliness. Centerhead didn’t understand the feeling it gave him.

That feeling made him speak, though. In the lowest voice, before he could stop himself, he whispered, “Good night.”

Then he realized what he was doing. He shot back up to the window, smacking his fringe against the sill as he disappeared back inside. Had she heard that? Had he exposed their whole ruse in one moment of meaningless sentimentality?

He only hazarded one glimpse before disappearing entirely into his salon. Rania was turning, orange hair spilling from her hood. Were her eyebrows arching? Was that curiosity in her face? He didn’t let himself check.
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Chapter 17

IT FEELS LIKE IT NEVER CHANGES

On the roads on the south side of Winged City, he walked. He rotated the hip, raised the knee as high as it would go, and touched down with his heel so his weight rolled across the length of his paw until he pushed off. Then he did it again.

In that open-air torture chamber, they stretched his wings in a metal skeleton, one click at a time, until his entire body was taut, from tail to tongue. They made him hold his wings like that, until he thought he’d die right there and then, until a minute passed. Then they did it again.

Beneath the cauldron baths, he squatted down and breathed until his core swelled and his central fire billowed, and he exhaled across the blackened iron base until the waters above bubbled, and until he was wholly without breath. Then he did it again.

He dreaded this would never change.

On the roads on the south side of Winged City, he walked. He rotated the hip, raised the knee as high as it would go, and touched down with his heel so his weight rolled across the length of his paw until he pushed off. Then he did it again.

In that open-air torture chamber, they stretched his wings in a metal skeleton, one click at a time, until his entire body was taut, from tail to tongue. They made him hold his wings like that, until he thought he’d die right there and then, until a minute passed. Then they did it again.

Beneath the cauldron baths, he squatted down and breathed until his core swelled and his central fire billowed, and he exhaled across the blackened iron base until the waters above bubbled, and until he was wholly without breath. Then he did it again.

He dreaded this would never change.

On the roads on the south side of Winged City and all the way to the east end, he ran. He rotated the hip, raised his knee carelessly, and galloped forward on that bad leg without a thought. Then he did it again.

In that open-air torture chamber, he stretched his wings as far as they could go and then beat them until everyone’s clothing fluttered and threatened to tear and kept beating until a minute passed. Then he did it again.

Beneath the cauldron baths, he squatted down and blew a steady stream of fire, thick, wrathful, and controlled across his tongue, counting the seconds he lasted in pursuit of lasting longer. Then he did it again.

He dreaded this would never change.

On the roads on the south side of Winged City and all the way to the east end, he ran. He rotated the hip, raised his knee carelessly, and galloped forward on that bad leg without a thought. Then he did it again.

In that open-air torture chamber, he stretched his wings as far as they could go and then beat them until everyone’s clothing fluttered and threatened to tear and kept beating until a minute passed. Then he did it again.

Beneath the cauldron baths, he squatted down and blew a steady stream of fire, thick, wrathful, and controlled across his tongue, counting the seconds he lasted in pursuit of lasting longer. Then he did it again.

He dreaded this would never change.

On the roads on the south side of Winged City and all the way to the east end, he ran. He rotated the hip, raised his knee carelessly, and galloped forward on that bad leg without a thought. Then he did it again.

In that open-air torture chamber, he stretched his wings as far as they could go and then beat them until everyone’s clothing fluttered and threatened to tear and kept beating until a minute passed. Then he did it again.

Beneath the cauldron baths, he squatted down and blew a steady stream of fire, thick, wrathful, and controlled across his tongue, counting the seconds he lasted in pursuit of lasting longer. Then he did it again.

He dreaded this would never change.

In a circle around all the exterior roads of Winged City, he raced on all fours, wings pricking up on his back, craving to catch the wind and take flight. He made the entire circuit of the city. Then he did it again.

Out in the smithery yards, he let them lash hundred-pound anvils to his wings and then beat his wings to show he was stronger than metal was heavy. Then they attached more anvils. Then he did it again.

At one corner of a levitating shuttle aimed to pick up new refugees, he stood tall with Rania balanced on his haunches and blew an arc of flame into the heavens to warn the airships headed this way. They had hurt him before. They would not do it again.
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Chapter 18

THE UNCLE FROM LEONIA

“You’re so tight now. I can’t even get my finger in there.”

Centerhead wished she wouldn’t talk to him like that. Rania perched on the bend of his left wing, climbing him like a crooked tree, probing her index finger against the old wounds in his wings. Luckily for her, the surface of those wings wasn’t too sensitive, or he could have flung her across the courtyard.

“You see?” Rania said to an audience of Upperhead and Bottomhead, both gawking at the hole, while Centerhead had the dignity to keep his eyes on the road and ignore her. “The salves are working. If you keep using your limbs, more minerals flow through the injured places. Check out this hole here.”

She pushed her fingertip against a scarred-up wound, crusted in igneous rock. His membranes had thickened considerably, especially around the tears in his wings. They refused her fingers entry.

“This hole was bigger than my fist when we found you. Now it’s nearly closed. All your wounds are like that. We’ll have you flying in no time.”

All this exercise had made his wings stronger, and in turn, heavier. Weighing him down to the ground as he circled around the road. And despite his limbs strengthening, those icy pains still carved up his insides, as though some part of him couldn’t heal. Coldness lurked where he should have felt Goddess Polárka. Not one day had he felt the exaltation and lightness of her gifts. He kept working, yearning for an answer. For the connection to her sky.

He turned left before he realized Rania had pulled on his reins. The harness was strapped around the base of all three of Garrodigh’s necks, with no muzzle or control over the heads themselves. Rania’s control on that thing was gentler than a breeze, not commanding him so much as reminding him where he needed to go. All three of his heads swooped to the left, ducking under the branches of a gnarled red maple for their twelfth lap around the same pond that morning. Toads croaked and pale lily pads sunbathed along the surface. The goal was to move at a good clip with careful enough footfalls that his weight didn’t disturb the waters.

Balance and tranquility. What a debasement of dragonhood.

His feet slowed, and he knew something was going on with the reins. He checked Rania, whose attention had drifted south. A single-file line of dragons marched eastward along that road; hard to make all of them out through the maples. The leader was a dull black dragon with many squirming heads. Centerhead was trying to count them when he felt a real tug on his reins.

“Hey, Mister Slithers. Let’s go up there.”

Rania pointed to the nearest building, two stories tall, capped with thick iron roosts. Nothing perched up there. Climbing practice? If she thought she was going to get him up there and make him glide, she had another thing coming. He wasn’t ready.

Bottomhead took charge, one charred treat and head scritch away from scampering up the huge rungs built into the side of the building. Their bad leg stung, a nuisance of a complaint, and he pushed through it to scale up higher. In moments, he was atop the building, feet thunking on the hollow roof. Anybody inside that building had to imagine death was about to burst in.

No more guidance of the reins. Not a single tug. Bottomhead enthusiastically chewed on the treat while Centerhead peered around for the nearest ledge, ready to prevent them from approaching. Rania was not forcing him into this. He’d fight the other heads to the end if they tried to spread his wings.

Rania leaned across Upperhead’s neck, watching the train of dragons pass through the maples. They all headed into the plaza before a tall tower with a black-painted spire and windows tinted so it would be shady inside. Oleksiy rode his seven-headed monster up to the stairs before the tower, the mighty creature Centerhead had learned was called Nightshade Darling. Oleksiy and Nightshade Darling led the other riders to form two rows, one on either side of the street. Dragons tucked their haunches in and stood at attention, wings folded, with their riders sitting upright on their backs.

Rania tightened her grip on the reins, nostrils flaring. Only one of the riders had her attention: Oleksiy, standing with a smile, that triangular part in his black hair fluttering in the breeze.

Color welled up in Rania’s face. If she hated him so much, Centerhead wished she’d get it over with and just fight him to the death already.

From the other direction on the road came a beige-skinned man flanked by four armed soldiers. He wore a tailored jacket and trousers of a deep navy material, with golden embroidery around the collar and cuffs. Short blond hair was scraped and wetted down to his pale scalp, and he moved with a crisp agitation, like he couldn’t wait to be done with his visit to the black tower.

“You made me quarantine for this? No state has ever ordered a vassal of Leonia to wait in such conditions.”

He outpaced his guards, heading up between the two ranks of dragons like they were ornaments. He went for the stairs to the entrance of the spire-topped tower, cheeks puffing out. When someone stepped out of the shadow of the tower, he stopped his march.

“Hang on,” said the man. “The Crown sent me to meet with Gáspár Kardoš. This is Kardoš Tower, isn’t it?”

Centerhead felt Rania climbing along him to get a better look at this man. Was she eavesdropping? Had she forced him to do laps around the nearby pond as an excuse to do crime? He’d never been an accessory to a crime before. This was enticing.

A woman stood at the top of the stairs, stopping the diplomat in his tracks. She was a little over four feet tall and walked with the assistance of a triangular sword in a brown lacquered sheath, which she leaned on like a cane. She was bloodlessly pale, a black leather duster hanging from her shoulders and medical braces on both of her legs. Several brass pins shone on her lapels.

Rania leaned across their necks, whispering, “You can relax, Mister Slithers. Minister Skakulecova is tougher than dragon leather. Whatever this is about, she can handle it. Although her aura . . .” She trailed off like she didn’t understand what she was seeing.

Regardless of her aura, Skakulecova gestured for the diplomat to come closer and shake her hand. “I’ve been sending you daily correspondence. Don’t tell me you’re surprised to find me here. I’ve been looking forward to this meeting.”

Rania whispered, “Her aura is a single unmoving spike. What does that mean?”

“Minister Skakulecova,” the diplomat in the navy suit said, checking over Skakulecova’s shoulder like he was still expecting to meet with someone else. “I am Tomaz Mezzell, vassal of the Crown of Leonia. I am here to rescue your nation.”

Rania put her cheeks in her hands, eyes burning. She muttered, “Leonia? They’ve been fighting the FFR since I was a kid. Are we going to join forces against them? Why isn’t her aura happier?”

“It’s a relief to be rescued.” There was such a chill when Skakulecova spoke, like the woman scarcely tolerated her own tongue. Venomous. It made even Garrodigh stand up straighter on his haunches. Yes, he kind of liked her. “My name is Eliška Skakulecova. You can call me Eliška, if you like. Good to meet you in person, Tomaz.”

Mezzell put both hands on the edges of his jacket and straightened them. “Really, seven days of being prodded and dehumanized? I’m not some dirty undesirable.”

Centerhead bared a single fang. The nerve of this man to come to Garrodigh’s land and call others undesirable. Humans were the last species that should get to judge who was desirable company.

Skakulecova moved her sword-cane, stepping aside so the man could join her at the foot of Kardoš Tower, but not enter. “Kardoš says if people come here dirty, it is because they were given nowhere to wash. We have citizens in a wide array of health. I gamble with money and cards, rather than with their lives. Sometimes our physicians even find visitors in conditions they didn’t know about. We could have saved your life with that exam.”

Mezzell kept his hands on the edges of his jacket, looking around Kardoš Tower and at the two ranks of dragon riders waiting below the steps. “Where is Kardoš, anyway? Because he needs to hear the Crown’s proposal. This is something he cannot afford to refuse.”

Centerhead stretched his neck out further, curious for the answer. He also wanted to know where this Kardoš man was.

“As I mentioned in my latest correspondence, Kardoš is temporarily indisposed. I oversee affairs of state.” Skakulecova rested both palms atop the pommel of her sword, leaning away from Mezzell. “And I know your proposal.”

Mezzell gave a theatrical tut. “I guarantee you don’t.”

Centerhead twisted to look back at Rania, reading her expression. She looked as lost as he felt. What was going on below was news to the humans of Kardoša, too.

Skakulecova looked up into Mezzell’s face wanly, like she just as easily could be looking down at him. She said, “The Crown of Leonia will send us warships and steel weapons and soldiers to assist in repelling the FFR. In return, our dragons become his dragons. Our citizens become his citizens, with whatever rights he wishes them to have. And Kardoša becomes a territory under his flag, with no say in the future of the people it shelters.”

“You’ve been misinformed,” said Mezzell. “You will have multiple representatives in the legislative chamber.”

“Three, yes?”

“It is a generous number.”

“Because I suspect your offer is for three representatives in a chamber of six hundred and twelve, and that chamber never votes against the Crown’s wishes. I am telling you, Tomaz, you are getting a more polite reception from me than you would ever get from Kardoš.”

There was a tilt of Mezzell’s head, like he was truly looking at Skakulecova for the first time. “Clearly, we have much to discuss today.”

“Let’s start here. Is it still punishable by indefinite imprisonment in Leonia for a woman to lie in the same bed as another woman?”

“Now, wait,” Mezzell said, like he’d come closer if he had to. “I invite you to compare how Leonia treats undesirables with how the FFR does. You will find us distinctly kinder.”

Watching the two bluster in polite tones left Centerhead dizzy. How did anyone make alliances? Was it a strong posture by both to yield the least ground possible? Or did they really detest each other outside of needing the other’s help? He couldn’t fathom how someone like Lefty had brokered a deal with Kardoš or Skakulecova or whatever humans the wild dragons had once trusted. Blast his treacherous memory.

Skakulecova held her stiff posture, twisting her sword in a slow circle under her palms. “Kardoš’s maternal grandmother was born in Leonia. When she was marked undesirable, she and her two brothers fled here. She helped raise the man who tamed the dragons and named this nation. After she passed away, Kardoš kept the card with her undesirable status.”

Mezzell wagged a finger in the air. “It was a clerical error. The Crown has forgiven her that status. I have an official document clearing her name with my effects in my apartment. And I will remind you that this is not about whatever undesirables your country harbors. This is about rescuing your country.”

None of that slowed Skakulecova’s palms on her sword, like her stream of thought was attached to the motion. “Did you know that two hundred years ago, we couldn’t ride dragons? Kardošans don’t have some innate ability. There is no magic bloodline. We started domesticating dragons after we took in other peoples who had nowhere else to go. Starving farmers and horseback riders and specialists in animal husbandry helped us understand dragons and connect with them. It was refugees from the storm-ravaged Haist Islands who first figured out that dragons don’t fly by the beating of their wings. My ancestors had been around dragons from time immemorial, and we never figured that out. Without the so-called undesirables, Winged City would still be on the ground and overrun by FFR soldiers.”

“All right, Minister. What would you like me to call them?”

“Call them Kardošans.”

Behind Centerhead, Rania clapped her hands over her mouth in defiance of the cheer that clearly wanted to escape her. With a blink, tears flung from her lashes. It was almost endearing. Almost.

Down below, one head cocked up in their direction. Oleksiy astride Nightshade Darling, breaking his formal posture to gaze at them. Rania immediately ducked behind Garrodigh’s necks, using Upperhead as a shield. She sheltered behind the dragon’s scales, eyes wide as though fearing she was still being perceived.

“As you wish,” Mezzell said, gesturing with the flat of one hand behind himself, to the two ranks of dragon riders. “The Crown is profoundly impressed with how you have fended off the Federation of Free Republics. Their so-called freedom has conquered most nations of your size. Your resistance is especially impressive given what few resources you have.”

“Did you notice that we moved our city into the sky?”

“As I said, your usage of resources is amazing. It’s why the Crown wants to welcome Kardoša into itself. Your natives and undesi . . . refugees can’t fend off the FFR forever. As it is, most of the refugees come here and do nothing.”

Skakulecova said, “I’ve met many, many people here, Mr. Mezzell. Not one of them does nothing.”

Mezzell went on, “Well, joining the Crown ensures your survival. And all your people’s survival. Even Kardoš’s survival, if he returns.”

The click of Rania’s teeth, sharp and quick. Centerhead heard her sucking in a breath, hunkering down on the base of his neck. Was she going to yell something regrettable?

A sound spilled forth, but not from Rania. It was so vast and rippling a sound that Centerhead couldn’t tell where it came from. His limbs trembled on the rooftop as it vibrated through him, the entire plaza below filling with that ghostly cry, so deliberate and full of anguish. It was too ethereal to have come from any mouth. That wasn’t one of the dragons, and it certainly didn’t come from a human throat. It was a tornado of emotion, as though the elements were in pain.

In the plaza, the dragons shifted, heads turning in confusion. Yet Rania, Skakulecova and Mezzell, and Oleksiy and his fellow riders all ignored it. Not so much as a blink askew. How couldn’t they hear that rush of impossible noise?

They all saw the shadow, though. The stretching oval of gray, casting across the plaza and groping Kardoš Tower with its shade.

Someone yelled, “How the blazes did that get past our patrols?”

Up over their heads, over the west end of the city, was an airship, its gas bladder blotting out the sky. It wasn’t pudgy like the others; it moved swiftly through the air as though propelled by something. Hot bile shot up Centerhead’s throat at the sight of them defiling Goddess Polárka’s heavens with their arcane machines. The ship curved through the air, aiming a dozen chubby barrels of black iron downward. The barrels felt like unliving eyes, staring down into Centerhead’s psyche.

The first cannons broke the peace, fiery belches of iron across the skyline. Before the first cannonball hit the plaza, wings beat below as riders marshalled their dragons to rise. Already, cannon fire rained down at the dragons, making them veer for cover, unable to rise. Where the hell had that ship come from?

“It’s your time.”

Rania’s voice was too soft to be audible. Still, Centerhead heard her as she took the reins and hunkered down on his back. The guidance of the reins pointed his feet in the direction of the airship and at the two-story drop off this roof.

“This has to be our destiny. Let’s show them what we can do.”

This fire wasn’t new. He’d felt it listening to Mezzell disparage a land that belonged to dragons, and in every damnable exercise to reclaim strength the FFR had taken from him, and every time he saw one of those airships. Those rigid bladders of gases with undercarriages of metal and wood and humans. Probing fingers raining more cannonballs down on his land. His home. His life.

With Upperhead and Bottomhead staring at him, Centerhead dragged their legs forward, arching his back deeply. Both tails rose above the iron grating of the roof, and the icy chill filled up his joints, trying to drag him down. He refused to go cold, flexing his battered wings until their shadow cast across the entire courtyard. With flames billowing across his tongue, he glared up at the airship and prayed for Goddess Polárka to watch him retake her dominion.

The air rushed across his fangs and eyes as he stuck his bad leg out over the sheer drop and then stepped with the next leg, throwing himself forward. Both wings came down like guillotines, slicing through the air and sending dust and weeds spinning away. He slid into the air with burning eyes, gritting his teeth, feeling the fire stoke in his belly and the wind slip beneath his wings. He jerked the wings up to flap again, to propel himself upward.

It didn’t work. Wings buckled at the joints of his back, and his feet kicked at nothingness as gravity grasped him by the belly. Still glaring at the airship, his body fell, crashing through a maple tree and sprawling to the cobblestones of the courtyard. Bottomhead howled in shame, and they all fought for control of limbs, flailing them, begging this to not be true. Begging the Goddess Polárka to take them back to the sky. Hadn’t they labored long enough?

The answer was the iron maw of a cannon, and the bright flash behind the puff of smoke as it fired straight at him. He couldn’t see the cannonball, nor hear it over the din of the battle. He only saw the shot, and felt his limbs flailing, unable to get away. There was no time.

He prayed.

Goddess Polárka. Please.

Centerhead whipped upward on his necks, reflexively trying to get in the way of Rania and his fellow heads. To face the cannonball with valor like his goddess would have.

A black blur swung across his vision, filling his entire world for the longest instant. It was shapeless motion, too fast to comprehend, until the hard gong-like clap connected with the cannonball. Two black tails swung like the hand of a furious god, batting the cannonball out of the air and hurling it up until it plummeted in the distance, falling carelessly over the edge of Winged City and to the wilderness below.

Those two black tails belonged to a dragon with more heads than he could look at right now. So many serpentine necks, all looping in unison to grab Garrodigh’s bulk and haul him upright. Centerhead wormed around, snorting flames in his confusion. Above him, the black dragon climbed, and Oleksiy pushed his hair aside, looking past Centerhead and to his back.

Oleksiy called, “Rainy? Are you all right?”

Only half thinking that the man had called the wrong name, Centerhead groped around for Rania. She was upright, colorful skirts trapped in Upperhead’s jaws as he refused to let her fall anywhere. She was sprawled, frilly hair stuck to her lips, murky eyes peering up at Oleksiy. She was as out of things to say as Centerhead was.

“I . . . I . . .”

Whether it was Rania or Centerhead who said that, they never finished their thought. In a blink, the black dragon was shooting up in the sky like a fallen star returning home, with Oleksiy standing astride its back, his hair flying over his shoulders. Every dragon rider from the courtyard followed him, their ranks falling into an arrowhead shape.

Already, Emerald Shadow had torn across the sky and was in the fray, dancing among howling cannonballs with Cosmos standing on her back, preparing to make the kill.

A sudden burst of cannon fire flew across Emerald Shadow’s bright green shape. Her entire body winced like she’d been hit in the wing, but still her claws reached up and seized onto the ship’s gas bladder. A thing like cannon shot hadn’t stopped her. Jaws tore into the ship, preparing to make the kill as more dragons came to join her.

Together, they tore into the ship like a dinner ham. Centerhead could only lie there on the ground, as useless as an unanswered prayer.
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Chapter 19

FRAGILE

All three heads lay down to sleep that night, but it was still broad daylight in his head. He wasn’t lying on gems and silver coins. He was prone in the plaza, head dazed, frozen with fear of the airship above, unable to fly, unable to rise, needing to be rescued by a rider whom his rider despised. It made him go so cold. He was less a dragon and more a statue designed to merely resemble one.

So he got up and wandered around his salon, nudging at the door. The bars of the door were too thick to break. Through the gaps in the bars, he saw the chunky sliding bolt that humans casually slid open for access. Easy work with their hands and many fingers. It was demeaning that he was supposed to be detained by such a device.

Soon, he wasn’t the only one up. Upperhead wormed back and forth, as though he was pacing at the end of his neck. “I know why I’m a dragon now.”

Bottomhead remained on the floor, rubbing his brow against his single gold coin. “Uhm? Is it because you were hatched from an egg?”

“No.”

“Uhm? And your mum was a dragon? And you have wings?”

“Nothing of the sort. Winged City is clearly my homeland. And everyone here is driven mad.”

Centerhead shoved his face against the bars again. The door jostled outward only slightly. His snout didn’t fit between the bars, and they were light, but still too strong to tear through. His tongue fit through, though. He flicked it out, letting it flap and lick against the bars. The tip glided along the sliding bolt, making it rattle against the bars. He thought he could get his tongue around it. That would let him out.

Garrodigh: the first dragon to escape Winged City. A funny thought. A good escape from the dread of failing to fly today. Of not feeling Goddess Polárka anywhere.

Upperhead continued, “The FFR attacks at random intervals. We never know what day or what hour we’ll be assaulted. Now we know our patrols won’t necessarily warn us of an airship arriving in broad daylight. Thousands could have died.”

Bottomhead said, “Yurk. That wouldn’t drive me mad. I’d just get angry and fight them. Then win. Then eat some treats.”

“You see, they have to be perpetually vigilant. Yet if the days stretch on without a battle, that wears them out like standing too long exhausts the legs. It takes a toll on the spirit, and on the society. They stand balanced between the threat of annihilation and crushing boredom.”

Bottomhead rolled halfway over, blinking and thinking that through. “Uhm? Is that why they rub meats so much? To not be bored?”

“That’s why I think I’m a dragon. I defended Kardoša for so long that I lost my mind and started thinking I was the creature I rode into battle. We humans are fragile.”

Another rattle, as the sliding bolt fell from Centerhead’s tongue. He forced his mouth as close to the gap between the bars as he could, licking low, trying to get a grip. There was a cold handle at the end of that bolt. All he had to do was lift the handle and drag the bolt to the right. He couldn’t believe no dragons had escaped like this before.

“Yurk.” Bottomhead sniffed up at Upperhead. “I’m glad I’m not a human like you. It sounds hard.”

The handle slipped from his tongue again, banging off the bars. He grunted, wishing he could just bite down on it. He was better at biting than tonguing things.

Something else dropped with the hollow clinking of glass against stones. That wasn’t from inside his salon. None of them were drinkers, and that noise had come through the window. Someone was outside the barn.

Upperhead was opening his mouth to argue with Bottomhead, probably to defend his humanity. Centerhead shot upward and bit the other head’s mouth forcefully, clamping those jaws closed to shut him up. Had they been heard? When Upperhead blinked at him, Centerhead nodded at the window, still keeping the other head’s jaws in his mouth.

A humanoid whimper answered their attention. It was long, and low, hitching awkwardly like its throat couldn’t make up its mind.

They were saved. It had to be Rania, back for another tryst. Out here to screw away her raw nerves from today’s embarrassment. Humans made the strangest pleasure noises.

Centerhead was loosening his grip on Upperhead’s jaws when he noticed the lack of companion whimpers. Rania’s sounds were muffled as though her mouth was stuffed up, which was why he hadn’t heard her sooner. Soft pained sounds, unaccompanied. Was her partner nonverbal?

Carefully, all three of Garrodigh’s heads rose up to the window. They turned in unison, angling their sight over the edge, not needing to be caught in anything sweaty and humiliating.

Rania’s rotten-orange-colored hair was unmistakable, hanging over her face as she stumbled along the barn wall, one hand pressed to it like she’d fall over without the support. The other hand fished for the bottle on the ground, little of its dark wine left, from what the moonlight showed. Her cloak was bunched around her shoulders, and hair stuck to the tears on her cheeks.

“You think I wanted to stay there? Stay with them?”

Centerhead had never heard so much acid in one word, except when it came from his own mouth. This woman sounding so hateful was actually a little unnerving.

This wasn’t a meat-rubbing escapade. There was nobody else out there, and Rania was so clothed that she tripped over her own skirts. She hit the wall, and it knocked a lung-aching sob out of her.

“Stay and become the child bride to some man fifty years older than me, who makes his fortune invading other countries? Who’d have me executed if I wasn’t docile enough? I had to leave! I had to! But . . .”

Okay, now Centerhead wished it was a meat-rubbing escapade. When she leaned her forehead against the wall, her shoulders clearly weren’t trembling from merriment.

He withdrew into his salon, nostrils flaring. He knew what to feel about sex displays outside his salon: disgust. But weeping? What did you do in response to an unwanted crying mess outside your quarters?

“We need to console her,” said Upperhead. “Come on, lads.”

Them? This was their job? It was difficult keeping hushed. “We’re not consoling her. We’re a thing she rides.”

Upperhead said, “We all had things shaken loose in us today. You’ve been molesting that lock all night for the same reason.”

Now was not the time for complexity, or so Centerhead thought until the next loud sob popped through his window. The chilly feeling of relatability creeped across his scales.

He said, “We don’t even know what’s wrong with her.”

Bottomhead asked, “Uhm? Did a cannon get her?”

Upperhead turned his gaze up at that window like he meant to climb out through it. “Worse. It’s a matter of the heart.”

Outside, Rania’s voice warbled like it was melting. “What did I do? Why don’t you want me?”

Bottomhead shrank from the window. “Uhm? Can we bite her feelings?”

Upperhead said, “We can ignore her and listen to the sounds of her misery all night. Or.”

The way he stared into Centerhead’s face, like they shared a mind. How Centerhead wanted to be angry at him. Anger simplified things.

Centerhead muttered, “It will take more than sticking a head out and hugging her.”

Upperhead said, “She’s alone. She deserves more.”

Bottomhead nodded. “Yuh. She gives good head scritches.”

Centerhead caught himself glancing at the door of their salon and the handle of the sliding bolt. Immediately he winced, realizing the idea he’d given the others. His tongue wasn’t up to the task of escaping yet. “Look, it could take ages to break out of here.”

Brushing past him, Upperhead stretched all the way to the iron bars. With a slurp of his tongue and a slight twitch of his head, iron whined against iron. As pliant as a kitten, their door mewled out of the way. The dim hall awaited outside.

Centerhead gawked so hard he nearly drooled lava across their floor. “What the hell? When did you learn how to do that?”

“Firstly, I’m the only one of us who is real.”

“I will bite you again.”

“Secondly,” Upperhead said with a put-upon sigh, “I have many thoughts to think. It’s the human condition. Often agita prevents me from sleeping, and I need a pastime to distract myself. I’ve opened this door dozens of times.”

Centerhead found his tongue rolling around his mouth. Did the other heads have better tongues? “Dozens?”

That line of questioning was terminated by the sound of someone falling to a knee and swearing, then a fresh fit of sobs. The way she breathed, like the act of taking in air hurt her, made Centerhead hurt. They had to do something.

So he didn’t resist the pull of the other heads. They got his feet working, padding toward the open door. Before any of them could stick their faces into the hall, he said, “Listen. We pretend we’re lost. We let her discover us wandering outside. She rescues us and brings us back here. We let her feel useful and validated, and she sleeps this off. That’s all we’re doing. The end. Got it?”

Upperhead worked his tongue over his teeth for a while, then nodded. “That’s a reasonable plan.”

Centerhead stressed, “Nobody talks to her. Not one word.”

Upperhead started, “She might already suspect—”

Centerhead cut him off. “Not one word. I have had enough trouble tonight. Nobody talks. You promise, or we stay here.”

“Fine. I promise.”

Bottomhead said, “Yurk. I hope she brought treats.”

Centerhead bared his fangs until Bottomhead cowered to an appropriate degree.

“Uhm. I meant: I promise, and I hope she brought treats.”
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Chapter 20

I REFUSE TO HELP

He couldn’t believe there were no guards on duty in the entire barn. Not in the hall, nor at the barn doors. Did they always take the night off here and let the dragons sleep alone, with doors that could be licked open? How did dragons not get loose constantly?

Maybe it was drugs. They’d medicated his food when he first got here.

But if the food was always tainted, then why were he and his fellow heads able to sneak around and do stealth crimes?

Speaking of being under the influence, there was Rania’s blubbering voice. “I just want Kardoša to love me a much as I love it! You’re so beautiful that my heart caves in!”

Centerhead prayed to Goddess Polárka. “Give me strength.”

Upperhead said, “You be nice.”

Centerhead snapped his teeth. “You be silent.”

They followed the sound of pained breaths into the stench of fruity alcohol. Between her vapors and his flame, they could win the entire war together. Burn the atmosphere into one great fermented ashy mistake.

There Rania was, sniffing a rose and grimacing like she was a flower being torn apart. She mashed the petals right into her face, tears streaming over the flower and down to the stem, until they slicked her own knuckles. She could’ve climbed inside that rose and disappeared her entire body. Yes, that was the look on face. Somebody who wanted to vanish.

Centerhead milled around the periphery, maybe ten yards out from the weepy woman. He blocked the moonlight, casting a nocturnal shadow over her. All three heads lay low, ready for her to catch and discipline them. To give her something else to focus on.

Still, Rania rubbed her face into the flower, clueless that she was being stalked by the most well-meaning predator she’d ever met.

So, he walked himself closer, letting his feet crunch dried grass and squish mud. A little noise to expose that her mount had escaped his salon and needed her.

She huffed out, “We did everything together. I tied your shoes for you. We dug for dragon fossils in the sandbox.”

So this object of pain was someone she’d grown up with? A childhood sweetheart? That was as much as Centerhead could put together, but then, he also thought dragons didn’t leave fossils, especially not in children’s sandboxes.

He stuck his nose out, giving a heavy snort. Disgust slipped out in the sound, because the alcohol vapors were simply too strong for anything other than warfare purposes.

Maybe the disgust was what got her attention. Her eyes and nose leaked, and her frilly hair clung to her brows and cheeks. Rania turned his way, her green eyes vacant and murky like she was half-seeing her own imagination. It was emptier than she ever deserved to look.

Both Upperhead and Bottomhead curled back on their necks, hiding behind Centerhead. What cowards they were. He had to do everything.

To prove he was real, he leaned his forehead toward her, an offered bump like the other night when she’d been so lonely. A little companionship before she dragged him off to lock him in his salon. If she had to, she could pass out on him. He’d put up with it.

Rania’s face came apart at the sight, and she threw herself at him, hugging onto his jaws. “We grew up across the street from each other, and I would sneak him boys’ clothes so his parents wouldn’t find out. We taught each other to dance after curfews. He made me believe we could really ride dragons someday. Every moment of my life in that horrible place I was alone, except when I was with him.”

Yeah, this wasn’t about Garrodigh. Neither of the other heads played dress-up or danced. This was all wrong. Centerhead was here to be reprimanded and put away in the barn.

What was he supposed to say? He couldn’t talk.

One thing in his reach was the bottle. While she wept behind a hand, he leaned in and bumped his snout against the wine bottle. It dropped from her fingers, thunking hard enough against the ground that it might have cracked. He hoped he was that lucky.

Rania ignored the falling bottle, lying across Centerhead’s neck like he should carry her off to her grave. “The day he disappeared, I thought they’d found him out and killed him. My heart was midnight until he sent me the ticket. The ticket on the ferry that would get me out of the FFR and help me make the jump to Kardoša. That’s when I knew he’d made it. And that he still believed I could, too. I didn’t even believe it. I did it because he believed in me. He was wrong. I wasn’t worth believing in.”

From over the coils of his neck, Centerhead caught Upperhead’s expression. The glow in his eyes dimming. His jaws parting like he’d say something tender and ruinous that would expose them.

Centerhead darted over Rania, snapping at his fellow head. Upperhead backed up further, lips pressing together over his teeth. That dim glow of sentimentality was still in his eyes. Curse his so-called humanity. Of course it was hard listening to her, but that didn’t mean blowing it.

“So why did he abandon me? He won’t even give me a minute to talk. I’m as good as a stranger. And Cosmos keeps circling me, like some kind of angsty shark. So many people are scared just hearing my accent.”

Bottomhead wormed around, nudging gently at her shoulder. Now he had that traitorous, gentle look in his eyes. Centerhead bared his teeth, warning him to stay silent. No matter how bad it sounded. Weren’t they doing enough?

“I just . . .”

She gripped feebly at Centerhead’s neck with numb fingers, like she was arguing with herself to let him go. His pulse shot up, like his heart wanted to beat warmth into hers. It couldn’t. He couldn’t do anything for her.

“You’re what I dreamed of. This is what I dreamed of doing. But do I even belong here?”

“Yes, you do.”

Centerhead jerked to face both of his fellow heads, but their mouths were closed. Both Upperhead and Bottomhead stared at him with wide eyes. They hadn’t said that.

He sucked his lips together, sealing them over his teeth, ready to strap a muzzle over his jaws for the rest of his life. How could he be that careless? After all this time, he couldn’t have screwed up. He couldn’t have jeopardized everything.

Rania climbed around on Centerhead’s neck, squatting above him and staring down into his face. Her eyes blinked slowly like the backs of her eyelids were coated in glue. Both hands took hold of the sides of Centerhead’s snout, studying him as though they’d never met before.

“Did you just say something?”

There was nowhere to go. She had him by the snout, and if he wrestled away, he’d fling her to the ground and give up his guilt. How was he supposed to say “No” without giving it away? There was no defense, only the vague hope that she was drunk enough to miss—

“Your aura is all spiky. You did speak, didn’t you?”

The fervor growing in her face, nostrils flaring, her eyes reflecting the orange light of his gaze. Her lashes fluttered as damnable sobriety threatened to dawn upon her broad cheeks. She was reading the panic in his face. He didn’t have to say anything to lose everything.

“You did!”

She fell of her own volition. Centerhead knew because he’d forgotten how to move. All he could do was freeze in place and perhaps shit himself. He wasn’t going anywhere, while she planted a hand in the wrong spot and went straight down into the grass.

He prayed she got some kind of head injury. Something to make her forget this.

Immediately she shot up, eyes locking on his with a frantic energy, as though a rainbow had dawned and then exploded inside her head. “Dragons can’t talk. How is this possible?”

All the wild dragons could talk, because dragons had invented language. It was the tamed ones of Winged City who made no sense. The altitude? The diet? Head wounds? For all he knew, all the dragons did talk to their riders, and to no one else, so the secret never got out. But if it wasn’t a common secret and Rania blabbed this to anyone, he could be dissected as a science experiment. A corpse in the greater body of knowledge.

“It’s an ancient secret.”

He heard himself say it, not that he believed his mouth was moving.

Rania smooshed in so close that he could have swallowed her by accident. Her eyes were bleary, and at the same time, transfixed. “A secret?”

A secret. Right. How did secrets work?

He went on, “No dragon has ever experienced such an intense spiritual bond with their rider. Because of your purity of heart, and how you strove to connect with me, you gave me the gift of speech. It is a miracle from the Goddess Polárka herself.”

That was too far. He’d taken Goddess Polárka’s name in vain. The great guarantor of the sky itself, who’d been struck down saving dragonkind and sunk into the ocean, who was the source of every good thing in this world. Goddess Polárka would be right to strike him down with lightning and star fire this very moment.

Rania said, “I. Knew. It.”

Those small hands grabbed onto his face and tried to shake him, resulting only in her jostling herself against his bulk. Centerhead glanced furtively and found the saucer-eyed woman heaving herself up in the air, trusting all of her weight to his snout. He’d never seen a grown woman kick her heels in the air.

“I knew it!”

Goddess Polárka could strike him down any moment now. He’d welcome it.

He whispered, “No one else can know, or I will lose my voice.”

Did that make sense? Was that how magic worked? He was making it up, and the other heads were no help.

Rania said, “I knew us meeting was destiny. Did you know you’d meet me the day you hatched?”

He said, “I don’t remember hatching.”

“I’m your favorite?”

“Uhm . . . yes?”

Great, now he sounded like Bottomhead.

“Do you like one wing more than the other? Do you get a sore throat from exhaling so much fire? Can you smell chastity, or is that a legend?”

Amid her flurry of questions, she shoved a hand to her satchel, probably going for strings of flowers. Her inebriation left her fumbling for the flap, and the heavy bag slipped from her shoulder, knocking her askew. She tumbled to a knee, and Centerhead shot down to nip at her jacket and catch her.

She exploded up, undaunted as ever. “I’m special?”

Why did he think of her scritching his head with her fingernails when she asked that? Her reassuring him that he could stretch his atrophied wings? Hand-feeding him charred lumps of meat when he was too sore to get off the floor?

“Yes. You are special.”

A foot rising, and the heel of her boot digging into his snout, as she climbed up his head and flung her arms around his neck. Her grip was clumsy because she kept trying to gather his neck, and Upperhead’s, and Bottomhead’s, all in one hug with just two very human-length arms. The geometrical failure of her affections didn’t stop her from trying.

“This is destiny! We’re going to do amazing things, Mister Slithers. Because I’m not the only one who’s special. You are, too. You always have been.”

That didn’t feel good. He told himself it didn’t feel good, no matter how it felt.

He wasn’t getting any help from Bottomhead or Upperhead. Both of them snaked out of her way, continually leaving him as the nearest face. Of course she kept clinging to him, the one head confirmed to chat with her. He was stranded.

“Look,” he said. “Can you promise to keep this between us?”

“Of course!”

“Quieter, please. Someone might hear.”

“Of course.” She sank lower, pressing her cheek to the spot on his back right between his wings. Again, she trusted all her weight to him. All her fragile mass, like he wasn’t a monster that longed to devour her and get out of here.

Such a small creature, a human being. One beat of his wings away from being crushed to death. Yet in that fragility, she’d carried so much pain, that had followed her from her home country all the way here.

He said to ask. “Who sent you the ticket for the escape? Who abandoned you?”

No reply. It made sense that she had to collect her thoughts. Him hearing all of that might be humiliating.

Then she kept not answering, and Centerhead rose on his neck to get a better look at her. He didn’t need her bursting into tears again on top of him. Her head tilted on her arms, and her lips parted.

She snored, long and proud.

He got down there and nudged her shoulder, which got her to roll onto her side, and also to blast an even louder snore into his face, fragrant from wine. She was gone. Having drained most of at least one bottle and having ridden several waves of emotion, she’d found peace.

“What the hell?” Centerhead groused. “She’s supposed to return us to the barn.”

Upperhead sounded way too proud. “We did a good job.”

Centerhead bristled. “We?”

“Don’t be cross. We’re only human.”

“Shut up.”

Bottomhead nosed at Rania’s satchel, probably sniffing for treats. “Uhm? We promised not to talk?”

Upperhead said, “We care too much to remain silent when she is in need. We’re tending to her.”

Centerhead said, “That is not what happened.”

Bottomhead turned to peer in the direction of the barn’s doors. It was a long trek away for an unconscious woman. “Uhm? How is she going to put us in the barn?”

“She won’t,” said Upperhead. “She needs to sleep this off. We need to get her home.”

Centerhead thrashed his head, wanting to chuck both the other heads and the woman off of his person. “I am not giving her a moonlight ride back to bed. I am done.”
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Chapter 21

UGH, FINE

So, they carried her to her apartment. They’d never visited the residential area of the city, not even jogging through it, but one could guess based on where all the humans migrated as daylight waned. Rania had both arms wrapped around Centerhead’s neck, so he kept his neck stretched at an angle, preventing her from vomiting through her air passages or whatever moronic things mammals did when inebriated.

Bottomhead gave Rania’s satchel one more prod with his snout, then groaned. “I don’t think she brought treats.”

Centerhead grumbled. “Probably needed the room for her wine.”

Upperhead asked, “Is that wine? It smells more like lamp oil.”

“I’ll turn you into lamp oil if you aren’t quiet.”

Both heads chortled at him, and it took him too long to realize it was because he was yelling. But that was their fault, damn it. He rose up to snap at one of them, and immediately Rania stirred, emitting something between a yawn and a burp. Centerhead tried to steady her between his wings, not needing her to fall and brain herself on a brick or something. A dragon killing his rider would be almost as hard to explain as a dragon talking.

From around a block of tall buildings, a feminine voice called, “Did I hear ‘wine’?”

A second voice, lower, though still feminine, “Are you back with the wine, Cosmos?”

Garrodigh’s feet skidded on the paved street. They were many yards from the nearest lamppost, but any humans would be able to make out the enormous silhouette of a dragon outside their homes. Worse, he didn’t like hearing Cosmos’s name at all. The Second Knight was trouble. He had enough of that tonight.

“Cosmos?” called the first voice. “Let’s get doused already.”

That voice was closer, and did he hear boots smacking pavement, somewhere around the corner of the building? Nearly at the lamppost? He didn’t want answers.

As fast as he could, he bit down on Rania’s jacket and cloak, pinching them together without catching her skin. He lifted her like a lion cub, slowing down as he dropped her so that her feet would find the ground. She landed with a stagger and a sigh, hands coming over her eyes.

“I can’t believe he abandoned me . . .”

She was perfect. Already back to heartbroken. Totally ready to be discovered by her fellow humans, pitied, and put to bed. Nobody would question humans putting a drunk woman to bed. Much easier than explaining a dragon breaking into someone’s apartment building to tuck them in.

“What am I supposed to do with these pieces of myself?”

Rather than fixing her existential crisis, Garrodigh scurried like an icicle was sliding up his butt, retreating as far from the lampposts as he could get. Tomorrow, some groundskeepers would find dragon tracks everywhere. That would be their problem. Not his. His quest was complete.

Still, he loitered off in the dark of night, between some trees for cover, watching over Rania staggering toward the lamppost. Two figures circled the building, both women in clingy dresses.

“Is that Rania?”

Rania stopped in the street, clearly gawking at the speaker. “Esme?”

The one who had to be Esme said, “Whoa. Did a dragon eat you and fart you out?”

Rania responded by sinking to her knees on the sidewalk and bursting into tears. The women looked at each other briefly. Then looked around. Then got her by the elbows.

The other one said, “I am not letting Cosmos catch us with her.”

“Shut up,” said Esme, rubbing between Rania’s shoulders. “Hey, now. What’s wrong?”

What came out of Rania was a mixture of whimpers and syllables that Centerhead couldn’t decipher. Part of him yearned to get over there and make sure she was all right. But from his hiding place, he saw Esme moving. Esme was the thickest of the three of them and seemed to shoulder Rania upward, getting her to start walking toward lamplight and civilization.

Centerhead thought on it. “She’s probably fine. We can go.”

Bottomhead wiggled one of their hind legs. “Uhm. I’m trying to go.”

“Huh?”

“You’re making us stay still.”

As soon as he realized it, Centerhead swung their legs around and got them trotting for home. He ignored all of Upperhead’s snickers and sidelong glances. His limbs were tired and he was ready to slumber in his salon.

He kept listening for Rania’s voice, all the way back to the barn.
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Chapter 22

JUDGMENTAL AND GREEN

There was still not one worthless human on guard at the barn doors. Garrodigh had a harder time sneaking across lawns where people were playing byzantine musical instruments and dancing naked around bonfires. Making his way to his salon was the easiest part of his day.

Aside from the bickering, anyway.

Upperhead said, “Looking after someone who’s hurting? Sounds awfully human.”

“Shut up. We’re done talking.”

Upperhead dared to scoff. “Oh, now you’ve spoken too much?”

Then Bottomhead grabbed the barred door to their salon, tugging it open. Having something in his mouth didn’t stifle him giggling at Centerhead.

Centerhead growled at them both. “At least I don’t believe I’m human.”

Upperhead gave a cocky waggle, sitting above the others as they stepped around the door to enter. “Knowledge is merely believing something that happens to be true. Want to know what I believe about you?”

“No.”

“Lefty wasn’t the only human sympathizer.”

Centerhead glanced at the scarred stump to his left, wishing that head was here to stick up for him. He might have handled this night differently. “You don’t even believe Lefty was real. You think I’m a figment of your imagination.”

“Maybe you represent the feelings that I have to come to terms with. If so, then I’m relishing seeing that part of me grow as a person.”

They walked their legs in a circle as they entered the salon, trying to exhaust some of the nervous energy from tonight’s adventure. As they circled like that, and Centerhead tried to formulate a good verbal jab, he noticed the eyes watching him.

From across the hallway, in the opposing stall, lay a dragon on her own mound of silver coins. There were no artificial lights in here to see by. Faint shines of star and moon played with the orange blaze of her gaze, giving a sense of her deep green scales. And giving a sense of her unmistakable size.

He hadn’t noticed his new neighbor across the hall was that one-headed dragon, Emerald Shadow. Her right wing was tucked firmly into her side, glistening with a healing salve. Magma glowed inside the membrane of her wing. No hole, no puncture. A lucky beast, that cannonball had merely clipped her.

She seemed more interested in him than in her wing, glowing gaze fixed through the bars of her door, unblinking green fire.

Centerhead stuck out on his neck, pushing past the other heads so that he would be the one to close their door. He left it open for the moment, so that he could stare back at the enormous dragon. What was she so curious about? A little chitchat between heads shouldn’t have roused her from her slumber.

He didn’t buy that she wasn’t contemplating him. There was thought in those eyes. He recognized the feeling.

“Have you got something to say?”

It was a dare for this entire barn. For the entirety of Winged City. Were dragons forbidden from talking or giving a damn about fate? Was he being judged?

He goaded, “Well?”

More unblinking green, definitely judging him.

He let her judge. Perceive all of him. Learn to speak, hate that he spoke, or fail to comprehend it. He refused to be embarrassed or looked upon as a freak for speaking and caring. They could outcast him from their world of silence if they wanted. If they wanted to be mysterious, then he’d be a whole conundrum.

When Emerald Shadow failed to respond, he let the door to his salon swing shut, staring back at her the whole time, through the bars.

“That’s what I thought.”

He stuck his prehensile tongue out to grab the handle and slide the bolt into place. His tongue fumbled against the handle, and he had to move aside for Upperhead to do it. But he still went to sleep feeling smug about showing off for that green-scaled prick.
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Chapter 23

I AM THE DEATH BRINGER

Rania’s expression was so intense that, at first, Centerhead thought she was someone else. She strode firmly into the barn, eyes straight ahead at all times, not even glancing his way as she unbolted his door. Her hair was pulled into a tight bun, confined by a black scarf that matched her drab jacket and skirt. The only color in her was the blistered pink in her face from the cold.

Without a word, she escorted him from the barn, her strides all stiff as though her bones had been replaced with iron rods. He kept expecting her to whisper something, and dread built as she didn’t. She didn’t turn or pet him. There wasn’t even breakfast.

Had she blacked out drinking and forgotten the entirety of last night? That didn’t explain this. This felt like the walk to an execution. He kept glancing at the others, and both Bottomhead and Upperhead looked at him for initiative. No part of him knew how to deal with a stolid, demanding Rania Charvátová.

A torture chamber. She brought him to one of those domed physical therapy centers, which he’d long stopped requiring. He could flex and beat his wings on his own, even if he couldn’t fly worth a damn. As she slid the heavy iron doors shut behind them, all he could see were the wing-spreaders. He imagined how they’d lock into place and tear him apart. How much danger was he in?

Rania barred the door, then turned to rest against it for a moment. Her face was like a cloud. He could tell it was moving, but not how. His mouth had never gone so dry.

She said, “All right. We’re safe.”

Centerhead tilted down at her. What were they safe from?

Then Rania flung herself from the door, arms spreading midair to latch onto Centerhead’s face. She hugged herself onto his snout like she wanted to crush him into a tiny ball. It took all his restraint not to throw her into the floor and run.

“I can’t believe it’s real! It’s really real.”

So she definitely remembered. And she sounded somewhere near pleased. All the same, every instinct told him to keep quiet.

Rania told him the opposite. “Speak for me. Say ‘I am the death bringer.’”

What? His lower jaw worked. Speaking in front of humans felt awkward enough, and it was worse with her basically hanging on the front of his face like that. Much worse, why did she want to hear that? Was it an invocation of some dark spirit he’d never heard of?

It was clear the woman wouldn’t relinquish her grasp if he didn’t say it.

He inhaled slowly.

“I am the death bringer.”

She squealed so hard that it was possible her legs melted, or else she dripped off of him and collapsed to her knees on the floor, fists pumping in the air. Her noises were not natural. They were ecstatic decay and demise. Maybe he was the death bringer.

He asked, “Why did you want me to say that?”

Both of her hands pawed at him, like she didn’t have the strength to pull herself up into a human posture. She was reduced to a cephalopod of delight. “Because it’s the best thing I’ve ever heard! Your voice! Coming from a dragon’s mouth!”

He suddenly wished to lose the power of speech. He didn’t think he liked it anymore.

“Can you all talk?” she asked, panting and moving over to look at Bottomhead. “Can you say something?”

Bottomhead gave two wary sniffs in her direction—or the direction of her satchel. He muttered, “Uhm. Something.”

Centerhead thought his eardrums might collapse at the sound Rania made. That was not a safe noise. That was something reserved for baby animals alerting the herd to rescue them. The woman kicked her feet like she’d forgotten where the ground was.

Centerhead nosed at her, asking, “Are you all right?”

A hand clutched into the fabric of her jacket over her heart. “This is my destiny.”

Bottomhead nudged closer to her. “Yurk. Destiny needs help. We can’t talk much more. Unless.”

Her head shot over to him so fast, she was lucky she didn’t break her neck. “Unless what?”

“Uhm. To keep speaking, we need treats.”

Any fear in her countenance softened into adoration. Promptly she fished out three charred lumps of offal. She stuffed them into Bottomhead’s mouth with abandon, and he lost all composure, collapsing to the floor in the chewing equivalent of bliss. His power of speech was clearly saved for the day.

Centerhead said, “That’s not true, by the way.”

“I don’t care. I will pan-fry ox hearts for you until my fingers wither and fall off.” She scritched her fingernails under Bottomhead’s chin while he chewed, although her gaze wandered. It climbed up to Upperhead, whose neck had gone totally rigid, holding him as far from her as possible. He gawked at her with his eyes, his mouth shut and unspeaking. “So, you can all speak?”

Upperhead’s eyelids flexed like he wanted to blink and was too nervous to take his eyes off her. His head wavered like he was trembling, and then he darted away, pushing his muzzle behind Centerhead as though he could hide.

Centerhead could have chased him and dragged him to confront their rider. But he found himself rising up, using the coils of his neck to provide Upperhead more privacy from the eager human.

“He’ll talk when he’s ready. He gets overwhelmed sometimes.” Centerhead didn’t mean to be helpful. It just came out of him. What was happening to him? Best not to think about it, and to focus on explaining Upperhead’s silence. “He has . . . complex feelings about humans. It makes him awkward.”

“You be awkward all you want, Mister Slithers,” Rania said in Upperhead’s direction, giving him a fresh smile all his own, as though she wanted to comfort him through his tribulations. “When you’re ready to come down, I have treats for you, too.”

Immediately Bottomhead rubbed up against Rania. “Yurk. I can hold those treats for him.”

And then she was hugging herself all over Bottomhead, rubbing the top of his muzzle. “I’ve wanted to talk to a dragon since before I could crawl. Do dragons crawl?”

Centerhead answered, “We walk on all fours. All we do is crawl.”

“I never thought about that. Fascinating insight.” She clapped her hands to the sides of her head, as though to prevent her skull from exploding. “That I heard from a talking dragon!”

“You didn’t tell anyone about our secret, did you?”

“No!” She bolted up, banging her head against his snout in her haste. “This is a sacred trust. I won’t tell a soul. Not until Kardoš comes back.”

Right. Their founder. Probably an ally of Lefty’s from the days when they’d helped Winged City take to the skies. He could finally ask about that phantom ruler. “When is this Kardoš person returning?”

“Um . . .” Rania fiddled with a button on her jacket that wasn’t doing anything wrong. “That’s a complicated question. We should get to that later.”

“Why later?”

“Because I woke up at dawn and all I could think about was you. We’re able to talk for a reason.” She smoothed out the mess of her three dark skirts, two black with one brown in the middle. “Yesterday, you tried to fly.”

A renewed cold, worse than any dread he’d felt as she led him to this place. The memory of beating his wings for flight for the first time in so long and finding them wanting. He’d rather deal with her squealing all day than face that.

He said, “I tried.”

Bottomhead added, “Nuh. Our wings are wrong.”

Rania spread her palms like they were her own tiny dove wings. “Here’s the thing, Mister Slithers. Your wings are strong enough to propel you. Our physicians keep records on how much you can lift and your membrane density.”

Centerhead said, “Those are just numbers.”

She broke one of those hand-wings off to wave at his back. “When you flapped those up on that roof, I’m surprised the entire building didn’t crumble. If you really couldn’t use your wings? I’d still stay with you to the end of our days. But I think something else went wrong.”

He asked, “Something else?”

He was too mired in self-doubt to be sarcastic about all the things that were wrong. That Mezzell man from Leonia. The airship attack. Cannon fire hitting his new home.

Rania touched the side of his chin. “I’ve rehabilitated injured dragons since the first year I got to Kardoša. I always wanted to ask them questions about this. Now I finally can.”

Centerhead creased his brow. “What questions?”

She took one measured step forward, like she wanted to hug him again, and yet wanted more to give him adequate space. It was too much concern in one single motion.

“When you tried to fly, what were you thinking about?”

He’d already examined his own thoughts. Hers was a trivial investigation. “It was a busy moment. I wasn’t thinking about just one thing.”

“Tell me all the things you were thinking, then.”

He withdrew from her reach and turned from her, only to find Upperhead watching him. There was a judgment in those eyes that made Centerhead feel even colder. He was being judged by another part of himself. And not in the normal way. This actually made him feel self-conscious for once.

Centerhead asked, “What does it matter?”

“When injured dragons start flying again, most of them panic. And I always wondered if they had one thing stuck in their heads, or if everything washed over them and overwhelmed them. You wouldn’t be the first to feel overwhelmed.”

Cannon fire. Invaders posing as diplomats. Invaders stealing the sky that belonged to him. Other dragons fighting battles that should have belonged to him. The sensation of cold daggers dragging along his limbs when he was too tired to rise.

“Mister Slithers?”

How dare she give him that name?

Eyes still squeezed shut, he said, “That’s not my name. It’s a ridiculous name.”

“You don’t like it?”

Bottomhead added, “Uhm. I like it. It comes with treats.”

Another question from Rania. “Do you have another name?”

Centerhead said, “Garrodigh. The Great Terror.”

The syllables passing over his gums did something to him. Made him shudder and nearly open his eyes.

Rania said, “Garrodigh? That’s one of the old styles of dragon names. I like it.”

She did not need to like it. He did not need to feel a swell of pride when she said she liked it. He would not tolerate these emotions.

She asked, “When we’re alone, would you like me to call you Garrodigh? In private, we can share secrets like that.”

“Yes.”

He thought it was Bottomhead. It wasn’t. The word came out of him without him thinking.

“All right, Garrodigh,” she said, and he felt her hands on his bottom jaw. “Would you please open your eyes for me?”

He opened them to glare at her and didn’t see her. That was right. He’d turned to avoid looking at her, moving up, unconsciously closing his eyes to avoid all this. In doing so, he’d faced the open ceiling of the domed chamber. The irreplaceable clarity of the sky smashed him in the eyes. It was like seeing it for the first time, that ceaseless span that his vision could never encompass.

Rania ran her fingers along the grain of his scales, saying, “We know dragons can’t fly without their connection to Goddess Polárka. They say she’s dead, but Winged City couldn’t have risen up into the sky without her. I believe in her spirit. Was she one of the things you were thinking about yesterday, Garrodigh?”

When was the last time he truly prayed to her? When was the last time he felt her? She was always in his thoughts, except when he struggled. What an odd thing, to omit her, the purpose of having a sky at all. The pride of a dragon. The flame that could burn without air. That an ocean could not quench.

His wings splayed out above him, expanding until they blocked the sky from the dome. He half wondered which of the heads was doing that, and before he knew the answer, he made them beat, sending air gusting in every direction, rattling the chains and mechanisms of so-called healing.

He said, “The goddess is the absence of fear. How can I host her in my thoughts when I am gripped by fear?”

Rania rubbed her hands together. “Talking helps. Can we talk about it, Garrodigh?”
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Chapter 24

WHY WE FALL

One good thing about Rania being so chatty was that nobody looked askance at her talking to him constantly. Everyone in Winged City seemed used to Rania’s talkativeness, and she’d gabbed at him for so long that keeping it up passed as normal. Garrodigh just had to shut his heads up when they were in sight of people, and suddenly they had the perfect disguise for their communications.

“Right up there.” She pointed from his back, as though a ladder was a foreign concept to him. “Take them easy. One by one.”

He knew how to climb the blasted ladder up to the roof. The moment they rounded the pond, he recognized where she was taking him. The iron-reinforced roof overlooked the same plaza of maples and flat stones before Kardoš Tower. Nobody was arguing politics at the front steps today, and the windowpanes glared in the late-day sun, such that Centerhead couldn’t make out if anyone was watching. If Rania wanted to eavesdrop, she was out of luck.

Garrodigh walked across the roof, feet going tentative on the hollow thudding. Buildings simply weren’t meant for walking on. You lived in them, or you crushed them. Those were the options.

He stopped two steps shy of the edge, having no desire to see how many branches he’d snapped off the tree in his previous humiliating fall. Reflexively he glanced up, alongside Bottomhead and Upperhead, all three of them checking for an airship that wasn’t there. That battle was long over.

From the hammering of lava in his veins, it didn’t feel over. It was harder to breathe than it should have been. He was just two stories higher than usual. The air couldn’t be that thin.

Rania stood up on his back, balancing effortlessly. Both hands reached for two of Garrodigh’s necks, rubbing at his scales. “We can just look. You don’t have to jump.”

“Good. Because I’m not jumping.”

“I wouldn’t make you.”

He rumbled, low in his chest. “You couldn’t.”

Small palms kneaded along his spine. “Also, if you did jump, this is a safe height to land from.”

His eyes kept skimming through the sky for airships. He couldn’t help it. His ears were so ready for cannon fire that he longed to hear it, so that he could move on from the fear and into something tangible. Even if the tangibility got him killed.

Rania said, “You don’t have to do anything else today. Try to find that one part of yourself that—”

His feet left the roof, and he plunged straight forward before he knew what he was doing. Into the panic. Into what he feared. The air tried to bite him, and he bared his teeth at it, swinging his wings out broadly. They caught the wind and billowed, bracing to not buckle, pushing to guide him upward.

It wasn’t enough, and he went straight into the same damned tree as the other day. It was missing all the branches on one side, and he grabbed onto its trunk to slow his descent. His haunches still smashed into the soft ground, and he growled for the sake of it.

“Who did that?” Centerhead asked around, as though he didn’t know. Bottomhead looked at the ground sheepishly, and Upperhead was no better. But it wasn’t any one of them. They were all guilty, weren’t they? Their nerves and insecurity had betrayed them. A collective desire to get it over with. That wasn’t enough.

Rania hugged herself onto his back. “I’m proud of you. All of you.” She emphasized that “all” as she rubbed along Upperhead’s neck, as though inviting him to talk about how falling had felt. The head promptly ducked behind a wing, his neck tense as steel cables.

Rania gave that neck a gentle pat and asked them all, “How did it feel inside when you made the leap?”

Bottomhead said, “Uhm? Like I was falling?”

Centerhead hadn’t felt anything. He’d rushed on an instinct, jumping without thinking. He stretched out his bad leg, which prickled with cold pains, sharp sensations digging into him—none strong enough to keep him down. He walked them around the building again and scaled up the rungs to the roof. As far as he was concerned, they hadn’t done anything yet.

Rania stood again on his back, stroking at his necks. “Try to find that one part of yourself that connects with the goddess. The joy of flight. The privilege of the sky. Let everything else go and—” Rania’s words stopped like they’d run into a brick wall, and suddenly she shouted, “Oh, hi, Cosmos!”

The ladder groaned behind him, and there loomed the enormous Emerald Shadow. She climbed up to the rooftop, wings partially spread to balance herself as she moved. Healing salves glistened on the wing that cannonball had clipped, but Centerhead couldn’t see the mark. She healed fast, especially for a dragon of her size.

Cosmos’s scowl was hardly in sight before Rania launched into an assault of greetings. “Is Emerald Shadow feeling better? I’m just talking to Mister Slithers like I always do, not that he talks back, because dragons can’t talk, but it would be really cool if they did, right? Do you talk to your dragon?”

Cosmos’s look was probably just as withering as Centerhead’s own. She pulled the reins and guided Emerald Shadow to walk past them, to the very edge of the rooftop. Her return salutation was, “Keep to one side. I’m not associating with FFR trash today.”

“The weather is great for a flight. Have you taken Emerald Shadow up since the battle? Her wing looks good as new. We’re all lucky you responded so quickly to that airship strike the other day. Who knows how many lives you saved. How do you think an airship got that close to the city?”

With a single beat of her wings, Emerald Shadow shot into the sky. It was perfectly smooth, like she’d bit on a fishing hook and was simply reeled up into the realm of Goddess Polárka. She barely beat her wings again for another ten seconds, although when she did, her right wing looked fainter. She banked around the dark tower as Cosmos probably drilled her in maneuvers and working the kinks out of her form.

“Good seeing you!” Rania called as the other rider circled. Then she leaned amid Garrodigh’s necks and whispered, “We’re clear now. I don’t think she suspects anything.”

Bottomhead whispered, “Oh. Good.”

Centerhead stretched his neck out over the drop, trying to make out the footprints in the plaza where he’d crashed down. This was the same precipice from which Emerald Shadow had taken flight. What was inside her that wasn’t inside him?

He asked, “Do many injured dragons take their first flights here?”

“Oodles,” Rania said. “Gáspár Kardoš used to personally rehabilitate injured dragons here. He built Kardoš Tower so that he could see dragons recovering. This place exists for you. So try to focus. You are a powerful creature. You used to eat nightmares for breakfast.”

Bottomhead asked, “Uhm? How do nightmares taste?”

“Take a moment,” Rania said, resuming her nurturing tone from earlier. “Before you take the impulse to jump, think about it. Try to find that one part of yourself that connects with the goddess. The joy of flight. The privilege of the sky. Let everything else go and let the Goddess Polárka in. Nothing else matters. This is just about you experiencing the feeling of her.”

How many times had she practiced this speech?

Honestly, part of him appreciated the effort. That someone cared enough to agonize over what to say to him.

Bottomhead’s eyes slid shut, for whatever contemplation he was capable of. Upperhead followed suit, and Rania hugged the base of his neck, as though to encourage him wordlessly, given his aversion to speech around her. Upperhead pushed into her touch.

Those other parts of him trusted in Rania’s guidance, while Centerhead couldn’t stop thinking. Thinking about how easily Emerald Shadow flew and the humiliation of himself falling into the courtyard, and how useless he’d felt when that airship had attacked. Worse than thinking—he couldn’t stop feeling. That’s where the sense of being overwhelmed came from.

With eyes open, he reflected upon the vastness of the sky. Most of the clouds were low, neighbors to Winged City. The sky was an unending blue that would still end, fading into a deep indigo tapestry of stars and nocturnal bodies. All that glory was the work of the one true source: the Goddess of the Sky, the great Goddess Polárka.

How had the goddess ever left his thoughts? Her spirit was the sky itself. Even with one of his heads lopped off, forgetting her presence for a mere moment was so ridiculous that he could have laughed at himself.

Which of the three heads lifted the foot first didn’t matter. By the first twitch of a claw, they all worked the leg together, raising it for flight. With his eyes full of sky, Centerhead joined them to leap into the splendor.

Down he went. Wings sliced through air, catching less current than last time, and beating worthlessly as he struggled to dodge hitting the same tree for the third time. Deep furrows of bark jutted under his claws as his legs kicked, and he thundered to the ground, his whole body shuddering at the force rippling through his bad leg.

He made himself stand up on that leg, refusing to feel the shame of failing again. He would rather feel nothing, and have his mind go dead.

A faintly green shadow swung over him, ruining his attempted isolation. The light hit the luster of her scales so that her shadow looked like no other. So that’s how she got that name. The great dragon landed atop Kardoš Tower, eyes glowering at him. They were far enough apart that Centerhead couldn’t read her expression, and he knew it all the same. He was judged as wanting.

A gentle hand came to pet and pacify his neck. Rania asked, “Did you feel her? What did you feel?”

“I was attaining enlightenment or whatever,” he muttered, turning his body away to march around the building. He wouldn’t bother with the ladder. They could just go back to the barn, and he could give up for the day. Or longer. “I don’t know. Nothing happened inside me that mattered.”

Bottomhead said, “Yurk. I was missing her.”

Rania asked, “Missing the goddess?”

“Yuh,” said Bottomhead. “She feels like flying. Fills something inside. I hate feeling empty.”

That gave Centerhead a chill. He wasn’t used to Bottomhead voicing exactly how he felt. But the head had tapped into his feelings and gotten straight through to them. He could give up flying for the rest of his life, if he could just feel the validation of the goddess one more time. That fire that moved all good things.

Rania’s gaze went between all three heads. “You were reaching for her. You were doing the work that will fill that emptiness. We just have to find what it is.”

Centerhead stretched out his neck, so her attempt to comfort him would be further from his head. He got them up and trudged around the building, heading for the road. He took one last look up at the tower, at Emerald Shadow lording over everything. Her staring had ended, her solitary head rubbing against the back of her right wing. A few moments of flight, and already it was bothering her. Weakness didn’t suit her. It would be easier to resent her if she stayed strong.

Then the plaza filled with ghostly noise, so loud his eyes trembled in their sockets. It came from nowhere, just like the other day, with no screaming mouth to explain it. It hurt his lungs to hear, the anguish and need from a phantom. His bones wanted to rattle, yet not a blade of grass on the grounds below trembled. There was no breath or exhalation. No sudden shock of whirlwinds to explain it. Another world could have opened, screaming through a wound.

Bottomhead and Upperhead quaked, too, clearly rattled by whatever this sound was. Above, Emerald Shadow drooped, clearly flinching. She had to hear that.

Whereas Rania, sitting right atop him, only blinked and tugged the reins to check on him. Hadn’t she heard the cry?

The horror rang in his head long after it ended, and he shook himself to try to get it out. Was this a curse? An omen?

He asked Rania, “Don’t you hear that?”

There was something behind her. It hadn’t been there in his previous blink, like he’d brought new clarity to his mind. That ovoid shape taking up too much of the sky, backlit dark against the sun. No wings spread from its body and no fire from its mouth. It had no mouth. Only a flag with a white sword.

Rania gasped, pulling on his reins. She saw the airship, too. That impossible intruder that they should have seen coming. There was no reason for it to be here when they’d been scanning the sky all day and seen nothing. No bell towers in the city were ringing yet, despite all the watchers lying in wait. That airship couldn’t be here, and still it was, and there was no time to react. No time to hear the first crack of its cannons, or the omens of the city’s bells calling everyone to shelter. No time even to roar in warning to Emerald Shadow.

An airship. That damned FFR machine, built by petty humans in a foreign tyranny that demanded its borders extend over his home. That demanded its borders extend above the land, and into Goddess Polárka’s sky. How dare humans make tyrannies? They were already the worst species, and somehow, they organized to make themselves even worse? They built machines to pursue him into the very heavens? They flew here, defiling a home he couldn’t return to?

Goddess Polárka’s sky deserved better. It deserved dragons.

With feet planted into the stone courtyard, he flung his wings across his faces, sending whirlwinds of dust cascading all around him, and smashed those wings into the ground to lurch upward but a few inches. Anything to get at those invaders. The gesture, if not the assault, was what mattered. He pounced with all his might, feeling the surge of wind beneath his belly, the old raking sensation of the elements trying to tie him down.

He ignored the elements. There was only the Goddess Polárka’s sky and the thing that defiled her glory. The last thing he saw was Emerald Shadow’s wide-mouthed gawking before he shot upward over the tower in an eruption.

Thousands of invisible hands, all of gravity’s feeble restraints, tried to wrestle him down to the earth. He refused. His wings straightened out, the tips spreading as far as they could, air gushing through the unhealed holes and not doing enough to stop him. He caught a current and glided along it like he was floating in a bath. Mere gliding, for the first time in an age, using what the atmosphere gave him.

“You’re doing it, Garrodigh!” screamed Rania. She’d hung on all right, hunkered down to his back like a gangly-limbed parasite, feet in the stirrups, hands doubled into the reins. Upperhead had circled backward from the flight, looping his neck around her like a living security belt, hugging her to his flank. Instead of shitting herself with terror like a reasonable person, she shrilled for him.

“You are the death bringer!”

Centerhead had forgotten how this felt. Had that memory lived in Lefty’s head and died with him? This wasn’t weightlessness. It was a different relationship to the ground and the sky and the sources of light and lightness. Like remembering to stand still once dizziness passed. His dizziness was dying.

Pops of cannons went off, closer than ever before, and quieter, because they didn’t have the power they once had. Not over him. He split the air and banked leftward, tipping around and letting their mealy shots fall high above him, arcs drooping them to land useless in the oceans. The place those FFR thugs would soon be.

Gradually he pulled the tips of his wings up, feeling Rania guiding him to do the same on his reins. Encouraging him to be free. With all his might, he swung those wings anew and burst forward, free of the wind currents. Winged City became a thing that fit in his eye, its towers and apartment blocks small dioramas. He wasn’t gliding anymore. He was flying. Flying wherever he pleased.

Emerald Shadow darted by him, a gust of her air blowing across his nose and jaws. She went by without a glance, mouth opening to pour forth her pale fire. Not an orange heat, but closer to white, unfurling at the airship.

Crack-ca-crack-crack went the cannons, blasting away into her flames, desperate to hit her. She wove aside exquisitely, one iron ball coming within a whisper of her belly. Garrodigh could’ve laughed at her skill, if she didn’t sag in the air immediately. Her wings went rigid and she fell, gliding lower on the wind. Why wasn’t she pressing the attack?

In her glide, the spiked tips of her vast right wing trembled, as though every membrane were begging her to release. A growl escaped her, and she sank lower in the sky, fighting her own body to keep upright. Cosmos’s blond mane of hair whipped behind her as she pulled her reins, trying to guide Emerald Shadow to avoid a crash. Neither of them had the time to track the cannons overhead, which were lowering to aim directly at them.

Rania yelled, “No!”

Bottomhead yelled, “Yes! Yes!”

How dare they come to his sky and then ignore him? That’s why he was flying. The brilliance of spite. They’d shot him into the earth a year ago, watched him take flight again, and now looked to kill a bigger target. They didn’t deserve Goddess Polárka’s sky. He would remove them from it.

Garrodigh gained enough height while the airship was preoccupied that he ended it all by simply stopping. No gliding. No flight. He dropped straight down, letting that oval balloon fly forward into his path. It wasn’t made of magma and dragon scales. It was made from the lightest wood reinforcements they could fashion around its rigid hull, thin metal sheets weaker than iron. His claws pierced through them like tissue paper, revealing hulking bladders within, balloons of some foul-smelling gas. He’d seen enough airships go down to know that whatever these gases were, they wouldn’t burn. The FFR thought they were smart with their unburnable vessels. He’d show them.

All three of his mouths took deep breaths until his belly bulged with the roiling furnace fueled inside him. With Rania cheering away behind him, he emptied his lungs and spewed through all three mouths, down inside the wound in the hull. The balloons burst with pitiful noises, and while the gases within didn’t catch flame, they couldn’t stop it, either. Dragonfire poured down until every surface of the hull whined and ruptured. Fire sprouted all along the airship’s bladder, and it started to fall.

Torn and weak as the hull became, Garrodigh clutched at it with all four of his feet. His wings spread, and he beat them to send their descent on a northerly passage. They dropped straight past Winged City and over the trees of the wilderness below. The whole time, Rania cheered in something that probably wasn’t words. A human roar.

He beat his wings and held on until he spotted the gaping lake. Good Riddance Crater, that ugly place where Winged City had once rested. Where tamed dragons had been shot down and drowned. Where he’d almost given up on his life.

When the airship was directly overhead, Garrodigh released his claws, tearing them free of the material. With another beat of his wings, he burst southward along the air, leaving the burning ship to crash and be flushed away into the flooded crater. Let the FFR die in the wounds it had left in the world.

Garrodigh took a moment to glide over the wilderness, over the forests where he’d spent so many days hiding from cannon fire. Centerhead laughed at the trees, and the hunting ground, and at the Wall of Holes. The mountainous home of so many wild dragons who had never welcomed Garrodigh to shelter on a single day of his life. Triangular dragon snouts stretched out from their caves to peer at him. Not one of them looked down on him today. If they wanted to see him, they looked up.
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Chapter 25

OWIE MY WINGS

Bottomhead asked, “Are we dying?”

They weren’t dying, because then the pain would cease. Centerhead was so sore, he could barely close his own mouth. What did flight have to do with tiring out the jaws this much? Every step along the road toward the barn made his limbs feel like they’d fall off. His wings, great and horrible sources of power, felt like a hundred men with frozen axe heads were digging into them. He’d conquered the sky. It wasn’t right that he felt this weak.

“You’re going to make it,” Rania said, standing on his back to pet at all of his heads. “With your injuries, flying will always take its toll.”

No, Centerhead hadn’t thought about being out of shape, or that his lingering injuries might make flight painful for the rest of his life. Limping home was worth it. He was the Great Terror once again. A dragon embraced by the Goddess Polárka. He would relish these aches for years to come, just as soon as he could breathe without wanting to die. He hung his head and wheezed out smoke.

Through the smoke, Rania hurled two strings of flowers across his back to drape between his three necks and immediately rummaged in her satchel for more. Her decoration celebration had only begun. “I’m so proud of you. All of you! I thought you might just glide for a few seconds sometime this week, but you took down an enemy aircraft like you were unwrapping a nameday present.”

Dragons didn’t have namedays. But if they did, thwarting those wretched invaders was exactly what Centerhead would’ve asked for. No party cake could match this sweetness.

Abruptly his body lurched, and Centerhead fought to right himself and keep from sprawling on the cobble road. He couldn’t even tell which was his bad leg anymore. Every joint felt severed.

Bottomhead whimpered. “Nuh? Are you sure we’re not dying?”

Rania petted at the base of their necks. “I’ll mix some sleeping aids in your dinner tonight. You need to recover, you heroic beast.”

Bottomhead pushed in to get more of those pettings, his snout still wrinkled. “Urgh. Why didn’t you pull the reins more?”

“Me?” Rania asked. “I was using them constantly.”

Centerhead tilted his face at her. “No, you weren’t.”

She took on the sweetest smile, as though that was flattery. “If you didn’t feel me guiding you, that means I was doing my job. I’m never going to yank your head around and break your spirit. The reins on a dragon are meant to guide you where you need to go. You know why you didn’t notice me?”

Centerhead knew what she was going to say and hated that he enjoyed it. As they approached the barn doors, she hurled strings of flowers across his back.

“Because I have a spiritual bond with my dragon!”

Garrodigh entered to a gaggle of humans, all just standing around, clogging the arteries of the barn’s hallway. Some wore the heavy aprons and gloves of medical staff who treated dragons, while many others were in plain jackets and trousers, like they’d forgotten where their homes were. Centerhead and the other heads lowered closer to the ground in suspicion.

Then the humans started clapping. They stomped their boots on the floor and cheered some guttural song about victory and the sky. One young man with chin-length brown hair ran out and jammed a charred animal leg into their faces, which Bottomhead eagerly chomped into oblivion.

“Zayd! Lyudmyla! Shinji!” Rania cheered right back at the weirdo crowd and slid from his back, giving Upperhead’s neck a sideways hug. She walked alongside him, trying to coax the shy head into acknowledging the crowd. “Look at all your admirers. They came to say thank you.”

Upperhead was having none of it, dragging his nose along the floor. Yet his eyes kept turning upward, like he was fascinated by humans coming to celebrate him. Was there excitement glinting in his expression? A little pride at the adulation of his “fellow” humans?

At least Centerhead recognized Zayd, one of the masters of the barn. That man held out a handful of burned meat bits for Bottomhead, saying, “I can’t believe you got him to do that. No dragon has ever gone from flightless to combat-ready this fast.”

A tall trans woman pulled off her flame-repellent helmet, using it to gesture between Rania and Upperhead. Her eyes were deep and bright as topazes. “How did you do it? It’s a miracle.”

“Oh, I didn’t do anything,” Rania said, guiding Garrodigh into the peace of his salon. Someone had broken in here and dumped at least a bucket of golden coins along his normal trove of gems and silver. “Mister Slithers did all the work himself.”

Garrodigh ignored his ridiculous nickname and focused on his trove. The coins were better than dignity. He walked in a half-circle before collapsing down atop them, and parts of his spine that he’d forgotten were there immediately relaxed. Gold had no essential warming properties, but he felt the ethereal heat working its way through his scales. Upperhead groaned out through his nose so shamelessly that Centerhead was almost embarrassed for him—until he gave in and made the same noise. There was nothing like a good trove.

Chatter fought chatter, humans buzzing louder in their joy outside, people competing to be heard. A bottle of wine rose up to catch the failing light. They almost sounded ready to burst into another song, one he’d happily ignore. Centerhead could not wait to be asleep.

The sounds of revelry shattered with the thunking sound of hollow metal. A bucket flew from the floor and across the hall, smacking dead against Garrodigh’s door. It rebounded and hit the floor on its side, rattling as it rolled away, like it was fleeing the scene of violence.

“Who said that?”

Cosmos’s voice, and close. She emerged from the adjacent salon, shoulders hunching. This should have made her seem shorter, yet people shied from her like she was enormous. Like her frame would blot out the great lump of green scales behind her, Emerald Shadow with her nose buried in the floor, eyes wincing closed, her right wing clutched hard to her side like she dreaded it would fall off.

“Who?” Cosmos yelled, marching into the middle of them all. “Who said we’re running out of dragons to fight? Which one of you called Emerald Shadow expendable?”

Normally her hair adhered together in one strip that hung down her back like a blond tail, mimicking a dragon’s. With the sides of her head shaven, the effect could be striking. Now, her hair disobeyed her, falling all over her shoulders, so long and yet too thin, like all her scalp grew were spiderwebs.

Everyone was looking away, mostly looking at each other for an excuse or someone to target. A way out of the rage walking amidst them all. They were herbivores, frozen by the call of a predator.

Without thinking, Centerhead stretched toward his open door, reaching out to grab Rania. It was too late. The fool was already approaching the danger.

“I don’t think anyone meant that—”

Cosmos interrupted, “Did I ask what you meant when you insulted her?”

“Thank you for flying at the enemy with us. We couldn’t have gotten to them without you.”

Cosmos stepped so close, she could have climbed inside Rania’s boots with her. “Did you fucking say it?”

The moment stretched for so long that time should have snapped. Rania straightened her neck, lips pressing together like she was fighting what she wanted to say. Centerhead wanted to plead with her to not confess something she certainly hadn’t said, and that might not have been said at all. She should shut up and let this Second Knight rage elsewhere. Those lips kept working together, and he just knew she was searching for the right thing to say when such a thing wasn’t there.

“Hey,” called a deeper voice from the barn doors. “Cosmos. A word?”

Oleksiy, hair fluttering needlessly in the breeze, shoulders sharp in his black jacket with the silver buttons. One hand was on the basket hilt of the sword on his hip. He stood sideways in the doorway, like even though he’d just arrived, he was on his way out.

Cosmos stared Rania dead in her fumbling lips. “I heard you.”

Oleksiy sagged one shoulder, waving for Cosmos and her disobedient hair to come. “Hey, Cosmos. There’s an emergency meeting. We’re rounding up and going.”

“I am addressing the underlings.”

“Second Knight,” he said, with all the weight of a book snapping closed, “Minister Skakulecova wants us both, which means you need to be there. She wants to set up patrols and figure out how the hell two airships have gotten to us in one week without a single warning. So let’s go.”

Cosmos’s tongue prodded the inside of one cheek. Her eyes made this connection, moving between Oleksiy and Rania in a filthy way, like she saw a dirty string connecting the two of them. Like there were things her anger couldn’t wait to say.

Then she stomped off, leaving her dragon behind. Emerald Shadow remained with her nose to the floor the entire time, eyes shut, not seeing anything, like after the physicians came to work on her. Centerhead knew, because he watched.
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Chapter 26

LET’S DROP SOME EAVES

Was it any surprise Rania signed them up for the first patrol? They were dispatched in trios to fly in alternating circles around Winged City and Kardoša proper. They rode with two more experienced Knights. The first was Noor, a rider who’d recovered from so many injuries that she pasted a bandage onto her jacket like it was a badge of honor, riding atop the gray dragon Ashen Rage. The other rider was Ayegbeni, a fabulously rotund man with deep brown skin and a hat with a four-foot-wide brim that somehow refused to ever come off, no matter how fast his dragon flew or how sharply it turned. Ayegbeni led, riding astride Bluest Pearl, an indigo dragon who’d been retrieved the same day as Garrodigh. Centerhead felt a little kinship seeing him healed and back in the sky.

They spent most of the patrol hoping Ayegbeni’s hat would finally fall off, because there was little else to see. No airships tarnished the skies. Any trickery they used to rush toward the city wouldn’t get past three dragons and riders circling at all times, watching exclusively for them.

The most interesting thing they spied were the ships at Kardoša’s single harbor. Five hulking waterships of timber and metal, each with three sets of sails and two rows of ten cannons the size of houses on both sides. Those ships sat in the water like it was the tide that should move around them. Their sails were mostly pulled up, and the first two were docked such that no other vessel could get close to the harbor. At their tallest masts, each flew a flag emblazoned with a black lion.

On their second loop over those ships, Centerhead asked, “Did refugees come armed?”

Rania stared at the boats. “Those are Leonian warships. It’s got to be for the alliance against the FFR.”

Beating his already sore wings, he couldn’t help but ask. “They’re anchored. Shouldn’t they be patrolling, too?”

“Hopefully they’ll get on it soon.” Her voice was distant, like she was wrangling her own questions.

Centerhead asked, “How useful are those going to be against aircraft?”

“Maybe they’ll move them onto the ground? Bring the cannons up to the city?” Rania pointed to the shore, and sure enough, there were humans there. The two docked waterships had lines of crew wheelbarrowing crates across the harbor and onto the beaches, where already a dozen tents were pitched. Rowboats dispatched from the three warships further out, bringing still more uniformed soldiers to the land.

Centerhead didn’t even live down in the wilderness anymore, and seeing that many humans moving in made him nervous. Especially ones sporting so many guns.

On their way home, Rania teased his reins, and he broke from the other dragons. She didn’t have to point for him to spy Nightshade Darling. The seven-headed hulk stood almost at attention, all heads facing the same direction: toward Oleksiy and his perfect hair, arguing with someone beside a residential building.

That someone was Tomaz Mezzell, recognizable in his navy-colored attire with golden embroidery. His face was buttoned up with ineffectual sternness, something Centerhead had long tired of. It was a classic human expression when they didn’t want to give in on anything and wanted to pretend there was no problem except your objection. It made Mezzell look unusually edible. Oleksiy must have had Nightshade Darling rigorously tamed for her not to take a bite.

Garrodigh landed around the corner from them, Rania sitting up on the base of his necks. They both wanted to know what this was about. As they approached, Oleksiy raised a hand in their direction, fingers squeezed together. Without looking at them, he stopped them in their tracks.

Centerhead twisted to look at Rania, whose lips squeezed together. Did Oleksiy think he could just make them leave? They had good questions both for this diplomat from Leonia and for Kardoša’s own command.

Almost theatrically loud, Oleksiy said, “The minister told you not to come to land. That was a condition for your negotiations. You agreed to it before we brought you up here.”

“Come now,” Mezzell said, fanning a hand before his nose, as though offended by the smell of Oleksiy’s implications. “Those officers sailed across the face of the world. They have to stretch their legs.”

“You have not provided any naval support. Now I see why. You’re busy establishing camps on Kardošan land.”

“From which to defend your land against the FFR. You should thank me.” Mezzell gestured a shoulder at Nightshade Darling. “It’ll reduce the number of times you risk your neck riding that black monstrosity.”

Centerhead would have snarled if Rania didn’t bristle for him. She nearly stood up on top of him to grimace at the direction of the diplomat’s voice.

Oleksiy said, “If you wanted to know which spots were vulnerable, you would have asked us before you took our entire harbor. You didn’t coordinate this with anyone up here.”

“These are matters I’ve already discussed with your minister.”

“I know, darling. That’s why I’m butting in, because if Skakulecova were here, she’d be beating you with her chamber pot. I’m a man of peace. You get more time to dance and try out new outfits in peacetime. You can take one dock at the harbor and leave the others for the starving people you ought to be escorting.”

Mezzell shook his head like a more reasonable soul had to be around here somewhere. “That’s out of my hands.”

“Understand that the last time uniformed soldiers took Kardošan land without our consent, it was the start of this nightmare.”

“We are not the FFR.”

“I know. You’ve got a different flag and everything.”

Rania stifled a laugh behind her hands. The things that were funny to humans were beyond Centerhead.

Mezzell said, “I don’t like your tone, First Knight.”

“That’s funny, because I love your tone. I also love your warships. So how about you go sail those ships on some patrol loops around the coast? Help me out, so I can talk Skakulecova out of the drastic stuff she wants to do. Let’s make some peace.”

Oleksiy moved his left arm behind his back, like he was making some sweeping military gesture. The hand stayed there, with his forefinger pointing out. It wasn’t pointing at his dragon. Was it a lewd gesture? Oleksiy seemed the type for lewd gestures. Centerhead would’ve sworn that finger was pointing at him and Rania. Nobody else was around to see it.

Mezzell rolled his eyes. “I should be speaking to Kardoš.”

“When Kardoš comes back, you do not want to be on his bad side. Skakulecova got all her bad manners from him.” Oleksiy’s voice raised further, like he wanted eavesdroppers to hear. “Minister Skakulecova wants to send a dragon down there to burn a line in the sand and warn you not to encroach. Now, personally, I detest that idea.”

That finger moved downward, pointing through the ground. Centerhead didn’t have to move to know what direction that was. He’d circled over the harbor enough times today.

“Is that a threat, First Knight?”

Oleksiy’s forefinger switched up again. It was unquestionably demanding Garrodigh’s attention. Then it pointed, again, through the ground of Winged City, to where the Leonian flotilla was beginning to erect its camps.

Oleksiy said, “Every friendship comes with boundaries, darling. You want to be my friend, right? Maybe more than friends. Are you free tomorrow?”

Mezzell pushed away from him. “Enough. Where is my niece? At worst, I should be dealing with her.”

“Don’t cross the line, and I’ll see if I can find her.”

As Oleksiy spoke, the hand behind his back fluttered like a wing flying in the direction of the harbor. It was a gesture only Garrodigh and Rania could see. All three of Garrodigh’s heads looked at each other. They couldn’t risk speaking out loud here to ask if they were understanding Oleksiy’s orders correctly.

Then Centerhead felt a suggestive tug on his reins. Rania had made up her mind.
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Chapter 27

DON’T CROSS IT

It was one of those evenings that got warmer as night crept closer. Across a tangerine sky, with the fading sun kissing the undersides of his wings, Garrodigh descended from Winged City. The trees were lush closer to the coast, like so many hills of uncooked broccoli. And beyond them, the wisps of smoke from campfires. Unwelcome campfires.

Rania called to him, “Don’t hurt anyone.”

Centerhead said, “What if they won’t move?”

“You’ve never been a human.”

“What does that have to do with it?”

“When humans see you coming at them? They’ll move.”

Upperhead gave her the most complicated look as they glided over the trees. What was going through his mind? Imagining looking up as a human and seeing his dragon self? The head said nothing, although he wrapped his long neck around Rania, keeping her snug for the descent with his rifle-proof scales.

In return, Rania cooed and snuggled right against his coils, scratching with her fingers under his chin. Poor Upperhead looked like he longed to say something but averted his eyes. Rania waited on him, like he could be as silent as he liked, although her ear remained quirked, just in case any syllables fell out of him. Broad strips of burlap fluttered in the wind from Garrodigh’s wings, tent roofs that could have sheltered a dozen men each. There were already three of those massive tents along the beach with a dozen smaller tents dotted between them, surrounded by crates of goods. As Garrodigh came down, he brought the claws of his hind legs to just above two of those crates, threatening to snatch them. The wind of his passing left them bobbling and ready to tip.

Rania was right about humans moving. People came running out of the tree line, dropping their saws. A few palms had already fallen, lying beside their own stumps. One man tripped over his log and went crawling on all fours to avoid Bottomhead sniffing at him.

Garrodigh came down at the very end of the beach, one foot stomping on a stump of a tree this crew had defiled. Opposite him, the Leonians took cover behind rocks and crates, many hammering powder into their muskets. Now, he could have spooked them with his arrival. But if Centerhead were a human who’d sailed to ally with the dragons against an enemy host, he wouldn’t run for guns the moment one arrived. These Leonians needed to remember that they were guests.

“We talked about this,” said Rania. “A line. We are making a line.”

This wasn’t about violence. It was about an implication. Friendly borders. All that political stuff humans hid their brutality behind.

Garrodigh lumbered away from the trees, enjoying the heavy crunch of sand under his feet. Merely exhaling his breath left all the nearby tents shuddering like gelatin desserts. If he took a bite, how would they taste?

Rania yelled over his heads, “Greetings, Leonians! Thank you for coming to help us defend our land. For your safety, until you get word from Minister Skakulecova, please stay on that side of the line. The dragons here are highly territorial. As our guests, we want you to be safe.”

She pointed down, as though any of them would come out of cover to look. Even if they did, there was no line to stay behind.

Not yet.

Centerhead took his bad leg—would he always think of it as his bad leg?—and raised it high over the level of the crates, so the musketeers could see the one claw he held out. He drove it down into the sand, crushing rocks and seashells. Then he walked on three legs through the whole length of their encampment, dragging the bad leg under him. His foot carved out a decent little moat, which welled up with latent ocean water.

After about thirty yards, he felt they’d gotten the point. Several musketeers peeped from around tents to figure out what he was doing.

Rania said to them, “This is the line. You can stay on that side of it, all right? It’s for your safety.”

Neither Upperhead nor Bottomhead looked too enthused to do more. Centerhead took the initiative, inhaling deeply in front of all those peeping eyes and musket barrels. How the Leonians gasped when he exhaled his fire. He kept his lips pursed, only spitting through the very tip of his mouth, concentrating the blast of fire in a largely straight line along his moat. The ocean water vaporized instantly, and the sand in the moat lasted little longer. By the time he was out of breath, they had a singed a sparkling line of glass. It caught the last rays of the setting sun as though still glowing with his flame.

He gave a little bow of his head to the audience.

Rania dropped her butt onto his back, kicking her feet into the stirrups. One hand gave a gentle request on the reins, while the other waved to the Leonians.

“Thank you all for understanding! Have a good night!”

And off they flew.
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Chapter 28

THE LETTER

It was hard to go silent as they returned to Winged City. Even Upperhead had a low buzz in his throat, and Rania kept dancing on his back. They’d drawn a literal line in the sand and showed power to a world that didn’t respect them. All three heads held themselves high, at least until they reached the barn and physically had to lower to get inside. Doors were such an insult.

There was something suspicious in Garrodigh’s salon. On the mound of treasure where he typically slept lay a brown paper envelope. It was stuck in a cluster of coins, so that it stood up lengthwise, awaiting a recipient in the waning daylight.

Rania said, “I’ve never heard of dragons getting mail delivery.”

Bottomhead asked, “Uhm? Is it for me? Is it meat?”

She held the envelope against the window above. There were two words scratched there in black ink. She read, “Rania Charvátová.”

Bottomhead pushed into her side. “Uhm? Did you order thin foods?”

Rania stepped around Garrodigh, letting him tromp his way into the salon. She called down the hallway. “Zayd, did you misplace some papers?”

A voice answered, “Not that I noticed. Something important?”

She held the envelope out into the hall. “A letter. Did you see anybody deliver this?”

“I’ve had my hands full collecting dragon dung for fertilizer. If they weren’t talking to me, I didn’t see them.” Then, after a brief contemplation, he added, “Unless there’s money in there. Then I dropped it and I’ll split it fifty-fifty with you.”

Centerhead was too sore to be bothered with flammable paper mail. What civilized creature would use paper currency, when they could have coins? Topazes and opals ground against the creases and crannies of his underside, and coins clinked beneath his feet. It was so comfortable that he felt heavier than ever and gave into gravity’s embrace, flopping down. His limbs were furious with him, and Centerhead refused to care. He was too proud of himself for pain to break him.

When Rania was done sticking her tongue out at Zayd, she retreated into the salon. She turned around carelessly, flopping against his side, resting her backside against his belly and pulling open the envelope. Such a nuisance she was. Perhaps Centerhead’s favorite nuisance.

In a low, nasal tone, she read, “Dearest Rania . . .”

Bottomhead mumbled, “Yurk? You’re a dearest?”

Centerhead wondered the same. Who in this city called her “dearest”? They wouldn’t even rub meat with her anywhere except the secrecy of the barn. Hell, the secrecy of out behind the barn, in the dead of night.

She must be getting more popular. Was this about the line they’d burned in the beach? Or residual admiration from them thwarting the airship attack?

Rania continued reading, “Dragonfire is a spark in comparison to the heaving flame of my need for you . . .”

Centerhead wrinkled his nostrils. Couldn’t he have gone deaf instead of hearing that?

Rania skimmed down the page, to the signature. Then she stood up, straight as a flagpole, eyes returning to the beginning of the letter again. She muttered several lines unintelligibly, picking up volume as she reached one part.

“So many nights I plotted to abandon my post in Kardoša and come back for you. That is why I sent you the ferry ticket. After you didn’t immediately land here, it took all my restraint not to fly to the FFR and rescue you with my own arms. My heart can’t bear us being apart for another minute.”

Steam could’ve poured off her tongue with that last sentence. She hunched over the letter until there was no light to read it by, not that it stopped her from going over it again and again.

Centerhead swallowed and crept closer to her, speaking as quietly as he could. “Who is this from?”

“It’s from him.”

She didn’t specify. She didn’t have to. There was only one man who could have inspired that tone.

Rania smashed the letter against her bosom, her other hand clutching at her eyes. “He did miss me. It’s all been an act.”

A new chill rose over Centerhead, distinct from the stabbing pains in his wings and legs. It prickled all the way down every foot of his neck. What she’d narrated did not sound like how the man talked.

Centerhead asked, “Slow down. Oleksiy wrote those words?”

She sucked in a shuddering breath through her nose, still covering her eyes. “He did.”

“Does he write letters like that?”

“I’ve got to go.” She stumbled, boots slipping on the coins on his floor. She righted herself against the wall, reaching for the door. “I’ve got to find him. We’re not waiting another hour for this. Oh, Olek!”

Centerhead guessed Oleksiy could sound different being read by an emotional Rania. But she wasn’t doing this without him. Upperhead had already pushed their body up on trembling legs, giving Centerhead clearance to reach out and nip at Rania’s scarf to keep her from leaving without him.

Bottomhead joined in, asking, “Uhm? You’re going now?”

She was simultaneously walking for the door and poring over the letter again, ignoring where she was going. “Every moment without you is another moment beneath water, drowning for the air that is your presence.”

Arguing wasn’t an option, not with her heading into the hallway. The only thing Centerhead could do was push up behind her, shoving his head between her ankles and scooping her up, forcing her to squirm and ride him out of the barn. Whatever old flame she was about to rekindle, she wasn’t going alone.
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Chapter 29

FINALLY

It was so dim out that people with long-staffed torches were lighting the streetlamps, and every little puff of flame from the dragons flying this patrol shift was starkly visible. If Garrodigh slowed down, Rania immediately squirmed to get off and run, so he had to keep up the pace. These residential blocks were thick with pedestrians, most of whom jumped out of his way when he was fifty yards from them. No carriage or ox rider would trifle with him.

Rania pointed with the letter and envelope, both of which were fortunate not to have disintegrated from her grip. “Over there!”

It was some social club with great wooden kegs out front. Through the windows, everyone was drinking from wooden mugs made to look like small kegs themselves. Boots stamped in a rhythm as Kardošan drinkers belted out some song about unity and hardship, while one figure hesitated before the entrance. Under the awning was Oleksiy, one eye visible through the triangular part in his hair, his shoulders askew. He rubbed at his face like he was weary and putting on a new self before entering. As though the First Knight needed to prepare to perform his role for the world. Centerhead had never thought about that side of his existence.

Rania rolled forward along Bottomhead’s neck and flipped onto the sidewalk, breaking immediately into a dash. She was upon Oleksiy before he could hear her. As he reached for the door, she slammed her weight into him, and both of them careened into the nearest window.

All three of Garrodigh’s heads marched as one up behind them, fanning out, trying to give the two humans privacy from any onlookers on the street. Already, several people had clustered to see what was going on.

“Watch where you’re going if you—” Oleksiy started, then gave a hard blink like his thoughts were coming loose. “Rainy?”

Rania grabbed at Oleksiy’s collar and ushered him in. Centerhead realized she was the taller of the two, with those bony limbs. She kissed Oleksiy so aggressively that her hair fell loose from her scarf, engulfing both of them in a curtain of dark orange curls. Her voice shot up between their mouths, a high-pitched hum like she loved the flavor of him.

Centerhead started looking away. At least they were enjoying themselves. It wasn’t the wreck he’d worried it would be.

Then Oleksiy pushed a finger between their chins, and then their lips, parting them. His eyes were half-lidded and skittish, his whole expression threatening to come loose. His dark eyes went to the window, like he needed to know who would’ve seen that display.

“I know you wanted this to be more romantic,” Rania said in such haste that all her words crammed together into one long train of syllables. “That you wanted it to be perfect. But we were never perfect. We’re better than perfect.”

For once, the First Knight’s face was as pink as Rania’s. His pupils shrank as he stared into her face. “I . . . I always cared. But what is this? What are you doing?”

“I know, I’m just a rider and you’re First Knight. And this isn’t done. Why deny it, though? After everything you put into this letter? Waiting was killing us both. Let’s start now. You and me. Let’s grow old flying dragons together.”

Rania all but lunged in to kiss him again, and Oleksiy put two fingers between their lips this time, palming her chin to slow her down. “The letter?”

Oh no. Centerhead whipped around, now unable to look at anything but the fingers guarding Oleksiy from another kiss. He could see what was happening. He couldn’t stop it. What if he ate Oleksiy right now, before this got as bad as it was about to? Garrodigh might be put to death, but it would spare them—

“You put it in Mister Slither’s stall,” she said, before pitching her voice lower in recitation. “‘Every moment without you is another moment beneath the water, drowning for the air that is your presence.’”

Oleksiy’s eyes didn’t move, as though he was waiting for something he was supposed to recognize. His fingers moved infinitesimally, creeping away from touching her face, like he was melting off of her.

“You don’t have to pretend anymore!” Rania said, yanking out the letter so vigorously that the envelope fell and flapped away in the wind, slapping against one of Garrodigh’s legs. “It’s all in here. You sent me the ferry ticket. You wanted me here in Winged City. The adventure. The dragons. Standing up to the tyrants of the FFR. But you were always the biggest part of my dreams, too. Always.”

Oleksiy took the letter from her like he wished he had gloves. His eyes skimmed the ink but kept returning to her face.

“Rania,” he said with a finality that made chunks of ice crystallize in Centerhead’s bowels. “I’m sorry.”

Her gaze was still fixed on him. She didn’t understand what she didn’t understand. “I’m sorry I didn’t come to you sooner. Let’s put sorrow behind us. Like you wrote.”

He folded the paper, gazing upon it with disappointment, like it was forcing him to do this. “This is somebody’s cruel trick. They’re playing with us for amusement. I don’t know who wrote that stuff, but—”

Rania didn’t wait for the “but.” Now her fingers went between their lips, as though to shield herself from doing something she’d already done.

“You mean you didn’t want me?”

“It’s not that—”

“No,” she said, her voice an earthquake localized to five feet of real estate. “You didn’t mean any of this? You didn’t send me the ferry ticket? You really didn’t care the second I got here?”

“I did! I tried, and I was the one who . . .” Oleksiy gestured wildly over to Garrodigh. “I knew.”

“You avoided me, and you go around with everyone else, and I . . . I . . .” Rania clapped her palm over her mouth while staring at Oleksiy’s lips like an atrocity had happened there. All her pink complexion turned to a red suited only for infections. Her rotten-orange-colored hair fell over her face as she shook her head, beating it like she wanted her own mind to fall out.

Then she was dashing away from the awning, under a sky scarred by fire and distant constellations. She ran between two lampposts, out into the shadowy lawns where no one could see her. The letter fluttered to the sidewalk in front of Oleksiy’s shoes.

Both Oleksiy and Centerhead looked at the letter for a moment. Then the dragon went after his rider.
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Chapter 30

THE DISAPPEARING ACT

Centerhead waited up long after moonrise to hear her drinking and crying. Hours of twinkling stars kept him company, until he would have settled for her rutting with an unworthy partner. Consolation sex. That would mean she was handling herself in a known way, which was better than this unknown.

The sky turned lighter with no sight or sound of her.

Riders came through to withdraw their dragons for patrols. It felt different in the morning light, when they felt comfortable chatting and flirting and griping. When humans compared lunch plans and sporting events. When they talked about when the next airship might appear, and Rania still hadn’t showed her face.

Zayd brought Garrodigh his meal, hunks of meat burned down to charcoal bricks. They should have been delectable. Centerhead could barely marshal the interest to chew. He rested against the barred door, trying to hear sounds that weren’t coming.

Upperhead rested against the door, too, watching the hall. They all had to wait until the barn cleared out of humans between shifts.

Then Upperhead said, “It was the humiliation of a lifetime. As though she hasn’t suffered enough, having to flee her homeland in the middle of the night.”

Centerhead pressed the tips of his teeth to one bar, contemplating biting down on it. Maybe if they tore the door of their salon, that would be an emergency warranting Rania’s return. “She needs to hurry up.”

“You can’t hurry up heartbreak.”

“Maybe you can’t. But if she takes too long, they’ll reassign us to some other rider. You’ve heard them talk. There’s a shortage of us, and no shortage of war.”

Bottomhead lay on the floor, rubbing his forehead against a single gold coin. “Nuh. I don’t want a new rider. I’ll eat them if they try.”

Across the way, Emerald Shadow’s salon was empty. She was out getting her wing examined for the second time. The thought opened a pit in Centerhead’s guts. “If Cosmos needs a new mount, they’ll give us to her.”

All three of them growled in unison. They’d compete over which of them got to eat that rider.

Upperhead was the first to finish growling, his tone like he was in a rush to catch a thought. “It was Cosmos who forged that letter, right? It didn’t sound like the First Knight. I should have warned her.”

Centerhead came close to rubbing against his fellow head. “You freeze up around humans. Don’t blame yourself. Blame them. Blame Cosmos.”

Bottomhead blinked at them both. “Nuh. The paper said it was Oleksiy.”

Centerhead nearly growled again. “Come on. It was obviously Cosmos toying with her.”

Bottomhead almost went cross-eyed. “Uhm? Why did her words sound like Oleksiy?”

Upperhead rose to gaze out the window, like help might be waiting out there. “The night Rania was drunk and raving. We left her in the care of Cosmos’s minions. They probably heard her whole ordeal.”

Centerhead nodded twice. “They turned around and tattled to their liege. Cosmos held onto the knowledge until she could hurt both Rania and Oleksiy with it.”

Bottomhead looked between the two of them. “Uhm? Why?”

Upperhead offered, “Because Cosmos hates people from the FFR?”

Centerhead thought it was simpler than that. “Because she’s bored and Rania is a target who won’t hit back. She’s a petty creature. Her motives don’t matter.”

Flames flickered inside Bottomhead’s mouth. “Urgh. Wonder how she tastes.”

Upperhead just had to be a killjoy. He pushed further to the window, his tone solemn. “Harming our allies wouldn’t be advantageous in the war against the FFR. We need to focus on comforting our rider.”

Centerhead asked, “We need to comfort her? You haven’t spoken one word to her.”

Bottomhead said, “Yurk. He gets shy.”

Upperhead’s nostrils flared, and he looked away from them both. “Listen. Watching my fellow humans has an effect on me.”

Centerhead grunted. “Clearly.”

“It makes me question things about myself. About how I am like her and unlike her. It becomes more than my mind can hold in the moment. You wouldn’t understand.”

“You’re a human, right?” Centerhead asked. “Why don’t you just stroll over to her apartment and knock on the door?”

“Emotional disorders are on the rise among human populations. If you didn’t notice, we’re at war.”

Bottomhead said, “Yurk. War makes me feel bad, too.”

Centerhead was going to lay into Upperhead further, but that head pressed on. “Rania is the one we need to focus our energy on, all right? We need to reach her, by whatever means we can manage.”

Upperhead was already annoying, and he became even more annoying by being correct. Picking on him was easy. It wasn’t flattering that the delusional one of them was the only one sticking to the problem at hand.

A little too much of his frustration came out as Centerhead asked, “What do you recommend? Pick the lock with our tongues and ask around for her address? We can’t comfort her from in here.”

Upperhead glanced at the door of their salon. “You have a good point in that time is wasting. A wound does not close itself.”

An image haunted him, of Rania torn open from sternum to navel. Centerhead actually shuddered, wondering if that kind of ache was how the woman felt. He asked, “How do we lure her out? Besides Oleksiy, what does she care most about that we can put in jeopardy?”

“Everything,” Upperhead said. “That’s the dilemma. She loves these people. She loves volunteering at the bakery and clothing repair and everything. She’ll do anything for anybody.”

Damn, the other head was right. Centerhead tried to think what, besides her lost lover, Rania was truly fixated on. “Isn’t there any singular thing she loves above all?”

Bottomhead pushed from the floor, eyes brightening. He said, “Uhm? Us?”

Centerhead said, “Us?”

“Yuh. She burns all those treats for us. Bathtimes us. Decorates us with flowers.”

Centerhead said, “I could do without the flowers.”

Upperhead said, “Those strings of flowers are probably time-consuming to make.”

Put that way, the decorations took on new meaning. Having a string of flowers hurled over his shield fringe was obnoxious. But how much effort did Rania spend collecting the flowers, getting the string, threading everything together, and practicing the tosses?

Those strings were but a single example of the effort she poured onto Garrodigh with the slightest provocation. He had power over her fickle heart. If the heads were sick or hurt? She’d walk barefoot through a field of swords to help them.

Centerhead muttered, “All we have to do is give her a reason to worry about us.”
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Chapter 31

DYING TO MEET YOU

Playing sick was easy. Rather than toughing out the pains in their bad leg and their wings, all three heads moaned as much as they wanted to. They whined through the walls. Across the hall, Emerald Shadow stared at them like they’d gone mad. When physicians came to check on them, Garrodigh’s heads all fussed in circles around their salon, shoving away treasure and knocking over their perfectly good food.

Resuming flight was a miracle. It was also a literal pain. Centerhead knew his body would never let him be active again without this kind of strain, and he was ready to wade through that purgatory with gritted teeth. It was worth it. But if acting like a baby in need would spook Rania out of hiding, then he would simply show how uncomfortable he was, as loud as possible, until he got his way.

Her voice in the hall was flat, as though someone had walked all over her words. “You sent for me?”

Zayd replied, “I think Mister Slithers wants to see you.”

“The messenger said he was acting gravely ill.”

“Acting. I’ve never seen a dragon in histrionics before.”

Centerhead restrained a growl. How dare he see through their ruse? Nobody should have been able to tell.

“He was moping before he started pretending to be injured. Either he’s acting up for your attention, or he’s . . .” Zayd trailed off, probably ending his sentence in one of those hand gestures the hand-having humans liked so much.

Concern wormed into Rania’s tone. “What is it?”

“I’m sorry about whatever happened between you and Olek. Your dragon was there for it. People are talking. Shinji thinks Mister Slithers might be heartbroken for you.”

If defeat was ever a single sound, it was the breath Rania let out next. Centerhead was glad he couldn’t see her. It chilled him enough listening to it.

She took Garrodigh from his salon and to one of those rehabilitation torture chambers with the partially domed ceiling. There was no smell of alcohol on her. Her steps were long and stiff. Her clothes had funny creases, probably from sleeping in them, and all her hair was bunched together under a green scarf, so many orange strands dangling loose. If she weren’t here, she’d be face down somewhere else.

Rather than letting her be face down, Garrodigh scooped her up. Bottomhead wrapped his neck underneath her, hoisting her into the air. He didn’t talk, but he did bring her to face Centerhead. That was probably all the help Centerhead could expect today.

She took the sides of his snout in her hands, her fingernails chipped and worn from a night of chewing. She put her forehead to him and asked, “Did I make you sick?”

Centerhead said, “No. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Is it our spiritual bond? We’re connected, and so my being torn up gets taken out on you?”

Right. That flimsy story about why he could talk. A relic of a time when they hadn’t been this close. Centerhead hadn’t thought about how cumbersome keeping the story going would become.

“It’s not the bond. We saw you so upset and knew how it was hurting you. You shouldn’t be alone through this.” Fumbling for words like this disgusted him. Better to ditch sentiments and get to something more tangible. “You know, I’ll devour Oleksiy if you want.”

She bristled against his muzzle. “What?”

“There will be no remains. No evidence.”

“Yuh,” said Bottomhead, twisting around to face them both while keeping Rania seated on his serpentine neck. “And I’ll chomp Cosmos for you. Tell me to chomp her.”

Rania touched a palm to each of their snouts while pushing herself away from both of them. There was a bashful expression on her face that didn’t fit, a temporary thing that hid her working through her feelings. Humans were awful, but being a single human in a society full of them seemed especially hard.

There was a flicker of mirth in her voice, like a flint strike hoping to spark tinder. “I don’t want anyone chomped. Not on my behalf. We’re all stuck in the same war. I’m the one who made a mess of everything.”

Bottomhead said, “Nuh. You didn’t.”

He was right, but what was Centerhead supposed to add after that? Rania was so wrong that he didn’t know how argue against her logic. This was on literally everyone except her.

She rubbed her palms against her brows. “I should’ve waited. I just had a feeling, and I flew on it, like I always do. I put myself first. You suspected the letter was fake, and I couldn’t listen.”

Centerhead said, “If I’m the only dragon who can talk to his rider, then please don’t talk about yourself like that to me.”

Centerhead actually felt good about that line. Where did that come from? He’d never considered himself a supportive sort. Morale was foreign to him.

It certainly perked Rania up, making her green eyes go clearer as she looked at him.

So he spoke more. “The letter forger wanted to get your heart full so it would splatter harder when it burst. To make you do something to yourself. You are a victim.”

Rania patted the top of his snout while shaking her head. “We’re all victims. Why, the couple who live in the next apartment to me—”

“No,” he said, knowing what came next this time. “We’re talking about this case. Not everyone else’s.”

Bottomhead added, “I will still chomp somebody for you.”

“You’re very sweet. All of you,” she said, looking to all three of their heads, even Upperhead, who was basically hiding from her behind a wing, his eyes unblinking. “But this is bigger than yesterday or today or a letter. I keep mashing my head into my pillow trying to figure out what to do. I knew Olek before I knew myself.”

She grabbed a handful of her jacket, hard enough that the nearest button came undone. Her thumb slid into the buttonhole as though an intimate secret was hidden inside.

“He asked questions I didn’t know we were allowed to ask. The whole world can make you question yourself. He got me to answer myself. I think about him every day, when they’re short on volunteers at the bakery, or somebody is hurt and can’t deliver the mail at the apartments. If it weren’t for him, I would be dead in some FFR prison.”

Centerhead asked, “Because of the plan he sent you to escape?”

“Because I became who I am through loving him. I am the answers to the questions we asked. Without what Olek was to me, and what we were to each other, I wouldn’t have had the courage to take that ferry ticket and run.”

Rania rested an elbow on Centerhead and pushed to her knees, maybe trying to stand up on Bottomhead’s neck.

“My problem is that he still means all that to me. I can’t stop feeling this way for him, and he’s moved on. Now I’m just some annoying girl he used to know.”

Centerhead struggled to reconcile the Oleksiy he’d seen, who flirted with everyone and wouldn’t date anyone, who played the nuisance and who looked so depleted in a private moment outside the bar, with this special person Rania imagined. She saw other things. Asked other questions. Had unique insights.

It was tricky, trying not to simply despise Oleksiy for making her feel that way. Venom wouldn’t help here. Rania’s policy was clear on how inedible the man was.

Centerhead asked, “Are you sure he doesn’t see anything else in you? What did his aura look like?”

“I don’t know anything,” she said. “I’ve been an utter nockhole. It’s why so many people go out of their way to avoid me. Why Olek probably never wants to see me again.”

Did Oleksiy hate her? The way he’d talked to her had been delicate, as though he was unprepared in exactly the way she had been for so much of this.

Centerhead couldn’t get any of it straight. He had to strike at her doubts, not at the person he wanted to blame for them.

Once she was on her feet, standing up on his scales, Bottomhead said, “Yurk. You asked questions when you were little. You became a good answer.”

Was that unusually profound, or was Centerhead just tired? Maybe his fellow head was wiser than he thought.

The words actually inspired him. He piped up, just to continue the idea. Centerhead said, “Exactly. Rania. You grew up to face down musketeers and sailors. You want to fight for your adopted country. And . . .”

Better than an argument was spreading his wings. They ached dully, having rested little with his lack of sleep overnight. Still, he extended their tips until they brushed the edges of the ceiling that opened to bare sky. He could beat them and fly off through that hole in the dome. He’d never thought before that that was probably why the domes were built this way.

Then Bottomhead shot up, not to fly, but to accost Rania. He drove the tip of his mouth against her side, into the heavy satchel she always wore. The flap was unbuckled, and he got his upper jaw inside it, sniffing and fumbling. Rania froze as he rummaged, not wanting to fall off the dragon. She probably didn’t need to add a head injury to her week.

She said, “I’m sorry. I’ve been so out of it that I didn’t cook you ox hearts. I promise, I’ll bring some tomorrow.”

Then Bottomhead flung his head out of the satchel and upward, a stream of blue and yellow color following from his jaws. It was one of Rania’s flower ribbons, except this one was in a dragon’s service. He released his bite so that the ribbon flew, quite like she usually threw them. This one flew over Rania, draping the two colors across her.

Rania touched two fingers to the ribbon, then looked at all the heads. Clearly nobody had ever showered her in flowery ribbons before.

More pink welled up in Rania’s face, showing the darkness under her eyes. She hadn’t slept much last night, either. She sucked at her lips, a failed gesture to prevent the touched smile on her face.

Centerhead needed to say something to cement this occasion. To get through to her that this panic was temporary. And all his words were terrible.

Garrodigh’s necks twisted, and at first, Centerhead thought it was a pain tremor. Then he was pushed lower as Upperhead snaked his neck in closer, looming over them all. No dragon’s burning eyes ever looked as soft as his did upon their rider.

Upperhead parted his jaws a couple of times, tongue working. His voice was deathly tense, like a baby animal trying to stand on ice for the first time.

Upperhead said, “You are what any human wishes he was.”

They were frail words, as though they might shatter under their own weight. Upperhead’s entire face fought to stay upright, to keep his gaze on Rania. He had that latent fear in his posture, like she might loathe hearing his voice and smash him to the ground. It made Centerhead want to get under his chin and prop him up. Could you be proud of another part of yourself?

Rania threw herself with all the energy reserved for ribbons of flowers, up onto Upperhead’s snout. He didn’t avoid her, lowering a tad to nuzzle against her grip, eyes drooping to half-lids. She hugged onto the nervous head, legs dangling carelessly, hiccupping with relieved crying sounds.

Then Centerhead came in, following her upward to support her haunches. Bottomhead greedily pushed into her side, too. They all joined in that moment of being held.

Rania said, “Thank you for speaking to me.”

Upperhead said, “Thank you for being yourself.”

The emotion in his voice was so great that it was a wonder he didn’t pass out. In another time, Centerhead would’ve congratulated him on this courage. For now, he held back, letting Rania affirm him instead. She rubbed at Upperhead’s horns and squeezed her whole self atop him, like she’d spend all day raining affection on him in exchange for another syllable.

Deep tolling sounds came through the opening in the dome. Centerhead knew it instantly, and he was the first to peel away from the others, to look skyward. Far away from their embrace with their rider, the great warning bells were ringing in Kardoša’s towers.

There was so much more Centerhead didn’t know how to say. There wasn’t time to figure out a sentence of it.

Rania grasped the side of his neck and swung herself around him, dropping her butt onto his back. Upperhead followed her, securing her in place as their wings spread again, this time to actually fly. The city was calling.
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Chapter 32

FINDING ESME

They swooped by the barn to retrieve his saddle and reins. All the flight-capable dragons were gone, their salon doors ajar, messes of coins tracked into the hall. Even Emerald Shadow was out. One dragon still loitered out back, silver scaled and with two heads, both of which watched the skies along with a broad-shouldered rider.

Esme Parsons, that faithless goon of Cosmos’s, sat on her silver dragon and wiped sweat from her hairline. She wore proper plate armor from shin to clavicle, nearly as shiny as her mount. Below the dragon was Zayd, insulated gloves removed and tucked into the neck of his stained apron, tongue stuck into his cheek as he studied the sky. It was a murky gloom, a haze that was neither quite dusk nor night, without the starshine to make out shapes.

With the bells still tolling from in the city, Rania asked, “Did we spot an airship?”

Two dragons crossed paths over the rim of Winged City, flying in opposite directions. Lower to the ground, more were in flight. This was more hectic than Garrodigh was used to things being. Had he missed a battle?

“It’s more than one,” said Esme in a steely tone. She held binoculars to her eyes, reading things in the distance. “They’re keeping their distance for now.”

Zayd hocked up phlegm and spat it in the weedy earth. “They’re staying out at sea for now. Hey, Rania?”

Rania leaned over the side of her saddle toward him. “Yes?”

Zayd swirled a finger between Garrodigh’s three heads. “Is he good to take to the sky? Because Skakulecova says we need everybody who can physically move.”

Garrodigh flexed the toes of his bad leg, letting his claws dig furrows in the same earth that Zayd had spat upon. The bones in his feet had to fight the ache in every tissue around them. Could he move? Oh, yes. It’d take a toll, but he dared an airship to appear and test him.

“Oh. Oh, Rania.” From her voice, Esme had just realized who she was talking to. Was that a stale fear in her tone? “Skakulecova wants everybody to report to Kardoš Tower.”

“Do we know what this is? Anything?”

“We know it’s more than a couple of airships. I don’t see more, but Skakulecova knows something and wants to address us directly.” She drew her binoculars down, teeth hiding behind her bottom lip. “And Rania . . . ?”

Esme trailed off, shaking her head down at her hands. Was she imagining watching Cosmos pen a certain letter? Oh, Centerhead would like to know. Almost as much as he’d like to know how this rider tasted. She was lucky there was a war on.

Rania turned in the saddle to face her. Her voice was a deceit of neutrality. “Yes?”

“I heard about what happened.”

Apparently, Rania didn’t have anything to say to that. She was high on her saddle, watching Esme with the measured expression of a bird. Centerhead would offer her a mouthful of fire to spit, if he was given a turn to speak. All three heads would probably volunteer.

“What happened with you,” Esme said. “And Oleksiy. And, I think, a letter?”

“This isn’t the time for it. And besides, I know it was Cosmos.”

“Cosmos?” Esme sputtered, before words erupted out of her, all jamming together in a wad of a sentence. “Yeah, yes, of course it was her, so cruel of her, and I couldn’t stop her, and I’m just so damned sorry, and how did you find out?”

Centerhead felt Rania’s hands on the reins. “The bells are calling for us.”

“Look, Cosmos doesn’t understand. All right? And I never should have . . . well, I know how hard everything is on you, all right? I know what being the odd one out is like. The whole thing never should have happened.”

“Thank you for saying that.”

Esme pulled her silver dragon closer to Garrodigh so that their wings brushed together, making a brief bridge between the two riders. “You belong in Kardoša. Can we, like, talk after this?”

That pained twitch in the corner of Rania’s mouth. The refusal to lower her guard. “Of course, Esme.”

Then Esme threw herself across the bridge of wings. The kiss was brief and turned Rania’s eyes nearly as wide as Centerhead’s. They all stared at Esme, who held onto Rania’s sleeves. Suddenly she wasn’t so worried about getting seen, was she?

From Rania’s expression, she was as surprised as her dragon. Her face was wound up like someone had just turned a corkscrew inside her navel. She didn’t move an inch on Garrodigh’s back until Esme withdrew.

“Fuck my life,” Esme said and threw herself backward, into the saddle of her dragon. Without any further warning, she yanked her reins, and silver wings bore her into the sky, headed for Kardoš Tower.
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Chapter 33

THE SENSATION OF A SPEECH

All of Kardoš Tower’s spires and windows were black from dusk’s demise, its bottom floor illuminated by lanterns and the orange puffs of dragonfire. On the left side of the steps rested Nightshade Darling, all seven of her heads staring straight forward in obedient unison. On the right side of the steps crouched Emerald Shadow, who rubbed her snout against the tip of her right wing. On either side of the front doors, a brief skip away from mounting their dragons, stood Oleksiy and Cosmos. The Knights were ready.

The two of them each took a handle, and together they parted the front doors. Out walked Minister Skakulecova, tapping her short sword on the landing. She walked with great labor on her right side, and with an obvious determination that made Centerhead view her like a dragon. She had the tenacity to move through pain, unyielding, refusing to release her focus.

Twelve other dragons waited in the plaza below the stairs, including a deep yellow one whose front right leg had been amputated and replaced with a hinged iron prosthetic. Besides dragon riders, there were at least another hundred humans in the audience. Not too far away from where he stood, Centerhead recognized Gamma, a recent immigrant he hadn’t seen since the day they’d retrieved him. He wore overalls from today’s farm work and a bulky iron gauntlet on his left fist, as though he was prepared to punch an airship to death.

Meanwhile, Esme took her two-headed silver dragon as far from Rania as she could get, standing before the steps to the tower alongside Noor on her dragon. The two pretended to lean together and chat about war plans. Just when Centerhead thought she might actually be preoccupied, Esme glanced back at Rania.

“I see her,” murmured Rania. She petted the root of Centerhead’s neck and kept watching Skakulecova.

The first thing Skakulecova said was, “Look at you all. Gáspár Kardoš will be proud when he comes back.”

Her voice was so dry and direct. Centerhead breathed fire and still had never sounded so parched.

Skakulecova gestured with her sheathed sword to Cosmos, and she tromped forward in her green military uniform. She stood at her side, arms folded over her chest like the world under her feet was disappointing her.

“Some of you have seen an airship already. I was flying patrol and was the first to spot one, two hours ago. We’ve had three confirmations since then of sightings. Each time tonight it’s been a solitary airship, somewhere in a heading of north or northwest. A cannonball didn’t fly through the dining hall, so you know the FFR didn’t fly inland. In fact, every sighting confirms these airships stayed over the ocean and didn’t so much as cast a shadow on our land.”

She sucked on her left canine tooth in a disapproving wet noise, then went on.

“Usually, the dumbass FFR fling an airship straight at us. This time they’re surveying for something bigger. You all know they have a base on an island up north.”

At that, Skakulecova intruded with her dry voice. “Kardoš and I flew dragons here before half of you were born. I’ve flown along the northern waters plenty of times, and I can tell you the same thing every cartographer will: there is no island out there. The nearest thing is the Haist Islands, which are two hundred miles west of where these FFR thugs have to be residing.

“But there’s no disputing that the FFR keeps flying their airships from the same bearings. They are coming from the northwest. I don’t know if they’ve built a floating platform or have some artificial terrain we haven’t seen yet. What I do know is this.”

Skakulecova gestured with her sheathed sword to Oleksiy, and the man trotted forward with his chin high and his lips low. His voice was a rapier unsheathing. “Twice now the FFR has sneaked airships into Winged City airspace. You’ve seen it. I’ve seen it. It’s not a coincidence. In fact, I think we provoked it.”

Finally, the awe in the crowd cracked, like ice in winter overgrowing its shores. People murmured to each other. Even Upperhead worked his jaw in curiosity. Had his little bout of speaking to Rania changed something inside him?

Oleksiy continued, “The first time, we had a rider try to probe north and see what exactly the FFR is hiding in the ocean. As soon as she got remotely close, an FFR airship appeared right here, above this plaza. I was there that day and helped fight it off.

“The second time, it was Nightshade Darling and me trying to stick our heads out for a peek in the north. The same hour, an airship appeared over Winged City.” He pointed an index finger straight up, in the same direction Kardoš Tower pointed. “Right there. This wasn’t just the FFR showing off a new trick. They deployed it to stop us from seeing what else they have out there. They were spooked. Really, by this face?”

He threw a hand under his chin and donned the least sincere grin imaginable. It drew not a single laugh from the crowd, although people’s postures loosened a little. Centerhead caught the smile dimpling Rania’s cheeks, and how she plucked at the corner of her eye.

Oleksiy and Cosmos stepped back, leaving Skakulecova alone at the top of the stairs. She lingered for a beat before saying, “Whatever they’re hiding, they’re going to send it at us tomorrow. That’s why we don’t have more dragons patrolling the skies tonight. The FFR airships have terrible nocturnal visibility. They need daylight to aim their cannons, especially at flying dragons. That means Kardoša needs you people to eat a good dinner, get good sleep, and be ready before dawn.”

An abrupt grunt escaped her, and she put a hand to her right side. The scowl pushed through her pained expression, again that dragon-like determination in a human. It made all three of Garrodigh’s heads stiffen.

“You’ll get your orders from the First and Second Knight and the city defense brigades. You all know who to report to. Kardoša, are there questions before you are dismissed?”

Riders fidgeted in their saddles, probably doing the mental math of how long they had to rest before it was time to fight. Citizens on foot looked at each other, pregnant with conversations they wanted to have before it was too late. Centerhead knew he wouldn’t rest until something fell burning from the sky tomorrow.

Then his back itched, and Rania’s feet scuffed at his scales. She stood up, one foot on her saddle and the other on his back, and raised her right hand.

Skakulecova peered down the stairs at her. “Rider Charvátová. Our newest hero. Speak to us.”

“Thank you, Minister,” she said with a minute head-wiggle, like hearing her name spoken from up there on the eve of likely death was a source of girlish joy. “How will Leonia play a role in the defense? The last time I saw, none of their warships were anchored in the north.”

“Yes.” Skakulecova’s eyelids drooped halfway down, and with her thumb, she clicked her short sword just an inch out of its scabbard. “You notice that their diplomat, Mezzell, isn’t here tonight. I confined him to quarters for his safety. According to him, Leonia will not be dispatching any officers or cannons for our aid unless—”

Who swore first was a mystery for the ages. By the end of a breath, there were more sinners in the courtyard than innocents. Even Rania threw her hands to the sides of her head in disbelief. Skakulecova watched with what Centerhead deemed incredible patience, before raising her voice.

“—unless we grant them one half of Kardoša, including one half of our territory and one half of our dragon population. The future of our country, in exchange for five leaky warships. So, Leonia’s representatives are indisposed. He can make another offer after we remind the FFR of who we are.”

Shoving the sword that single inch down into its scabbard shouldn’t have been loud. The click carried all the way to Garrodigh. It made his claws extend and scratch along the stones of the road.

“The FFR wants our dragons because they have nothing like them. Leonia wants the same. We are what they are not. Whether you were born here or came here with nothing, whether you fly every day or fill the wineglasses of the riders that do, we are the dream of my ancestors, Gáspár Kardoš’s ancestors, and the ancestors of everyone who set foot on the island this city floats above. I don’t care what the FFR has hidden in the ocean. What I care about is scraping their remains off the bottom of my shoe.”

She raised her left leg, making a show of balancing on the sore right one. She smacked the wooden sole of her shoe with the flat of her scabbard, making a tinny report.

“Kardoša is a country in the sky. When someone from the FFR falls, they crash and die. When a Kardošan falls, they spread their wings and fly. Go eat. Tomorrow, you remind the FFR of its place.”

The cheer from all around him made Centerhead buck against the ground. From the sudden tension in all his limbs, his fellow heads were just as surprised, and all three of them wound up gawking at each other. Why were those people so excited? He’d listened to the same thing they had, and he agreed, and he was ready to go rip some airships open. That was just what he was going to do. There was no revelry about it.

Yet people threw their hats into the air, more flying around than there seemed to be heads to wear them. Finding your hat again seemed a lost cause. People drummed on their breasts, stamped their feet, and generally did everything that made Centerhead not want to be around any of them until it was time to kill the enemy alongside them. Humans.

He looked up to his back for the one human he cared about right now. Rania dropped down to sit on the saddle, feet kicking into the stirrups. A light tug on the reins helped him pull his wings taut to his side, keeping them out of the way of people running into each other. They weren’t doing it by accident. People ran full tilt, jumped into the air, and crashed together with their buttocks. From the laughter, this was apparently fun.

“What?”

Rania could have been saying that to anyone in any direction. From her next tug on the reins, Centerhead was directed to the stairs up to the tower. Oleksiy was running down them, taking them two at a time with a hand up. Centerhead could’ve sworn he was gesturing to him.

Or to his rider.

Rania pointed to herself and tried to guide Garrodigh to walk forward. There was no space to move in. Anywhere he went would mean punting excited people into the air.

Rania called, “What is it?”

Oleksiy got closer, pulling open his jacket to reveal a sturdy leather binder beneath. Something was tucked between his jacket and the binder, and he reached in for it. Centerhead prayed these people weren’t about to get naked. Before Oleksiy could move his elbow to draw out his secret, his elbow was clasped by two people, and a bottle of wine was jammed in front of him. Two dragon riders tromped in with people streaming around their haunches, swarming him until they couldn’t see where he was.

The tide of people pulled Garrodigh back, and Rania used the reins to guide him out of the way of the party. She watched the direction Oleksiy had disappeared into as they went, like she was willing him to break free. Like she might turn them around and trample through the crowd to find out what he had in his jacket. To get proof he had meant to talk to her.

Centerhead saw the bravery fall out of her face. She rode Garrodigh out of the courtyard with her eyes closed, mumbling something about the morning.
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Chapter 34

YOU HAVE TO SURVIVE THIS

The brown clot welled up in the sky before the sun was fully risen. It was damned sure more than one airship. The closer they flew, the more the number grew, perhaps sixteen vessels spread out in the arrowhead formation, a flock of cannon-laden birds. All that was missing was the leader, an empty space at the very tip of that arrowhead. Something larger than the rest flew in the rear, visible through that gap, like all sixteen of the airships were merely its escort.

Garrodigh wouldn’t let a single one of them land. Not in his city.

It was a grudging kind of cold that morning, one that dug its fingers all the way to the last knuckle in Garrodigh’s joints and tried to pull him apart, piercing down to the marrow. He forced his feet to the ground, shoving himself into his steps with more force than necessary, as though to snap the icicles off his bones. He dared the piercing cold to come for him, as it had bitten into the Goddess Polárka when she plunged into the ocean. Her spirit still lived in her sky, and so did Garrodigh. A little winter wasn’t going to prevent him from facing down that army of airships.

Rania was bundled up tight in five layers of skirts over leather leggings and so many scarves around her neck that an enemy bullet would never find her throat. As Garrodigh marched to their place in formation, she loaded three pistols, stashing each inside her jacket. A rifle with a stock of well-worn oak was already loaded and slung across her back, matching a curved saber.

She hand-fed each of his heads an extra piece of charred offal, crunchy on the exterior and still raw in the middle, as they walked into their place. On the northern rim of Winged City, all the dragon riders formed three regiments. Cosmos and Esme teamed up with four more riders on northeast side; Oleksiy, Rania, and four others took the northwest. Between them were twelve additional dragons, the centerpiece in a three-pronged attack, that would hold off the center of that arrowhead while Oleksiy and Cosmos’s regiments hit from the sides.

If it works, Centerhead couldn’t stop himself from thinking.

Centerhead spent so long staring at the other dragons. All this time slumbering in the barn, and he’d never realized how few dragons Winged City truly had. Even if they went down to the wilderness below, there were only perhaps thirty dragons down there, not that a single one would lift a claw in defense of the humans. The whole world had traveled to invade the homeland of dragons. He didn’t know if it made him feel hopeless or furious.

No. He knew which he felt. The fire roiled up his throat like volcanic bile.

Oleksiy snapped his black-gloved fingers and gestured upward. It got all five of their regiment’s riders to sit up and pay attention. Funny how Oleksiy gestured away from himself to draw attention in. Centerhead almost admired that.

“Five minutes until flight. Who’s nervous and who’s lying?”

A titter among two of the riders. The nearest to Garrodigh was a woman with dark, curly hair and a battle-axe twice her size strapped to her back.

Oleksiy said, “Most of you have done drills. It’s simple. We fight until you hear the bells from the city. You hear the first ring, you fly straight up no matter what you’re doing. The warning bells are our sign that Winged City is ready to fire a volley of cannons. Stay above the airships for a twenty-count.” He pointed to a knife-thin man with plump lips and a skunk-fur hat. “Šlesingr, in what cases do you fly below airships while the bells are ringing?”

Šlesingr smirked and rubbed at his plump bottom lip. “At no point whatsoever, sir. I don’t enjoy getting my skull caved in.”

“That’s a good learner there,” Oleksiy said before continuing to rattle off his orders. “We fly side by side in pairs, darlings. If cannons fire on your pair, you split up, left to the left, right to the right, maintaining your focus on reaching the target. If they keep aiming at you, dance for distraction while your partner surges forward. Together, you pop a balloon and save our way of life.” He took a brief look at the nearing airships, now a couple miles out, like the glance was a sip from a flask of whiskey. “Am I understood?”

Rania was the loudest of the five as in unison they said, “Yes, sir.”

“I don’t know if they can use that mysterious ‘magical leap’ trick on a whole aerial fleet like they’ve done with individual airships before. If they could, they would’ve already. But if you’re engaged with an airship and it jolts? See if you can’t jolt with it and bring it down. Am I understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Beautiful,” Oleksiy said, before pointing to the two riders closest to him. “Hejnová and Ogbeide, you can barely keep your hands off each other. You’re flying together. Šlesingr, you’re flying with Ayers and her battle-axe. See if you can figure out how she swings that thing. Charvátová, you’ve got the least experience, so you’re with me.”

Rania’s lips disappeared and her nostrils flared, so blatantly trying to look determined and serious and not like she was blushing all the way down to her belly button. She fixed her lapels, which Centerhead could’ve told her didn’t need fixing, then touched the reins. Garrodigh trotted her forward to stand beside Oleksiy on his Nightshade Darling.

Oleksiy kept this wan amusement on his face, something Centerhead was so sure was an act. He couldn’t read through it, but he saw the surface, so insincere it could’ve been painted on. He asked Rania, “We fly side by side. Do you want left or right, Charvátová?”

Now Rania had gone beyond pink, until her face couldn’t have been much lighter than the flesh of her heart. She fussed with a pistol in her belt, saying, “My dragon favors his left. If it’s permissible, I’ll go with that side.”

That was all they could give each other. There were fights they needed to have, screaming arguments or confessions, and the FFR hadn’t given them time. What they had was that moment, to stuff all the underlying meaning they could into a few words. Centerhead wished he could bite time itself and force it to stand still, to let them linger. To let them say more.

“My left will never have been safer.”

“Thank you, First Knight.”

Did Oleksiy’s expression slip, just for a sliver of a second? Something soft breaching before the swagger returned?

The man spun on a heel before dropping an oiled saddle on Nightshade Darling’s back. “I’ll make you all a wager. If we finish our flank of enemy airships before Cosmos does hers, I’ll cook you all a steak dinner and tell you about the time I stood her up for a date.”

Šlesingr scoffed and spittle flew off his lips. “Everyone’s heard that story already.”

“Yes,” Oleksiy said. “But to hear it again, you’ll have to be alive.”

They didn’t even see him touch his rein. It was as though the man thought the notion strongly enough, and then Nightshade Darling stepped over the city limits, plunging downward with a spread of her spiny wings. The morning light filtered through her wing membranes, revealing a faint hint of flowery purple in her black texture.

Rania took the reins, and Garrodigh jumped off the edge of the world. The FFR was coming.
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Chapter 35

BEWARE THE WHITE AIRSHIP

A chunky, cloud-bullying wind tried to force Garrodigh lower, and he refused. He dropped no more than twenty feet before beating his wings and tensing all his necks, sending him face first toward the pale blue of the world’s scalp. Where wind currents could boss around owls and eagles and airships, he was something different. He was a dragon. The FFR would learn what that meant.

Nightshade Darling was easy to match, flying with both tails swaying like a rudder behind her. She was pacing herself against him, keeping them aligned. The next time she beat her wings, Garrodigh shot up to match her, shoulder for shoulder. All seven of her heads stretched forward, balls of fire spinning on their tongues, looking straight ahead. Oleksiy grinned with the same fiery devotion, like dragon and human were one.

Centerhead wasn’t one with Rania. He wasn’t even one with Bottomhead or Upperhead. But in refusing the dread chill running through his limbs, there was something better than unity. A harmony between a mess of souls.

Crack. Ca-crack. Crack.

The FFR’s cannons were quieter up close than all the times he’d cowered on the ground from them. The nearest airship on the west side of the arrowhead formation farted out four plumes of smoke, and iron death split the plumes and fired directly at him.

Garrodigh and Nightshade Darling parted like the lids of a waking eye. Garrodigh danced left, barely half a wingbeat, and the cannonballs missed him, leaving only the vague heat of their air as a brief brush along his undercarriage. He’d scratched his genitals harder this morning.

Centerhead bellowed, “Is that all they have?”

Crack. Ca-crack.

Three more puffs of smoke, spitting out more shot. All three puffs were clearly glaring at him, blazing briefly from the fire of combustion, before the cannonballs streaked for his heart. The reins dug into him as Rania begged him upward, and he clutched his legs under his belly, beating his wings. One iron ball arced higher than the others, and Centerhead pedaled his hind legs, kicking off the ball and sending it straight down. It’d nearly ripped off his leg.

Upperhead cried, “Focus! For all that’s holy, I’m not meant to be so high up!”

Centerhead cursed himself far worse, resigning to move in concert with the others, and to feel for the reins. Nightshade Darling darted nearer to the airship, and every cannon moved to track her. They fired impotently as she danced above them with Oleksiy making lewd gestures.

That left the airship’s side open, the white sword emblem there like a target. Garrodigh came in feet first, thick claws extending, ramming them into the rigid bladder at the emblem’s hilt like he’d snatch the sword from the image. This airship’s exterior was far more than hide and wood, was something flexible and stern, almost like metal was woven into fabric. He clenched his claws through the materials. It didn’t matter what they were made of.

Rania asked, “Can you get in?”

“It can’t stop me,” Centerhead said, inhaling deeply for his blasting fire. As he tipped his head back, he glimpsed something moving at the top of the airship. The flapping of a flag? Was the airship decorated?

Bottomhead grunted. “Uhm? What’re those?”

Not flags. Several humanoid figures skittered over the airship’s surface, moving on all fours as though their hands and feet could stick to the surface. Each wore a dark bodystocking with red goggles that shielded their eyes, and their gauntlets and boots were lined with metallic spikes that they used to propel themselves across the gas bladder. They scampered along the bladder’s surface, rifles strapped to their backs, heading directly for Garrodigh.

“Climbers?” Rania balked. “They have soldiers outside the ship?”

They scurried like rodents, effortlessly swinging along the airship’s rigging and seams. The nimble figures bewildered Centerhead. He was so unprepared to meet another living thing on the back of an airship that he got too close, hearing their limbs click like metal hinges. One held up both hands, and his sharp fingers seemed to extend, gauntlets turning to steel claws with a simple motion. He leaped at Garrodigh, metal claws reaching for his wings.

Bottomhead snatched the nimble jerk out of the air, shaking him fiercely. Somehow his body refused to crumple, his clothes tearing to reveal rigid metal plates beneath. Every inch under the fabric was armored, letting him hold on and stab his bladed fingers at Bottomhead’s eyes. Centerhead shoved in, spraying fire across the man’s entire form, baking him in his wretched armored shell.

Bottomhead couldn’t spit him out before four more came scampering together, climbing over each other in the fervor to get at Garrodigh, clawing and digging at his scales to hold on. As they wrestled to knock these climbers free, gunmen rose behind them, leveling rifles at him. They went off in a series of cracks, filling the air with a stinging cold smell, and frost twinkled around the barrels. Rather than bullets bouncing off his scales, pellets shattered across his wing, spreading a mist that felt like jamming his wing into the frigid ocean. His entire right wing went numb and heavy, resisting Centerhead’s attempts to tense it up. Those bastards had filled their guns with drugs. The sudden chill sensations were so disorienting that his whole body slouched to the right, his clawed feet fumbling to keep their grip on the ship.

The nimble jerks dropped their rifles, letting them tumble off the ship and down to the sea below, while slinging more guns from their shoulders. Already the gas from the pellets had reached his nostrils, prickling with a deathly numbness. He tried to lift his right wing as a shield, to ward off whatever this foul narcotic garbage was. Was that how they planned to steal dragons today? Numb him until he couldn’t move? They’d never take him alive.

Rania slung herself across the saddle, firing a pistol into the eye of the nearest man. His goggles shattered from the blast and he flew back, while others clambered around him, aiming their rifles at Rania’s face.

“Never!” Upperhead screamed. “She is my human!”

Upperhead whipped himself like his head was a flail, slinging down and smashing into the attackers. As they clung to him, he whipped himself around, exhaling flame to warm against the drugged numbness in their scales. The men cried and fought under his bulk, and Centerhead wove around Upperhead, exhaling and spewing more fire to roast them.

Bodystockings aflame, they still swiveled rifles at him, aiming another dose of whatever drugs lay inside their barrels. Centerhead fought to flex feeling into his right wing. He had to get moving.

He felt Rania reach over him to aim another pistol—and then felt all of them start to drop. He wasn’t loose and falling to earth. The entire airship was going down underneath him.

Up overhead, Nightshade Darling tore a long gash in the top of the airship, several of her heads expelling fire inside as she went. She dragged her claws lower, descending down and tearing the seams with her. The airship was dead, and all Garrodigh had gotten were puncture wounds.

Nightshade Darling swept one leg over him, kicking the burning men off the side of the ship. How quickly they became specks in the distance that was the world below. 

He beat his right wing feverishly, trying to force hot blood through it, and Bottomhead exhaled a shower of fire across its membranes. They’d kill that numbness the same way they’d killed the airship.

Centerhead and Nightshade Darling moved to the side, gazing out at the other four dragons in their team. They were making quick work of the hindmost airships, but that left several in the middle of this row. There was an airship right behind him, not fifty yards back, firing its cannons at the other dragons. It would soon become the lead and be in range to fire on Winged City.

But the airship Nightshade Darling had just slain hadn’t fallen too far yet. It could still be useful.

“Rania!” Centerhead called. “Tell him to follow.”

She shouted something, but he wasn’t listening. He was busy flying.

He dove under the falling airship, and immediately Upperhead slammed his head into the undercarriage. That meant his fellow head knew the plan. Centerhead shoved up as well, biting hold of a piece of iron that jutted from the structures. It got his blood boiling again, fighting against the numbness. Together, the two heads beat their wings and forced the airship to remain aloft for a few more seconds. It was a doomed fight. They could not keep it aloft.

In swooped Nightshade Darling, all seven black heads biting into the airship’s flank, powerful wings with purple membranes beating alongside Garrodigh. Together they forced the dying airship up for just a moment of time, upward and backward, until . . .

The crash was so fantastic that Garrodigh nearly lost his bowels. Not control of his bowels. His entire bowels could have departed his body, and he wouldn’t blame them. Bottomhead giggled like a child as they flew away, out to watch as the next airship in formation spun and wrestled from colliding with its superior. Several ribs of its reinforcements snagged in the front airship’s collapsing parts, tearing holes in its balloons as well. Before the second airship could fire a single cannon at them, it was hurtling downward.

From behind Garrodigh’s back, bells tolled. Centerhead answered the command by flying straight upward, letting the sight of the two collapsing airships dwindle. A chorus of cannons went off from Winged City, and a rain of shot flew in the wrong direction, like weather that had forgotten how to fall. It tore into the pair of airships and even struck the one behind them.

Across the field of airships, Emerald Shadow still struggled and bobbed with the one in front. Cosmos hadn’t felled the first of her enemies. Rather, she had to obey the bells and watch as Winged City’s cannons stole her kill from her. Esme’s dragon circled around Cosmos as they prepared to plunge.

There were still so many more to fight, and so little strength to do it with. Behind the arrow formation of airships, there lingered that greater one. Closer to it, Centerhead could see it was easily three times the size of any other vessel. Its shell was almost offensively white, like a bloated parody of a cloud. Sunlight bounced off it, searing into eyes that dared look upon this grand thing. No dragon had managed to get near it yet. Soon, it would be unavoidable.

Bottomhead stared at the oncoming horror. “Urgh? Can we kill that?”

Upperhead said, “The size of it. What is it carrying?”

Rania used a pistol to point at the chambers the white airship carried beneath its shell. “I bet enough ground troops that we’ll never get the city back if it lands.”

Centerhead dragged a deep breath, willing his fire to knock the pain off his joints. “We won’t let it.”

The moment the bells stopped, Centerhead needed to be ready to strike. Already, the cannons of the other airships were moving, black shapes in the metal undersides, trying to get a look at him.

Pushing himself upward, he felt the cold fatigue still gnawing at his right wing where those nimble jerks had shot him. He could fight through it. He meant to look, worried how much longer into the battle he could actually last. If it was just a few more airships swarming with FFR soldiers, perhaps—

Then a new sound rang.

It wasn’t a bell, nor any iron sound he’d ever heard. The bells had stopped, which was why the air was so clear. All of Nightshade Darling’s heads jerked at the sound, too, so it wasn’t just him.

Rania said, “No . . .”

Yes, that ghostly growl bored deep inside his head, inside all of Garrodigh’s heads. Like the weight of the sky had finally crashed against the earth. A growl of a throat larger than the world.

The sign that one of those treacherous airships had made an unseen jump. And he knew where it would go.

Garrodigh twisted in the air, flinging himself forward, knowing where it would be before he saw it. The airship’s cannons were already angled down at Winged City.
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Chapter 36

TOO LATE

Nothing else was in that entire region of the sky. Its sac was the color of a decaying tooth, brown tones going yellow in the glare of the sun, harsh against the metal plates that armored its undercarriage. It forced its way through the air, swinging around to better angle for victims. It was a nimble vessel with seven cannons on its right side, jutting out of the undercarriage and adjusting downward, so many accusatory fingers pointing.

Pointing at Winged City.

The airship’s oval shadow crept over the north edge of the city, licking across defensive barricades and still-smoking guns. The airship had appeared a moment after the bells ceased tolling, which meant all of Kardoša’s cannons had fired at the oncoming fleet. There wasn’t a single gun ready to defend against it, as its shadow swallowed them. Then came the rain of blasts.

Crack. Crack. Crack.

Louder than the airship’s shots were the impacts, tearing deep gouges into the earth, smashing half-packed cannons that exploded into chunks of black scrap. Kardošans fled the reach of that shadow, jumping to get free of the blast zones and crying out for each other as they were too late. Their wailing rose up as fast as the smoke that swallowed them.

Four soldiers refused to abandon their post around a single cannon, shoving long-handled tools down the barrels of the cannon to dredge out debris. They’d never pack a shot before the airship dashed them all into memories, yet the crew kept puffing air and working. How long had any of them lived here? How did they get that devoted?

Asking those questions made the stump where Lefty should have been prickle and ache. Throwing his wings behind him, Garrodigh shot across the sky, not flying, hoisting himself along the world. Centerhead straightened his neck out like a spear while Upperhead and Bottomhead sucked in a deep gale of air. As soon as he passed into the airship’s shadow, Centerhead screamed a song of fire, spitting across the base of the airship, ignoring its gas bladder, going lower. He sprayed along the armored undercarriage at those wretched cannons and at the holes in the sides of the airship where they slotted, where men with goggles and helmets aimed. His fire shot up their windows and filled their private chambers, turning their great airship into a barbecue. Centerhead only flinched away when the first cannon exploded, his flame igniting its contents and turning its barrel into a bomb.

Centerhead gagged, realizing that with no breath in his lungs, he was still trying to spit fire at the airship. The other heads had to cut him off, intervening to beat their wings and pull him away. Men scampered across the gas bladder, rifles swinging on their backs, scaling down along the sac to get at him, all too late. Another cannon’s backside exploded inward, driving chunks of iron barrel up into the gas reservoirs. The whole ship shuddered as it went down.

Upperhead nudged at Centerhead’s side, saying, “I wish Lefty could see this.”

With a growl, Centerhead joined in the beating of their sore wings, getting further clear of the airship. It wasn’t falling anywhere near where the brave gunners still worked. “To see me reduced to racing across the sky to defend humans?”

“To see you destroying the cannons that took him from us,” Upperhead said. “But I like your notion better. And so would he.”

Rania cupped her mouth and called over their necks, “I’m so proud of you all!”

The thought of anyone being proud of his protectiveness made him want to fall out of the sky. Then he felt her guidance on the reins, sending him lower, somehow having read how badly he needed to land before he did. Centerhead heeded her, swooping down to land beside one of the craters the airship’s cannons had left. One foot landed astride a munitions crate, tails swinging for balance.

From across the yard, the four relentless gunners whistled in unison. A brief appreciation before they finished packing their shot. Centerhead tried to ignore them, although Bottomhead twisted their way, basking in the adoration.

Bottomhead asked, “Yurk? Is it time for treats?”

Rania said, “Not just yet.”

More Kardošans sprinted back into the cannon yard, ignoring that the airship hadn’t even fully crashed yet. They were clear to fight, and they were eager.

No other sky growling followed. Centerhead pushed his head higher up, straining his ears for the telltale sign of another vessel making the jolt. In all the prior attacks, only a solitary airship had made that jolt. Was it possible that this was the FFR’s one big trick, luring everybody out to fight the fleet with the great white airship as a distraction while one of those special airships somehow bolted across the sky unseen and devastated the city behind their backs?

The entire central regimen of dragons had flowed out after Kardoša’s first volley of cannon shot—that was why none had intercepted the airship. They’d been springing forward in the wake of the shots to assist Oleksiy and Cosmos and to fully collapse the arrowhead formation of the FFR’s airships. They circled over the remaining airships now, a drove of them led by Cosmos as Emerald Shadow sent out a lime-colored plume of flame that burst another airship’s sac.

With all the supporting air fire from the outer airships, nobody had breached to get at the white airship in the rear yet. That hulk that could have replaced the sun or moon in the sky. With the center of the defensive airships collapsing, Centerhead thought he could fly out there and maybe join the killing party. He stretched out his bad leg, working out a good tremble in it, then felt the reins tighten, begging him to slow down the rise of his wings.

Rania said, “Help me understand something.”

Bottomhead asked, “Uhm? Something about head scritches?”

For once, Rania ignored the offer of Bottomhead’s neck, providing no scritches or pettings. She kept squinting at the white airship. “I thought that thing was carrying an army on board. I’m not so sure anymore.”

Upperhead cast his gaze down at the ocean, where the FFR hadn’t sent a single boat. “They can’t sail troops here by water. So they do it in the sky. What doesn’t make sense?”

Still watching the white airship, she pointed at the airship they’d just destroyed, toppling down toward Kardoša below. “If the FFR wanted to invade, why not use the magic jump they have to send them here? Instead of a single gunship?”

Centerhead’s lips felt dry. He didn’t like where this was leading. “Is the force aboard too large for the magic jump?”

“I don’t know.”

Upperhead said, “We don’t know how their travel trickery works. Maybe the white airship is made of something that can’t be magicked.”

Rania said, “At that size, it should be able to carry any weapons the FFR could conceive of. It should spit lightning all across the hemisphere. I don’t even see cannons on its underside. Have you seen it fire a shot?”

Centerhead hadn’t seen it open fire, but he’d been a little busy fighting the entire war. He said, “The FFR often uses blunt tactics. They’re simple and brash. Maybe this is another bad idea of theirs?”

Bottomhead added, “Uhm? Or it’s full of disposable armies?”

Rania made the ugliest sound, like something that stuck under her tongue and died.

She adjusted her grip on his reins. “If it’s carrying troops, then why not defend them with cannons? Lose room for twenty people, and you can fire in your own defense some.”

They had to be counting on the other airships to provide support with their guns. But the FFR had fought Kardoša for months at this point. They knew how dragons came at airships, even airships covered in nimble soldiers. Flying all their aircrafts here in daylight, in a frontal assault from the north, was going to draw the full force of the dragon riders. Even now, Cosmos was leading her regiment to tear through the remaining eastern airships, and Oleksiy would be done with his side shortly. The white airship didn’t fire a single shot to support its escorts. It would be slashed and burned any moment now.

Centerhead tilted himself, trying to see the white airship’s undercarriage. Were the rooms beneath that large, such that it could be carrying an army? It was difficult to say from this distance. With no cannons and a relatively small set of rooms below, what did it bring to this fray? Some human pilots and a gigantic sac of nonflammable gas?

Lava pooled in the bottom of his mouth as he straightened up, staring at the white sac. That industrial-built cloud, painted brightly so no dragon could miss it. Full of what anyone would assume was nonflammable gas.

Rania asked, “What’s wrong?”

“All the other airships have used that stinking helium gas.”

His wings trembled as his other heads realized what he meant. Upperhead jerked up, inhaling deeply in the direction of the white airship. “No. Please, no.”

Upperhead said, “Make them sound the bells. Get the dragons away from that thing.”

Rania’s grip tightened on the reins. “Wait. What do you all mean?”

Centerhead said, “It has no weapons because it is a weapon. It’s full of something flammable.”

Bottomhead reared as far in the other direction as he could. “Uhm? It’s a flying bomb?”

Rania’s shriek made all his limbs tighten, and then she jerked on the reins, begging him to fly. He shot upward, wings beating southward, going wherever she guided him to. He couldn’t think about anything except that giant white sac erupting as soon as the first dragon’s fire licked it. The explosion would devour the world.

They were too far away to warn everyone, and there was no way to get their attention. Emerald Shadow was a green dart flying across the heavens, Cosmos followed by Esme and their entire regiment. In the west sky, Oleksiy wasn’t much further away, circling to finish off the last of his airships.

“Sound the bells!” Upperhead screamed, his burning eyes imploring both Centerhead and Rania. “The bells! Get them up!”

“The bells!” Rania yelled and pulled their reins to send them nearer to the towers. To the grand openings in their tops, where the iron bells dangled, clappers going still. Centerhead snagged onto the nearest tower and shoved himself inside, staring down the hollow structure where the bell’s chime would resonate. Rania called over his neck, down at the people manning the ropes and levers below. “Sound the bells! Fire! Fire! Sound the bells!”

A bleary-eyed old woman called up, “What? Isn’t it over?”

“Now! Right now!”

Something in Rania’s tone got through, and the bleary-eyed woman grabbed her rope. With a heavy jerk, the iron bell swung, its clapper ringing a deafening tone that shook Garrodigh loose from the tower. He beat his wings to keep aloft, circling around for another glimpse northward.

One bell going off clued in the other towers, and before he could circle around twice, the sky trembled with the cacophony. Bells beating, warning of cannon shot that wouldn’t happen. A plea for the dragons to pull up and get away from that white airship. Anything to keep clear of it.

Nightshade Darling was a black triangle in the distance, so small before the great whiteness of the airship. She tipped upward, zipping away at the last moment, followed by a stream of other dragons. Oleksiy had to have heard the warning. They’d done it. They’d have time enough to get clear and to figure out how to fight this thing without falling for its trickery.

There was still a green triangle out there, darting out of the east, where Cosmos and Esme had finished off the last of her prey. Too many dragons flew behind the three of them, both on their right and left. An arrowhead formation, mocking how the invaders had arrived, illuminated by the orange flames of a lifetime of war. They soared to puncture and destroy the FFR’s last vessel.

Rania pleaded, “Esme! Esme, please, don’t!”

Centerhead pleaded too, with the beating of his wings. In unison, the three heads threw themselves forward, unable to roar any louder than the bells. It was too late. The formation of dragons was diving, too committed to pull up before the bells tolling could warn them. Did they hear it? Would they hear it before—

The sky lost its color, a pale blue that was too soft to be so blinding. Even Centerhead had to squint before the great explosion’s brightness, dwarfing the sun, just as the sound dwarfed the bells. Where the white airship had been, suddenly nothing existed, nothing save the blue ball of flame roiling outward and devouring the morning sky, leaving no shred of the war to be seen.

The heat raked across Centerhead’s jowls, and he wrapped himself around Rania, far from the explosion and still rocked by its burn and shockwaves. Upperhead and Bottomhead joined in shielding her and their body spun, losing all sense of direction. They clutched their wings to keep the shockwaves from tearing them loose. Centerhead prayed to the Goddess Polárka to guide him through the maelstrom, to keep him aloft and to send him somewhere useful.

The toxic reek in the air clogged his nose, the unnatural smoke of whatever gas had kept the white airship aloft. He exhaled fire just to breathe something other than that taste and spread his wings at last, swooping beyond the edge of Winged City to the sheer drop over Kardoša below. Its forests were bizarre colors, rippling from the wind and the illumination of the fading explosion.

As quickly as the airship’s explosion had conquered the sky, it faded, leaving its reeking haze everywhere. Centerhead peered upward, hoping for anything above the cloud line.

“Are they . . . ?” Rania began to ask, rubbing at her eyes.

It took his eyes time to adjust to whatever that explosion had done to them, feeling all the heat in his head sloshing around. Shapes moved somewhere above like debris caught in a draining sink. Ruby and topaz and silver, dragon wings beating as riders circled. They’d gotten high enough to survive the explosion. The bells had warned at least a dozen of them. Centerhead made out a many-headed black figure, Nightshade Darling herself. Oleksiy had to be alive up there, guiding the riders to circle until it was safe.

The others? He couldn’t tell. The haze made it difficult to focus on seeing anything out here. He shook his head and tried to beat his wings closer.

No matter the power of the flame, dragons would not yield to it. Burning a dragon was like drowning a fish or weighing down a boulder. The dragons had to have survived. They had to be out here, beyond the range of his vision. Damn his head. He willed his disorientation to die and let him search.

Rania said, “Wait.”

He thrashed his head left and right, trying to throw these bad senses out. If his eyes wouldn’t work, he’d toss them out of his head entirely. He’d go through life blind before he’d let his eyes disobey him. He needed to focus, damn it.

“Right there! Esme!”

Rania pointed over his neck, down below him. He hadn’t thought to search below. As though appearing from nothingness, a small figure was falling through the air. Soundless. Almost scentless, although wisps of smoke broke off from the shape like they were still smoldering. Something. Someone.

Before Rania could pull the reins, Garrodigh was diving. He angled his wings tight to his body again and beat them to pick up speed, willing the world to let him descend faster. He got closer. That couldn’t be a dragon. It was too small. A rider that some beast had thrown off at the last moment before it was too late, who could have been scorched, but had a chance.

A chance named Garrodigh. Because that rider was plummeting straight down, their clothing fluttering around them, body slack as a discarded flag. They fell downward, not for the forests or fields, but for a lake. Good Riddance Crater’s waters rippled, as though it couldn’t wait to swallow them up and drown them.

Rania screamed, “Esme!”

The rider was maybe fifty yards from hitting the water, and after this fall, they’d splatter on impact. It was too much. They’d all fought too hard, too exhaustingly, to lose more now. Centerhead could barely beat his wings another single time after how much he’d raced today. Could he get to them in time? Or would they both die in the lake?

He couldn’t beat his wings, but he could fall. He plummeted, praying to Goddess Polárka for the strength and the weight and the presence. The watery crater was all he could see, and he refused to turn away from it. He stretched out the claws of his feet, begging his limbs to lengthen.

He snagged a fleshy body in his left foot. A slack but living body, safe in his grasp. He snapped his toes clenched around it and pulled up, tails slapping against the water’s surface. He bolted forward, skimming across the waters, for the nearest shore.

He held the one survivor as gently as he could, moving her around to hand her up to his back. It was some woman, although her hair was burned and her clothing was destroyed. Rania took the survivor in her arms, fingers checking her air passages and then tilting an ear to listen for her breathing. She must have heard what she wanted, because tears cut grooves down her cheeks and she hugged the woman fiercely to herself.

Rania said, “It’s all right. It’s all going to be fine. We’ve got you.”

Garrodigh nestled them all in the cold silt of the crater side. The woman didn’t stir on his scales, or in Rania’s squeeze.

Nevertheless, Rania repeated, “We’ve got you.”

Centerhead nosed in at her. “Who is it?”

Rania shook her head like questioning an identity hadn’t occurred to her. She was just overwhelmed by the prospect of one person making it out alive. That sentiment made Centerhead think he would die defending her.

Then Rania brushed her hands over the survivor’s unconscious cheeks and peered down into her face. Suddenly she gasped out, nearly losing her hold.

“Cosmos?”
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Chapter 37

THE NUMB FEELING OF VICTORY

Garrodigh couldn’t fly for days afterward. Any ache he’d felt during the battle paled compared to what he felt just trying to fly back up to Winged City. His limits fell on him with a vengeance. He could scarcely stand. On the ground, he wound up sheltering Rania and Cosmos until a shuttle collected them all.

He’d pushed himself too far and still found it wasn’t enough. Centerhead cursed his body for not knocking the white airship out of the sky. He must’ve given himself away with some physical tell, because when he got angry with himself, Rania sprawled over his neck and clung to him.

They didn’t talk much in the days after. Instead, they did their part, with Garrodigh parking himself on one corner of a floating shuttle to go collect lost dragons. Within one trip, it became obvious why the FFR had used their white ship explosion trick. They loaded the deck with dragons, most scarcely injured by the intense heat they’d experienced. But dragons were all they found.

As Rania finished guiding a pack of four dragons back into the barn, Zayd traded their reins for a tankard of water. He asked, “You guys haven’t laid eyes on any riders yet?”

“Dragons are natives of fire. They have hell in their guts and veins.” She rubbed a knuckle into one corner of her eye, holding the door to a salon open for a dragon. “We’re not the same.”

“Those FFR nockholes knew it would happen like this. Get rid of our riders while leaving the tamed dragons they want. You know some commander is cackling over a cigar, imagining how easy it will be to take them now.”

Rania shoved the door shut, too hard, based on how loud it rattled. “I won’t let the FFR lay a hand on them.”

Zayd reached for her, pushing the tankard in her left hand closer to her mouth, like he’d force her to drink. “We’re just lucky we have you. Sounding the bells early saved a lot of lives.”

Rania took half a sip, most of which dribbled back into the tankard. Centerhead frowned over her. She hadn’t had a meal in over a day. He wished he could eat for her, to remotely do the maintenance that would keep her going. To have any way of caring for her.

She asked Zayd, “You guys haven’t found anybody else, either?”

“Not yet. But the search isn’t over.”

Even Zayd’s tone said he knew better. Garrodigh hadn’t caught a single whiff of survivors. Esme and the other riders caught in that blast were gone. Only one person had made it out.

Stretching her back like several new vertebrae had just sprouted inside her, Rania walked stiffly for the front doors of the barn, as though her work shift was just beginning. She asked, “Is Cosmos conscious yet?”
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Chapter 38

AN INFILTRATION

Centerhead asked, “Are we doing this?”

Rania sat up on his back, straightening out her jacket and fussing with the black scarf that corralled her hair. “You need to go for short walks anyway, to keep your circulation up.”

He slinked along the rear lawns, eyeing for anybody. The mood was mum back here, just thick spruces and lilac gardens providing shelter against the three-story work buildings. Every movement of his legs felt like a gamble, like they might fall off. This didn’t feel like healing faster. He wanted to burrow into a mountain of coins and never come out.

He wanted that a damned sight more than he wanted what they were up to.

He asked, “But do we have to do this?”

“I just want to see. That’s all I’m asking.” She patted the satchel on her hip. “I’ve got three yards of pan-fried duodenum for you after.”

Bottomhead sniffed at her satchel, then hunched up, like he was trying to suck his neck back into his chest. “Urgh. And horrible fruited muffins. Who cooks with fruit?”

Centerhead had to agree. The smell of eggs, flour, and berries left in a searing oven until they surrendered was not his idea of a meal. Before he could grump about it, Rania leaned over and hugged their necks.

“Thank you for helping. The whole front of the hospital is packed.”

He was Garrodigh, the Great Terror. The scourge of Goddess Polárka’s skies. And today, he was also a glorified ladder.

Bottomhead got under Rania’s haunches, helping her climb up Centerhead’s neck until she reached the appropriate window. It was ajar, white curtains twitching in a mild breeze, giving a view of the freshly mopped tile floor and the mostly barren walls, sporting a single painting someone had done of two coonhounds on their hind legs engaging in an implausible waltz that no dog could have ever seriously attempted. Art. It existed to confound.

Morale was low in the room’s sole occupant. Cosmos lay on her cot, tucked into the left corner, curled into her side like she was trying to shrink herself down. The sheets became a messy vortex around her, pulled all the way up to her neck. Her blond hair had burned badly and was cut short, and two medical patches clung to her scalp. Centerhead couldn’t see her face, save the tension in one cheek, like she was fighting with an idea in her head and refused to let up.

It was cramped outside the solitary window, jostling against Upperhead to see. Upperhead was his typical wide-eyed self, devouring these scenes of humanity with his eyes. Rania perched with a knee on both of their heads, a thumbnail stuck between her teeth. For once, she looked as frozen as Upperhead.

Centerhead gave a little sigh, to test things. When that didn’t rouse Cosmos, he whispered, “What do you want to say to her?”

Rania opened her mouth and immediately closed it, then opened a hand like the words were supposed to sprout from there instead. It didn’t work.

“I . . . that . . .”

Centerhead tried to help. He had plenty of options for what to say. “Winged City needs her to get up? You know she hurt you, and now she owes you? A dragon hasn’t forgotten her treachery?”

“None of that!” Rania yelled in the loudest whisper. “She has to be hurting in every conceivable way. When I see her, I . . . I . . .”

“You’ll know,” said Upperhead. “I understand. Sometimes words are hard.”

There went Rania’s hand again, opening up to spill words nobody could hear. That hand inched forward, reaching for the windowsill like she might climb in.

Across the room, the doorknob rattled. Rania dropped like a stone that had remembered gravity and immediately smooshed together with Centerhead and Upperhead, three pairs of eyes trying to look inconspicuous outside white curtains.

Hang on. Why had Centerhead ducked? The other two were cowards, but what was he afraid of? What physician could strike fear into him?

It wasn’t a physician, or any clinical staff. In came the blond-haired, golden-cuffed Tomaz Mezzell, his skin aglow with fresh oils. His stingy frown dimmed that face, eyes roaming over Cosmos under the sheets like she, too, was laundry. What was he doing in the hospital? He hadn’t fought. The Leonians hadn’t lifted a finger for the entire battle. All their waterships were still anchored somewhere out in the harbor.

Mezzell said, “What a display you are.”

His tone wasn’t merely condescending. It was familiar in its antipathy, as though they spoke daily and he was always like this. It was a tone that even Centerhead wouldn’t have deployed at the other heads.

Cosmos remained curled on her side, as though a foreign diplomat hadn’t arrived to inspect her hospital room.

Mezzell stepped closer to her bedside. “I’m not here to belabor anything. Your parents are disappointed, particularly Bella. I’ve sworn to them that running away to join this place is just a childish phase of yours. It’s a new day. It’s time for childhood to end.”

So, he was familiar with her? He knew her parents? Centerhead had never heard a word about where Cosmos came from. He’d just assumed she had always been Second Knight. Like she’d been born a warrior.

Mezzell adjusted one gold cuff link, watching over the unmoving woman. “The Crown of Leonia will reinstate your citizenship if you come home immediately. You will board a ship with me today and put this whole Kardošan nonsense behind you. Their fight is theirs. You will survive this mess, if you listen to me.”

She wasn’t even born in Kardoša? Cosmos Delamenti was so assertive and assured. Before this near-death episode, anyway, she had acted with entitlement, as though she were more worthy of walking the streets of Winged City than any other. Centerhead had assumed she was from an old family lineage here. Humans always thought history was a justification for selfishness.

“The Crown’s clemency hinges on certain contingencies.” He numbered them on his fingers, starting with his thumb. Centerhead had never seen fingers be so obnoxious. “You will make a formal apology to the Crown. You will tell us everything you know about subjugating dragons. And you will bring at least one of those dragons with you. I’ve seen that that green one is still alive. We have a cage on the ships that should hold it.”

The inverse of a sigh came from beneath Cosmos’s sheets, like a defeated inhalation that could never fruit words. A hand emerged and covered her face, fingers covered in a mitten of bandages.

“We can make this go much better if you know any other riders who are willing to defect. We don’t need this nation if we can bring its expertise in breaking beasts with us. You’ll live a comfortable life, if you have it in you to be an adult about this.”

Two quakes in the sheets, like her chest was wrestling against the rest of her. Did she make a sound?

“Get out of that bed and tell me. Which other riders are still alive who will listen to you?”

A hand slapped the door so hard that even Centerhead jumped. Oleksiy’s fingers were splayed, and he spanked the door like he was disciplining it as he pulled himself inside. If he hadn’t been so loud, they definitely would have heard Rania’s mousy squeak of surprise.

“Tomaz!” Oleksiy said. “Skakulecova has been looking everywhere for you.”

Mezzell’s words were measured through his teeth. “I am visiting with family.”

“That’s great. I know how badly you wanted to catch up with Cosmos,” Oleksiy said, all wide gesticulations and bravado, reaching out with an arm as though to loop it around the diplomat’s shoulders. “We get so protective about our families, don’t we? I know just how you feel. This whole country is my family.”

Mezzell stiffened his shoulders, still facing Cosmos’s bed. “This is between myself and my niece.”

“I know. But there’s something you have to see first.”

Mezzell barely asked, “What?” before Oleksiy planted that arm around his shoulders, bumping his hips and forcing him to walk in a semicircle.

“The other side of this door. Let’s go check it out for a few hours.”

“Take your hands off of me.”

Despite Mezzell’s protests, they both swiftly left the space vacant. They were replaced by stagnant air and the silence of mumbles and bedsprings creaking in other rooms. Cosmos pulled the sheets tighter than before, as though she needed another layer of skin.

Centerhead looked sidelong over to his other heads. “We should go.”

Rania disagreed, with a shoe. She stepped on the shield crest behind his head, kicking herself up to the windowsill. It was such an abrupt motion that she careened over the sill, flopping forward and landing on her butt on the floor, purple and red and black skirts fanning out in all directions. She was a flower of fabric, in embarrassing bloom.

That finally got Cosmos to roll over, knees still tucked to her chest, bloodshot eyes and bruised eyelids blinking at Rania’s colorful entrance. Rania raised one hand to her, and for the third time in the hour, failed to produce words. She could only wave from the floor.

Centerhead rose, ready to dive in there and drag her out. It would be an emergency rescue from an impossible situation.

Then Cosmos pushed her bandaged hands out from the sheets, heels of her palms going to her eyes. She inhaled like words would come, although all that followed was muffled grief. Rania crawled over to her bedside to wrap an arm around her. They didn’t speak. They had a cry together, at the bedside.

Centerhead couldn’t make sense of it, but he found Upperhead resting against him. The head was trembling. Oh, hell, he was weeping right along with them. Although his tears set the grass on fire.

Centerhead didn’t know what else to do, except wait for them all. And stomp out the grass.
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Chapter 39

QUESTIONS ABOUT HUMANITY

“I have a question.”

They were finally in the privacy of their salon, allowed to lie down as much as they wanted, with the sun showing the decency to set and leave them the hell alone. Centerhead had rubies rubbing in the creases of his neck and gold coins making sweet friction under his jaws and belly. Soporific warmth wrapped him in an alternative to more hours of aching and throbbing joints. It was time to give up being awake.

So Centerhead begged. “Please, don’t have a question tonight. I’m too tired for more contemplation.”

Upperhead exhaled long and slow through his nostrils, sending coins skittering away from his face. “It’s just one question.”

From somewhere behind them, Bottomhead said, “Uhm? Is it about how Cosmos would taste?”

Rather than listen, Centerhead decided to preemptively answer what the question had to be. “Because I haven’t forgiven her. Rania is allowed to make whatever mistakes she wants with her own forgiveness. But Cosmos sabotaged her out of spite, and is lucky she didn’t shatter her concentration, because without Rania, Cosmos would be a drying stain on the forest floor. I do not forgive her, and if I get her alone, I will show her how much I don’t forgive.”

Bottomhead added, “Yuh. She looks chewy.”

Centerhead eyed Bottomhead. “You say that now. Don’t you turn on me the moment Cosmos feeds you some burned meat.”

Bottomhead widened his eyes, starting to sit up from the floor. “Uhm? Do you think she’ll do that?”

“Our focus can’t be on retribution,” said Upperhead. “And I didn’t get to ask my question.”

Centerhead grumbled. He knew they’d be up all night if he didn’t give in. This was tactical kindness. “Fine. You get one question. Then we sleep.”

Upperhead took his turn tilting and regarding the ceiling, for far too long a moment. Then he asked, “What if, by some distant possibility, or cosmic joke, I am, in some way, not human?”

Centerhead felt the muscles around his mouth tighten, strangling a laugh. “Yeah? You think you might be a lungfish? Or a potted plant?”

“I mean, it’s almost certain that I’m human. A scientific fact.”

“And yet you’re asking about it when we’re sore enough to fall into discrete parts?”

Upperhead thrashed, smashing his snout into a pile of gems. “I’ve had these lingering doubts. Today, as I watched Rania and Cosmos weeping together, I felt like I was a part of them, and also, apart from them. A part and apart. We are alike, and not the same.”

The way Centerhead could mock this head right now. The many nights of his life he’d craved this moment so he could belittle him and put him in his place. And yet, watching the head work against the gems and against obvious aggravation, he couldn’t think of any good insults.

Rather, he thought of a stray moment from the battle. A thing that had passed right by him at the time. Upperhead leaping to Rania’s defense and calling her “my human.” These doubts weren’t new. This head had gone petrified in front of real humans for weeks, and had a massive breakthrough just being able to speak to one. Every time Upperhead was tongue-tied out there, he’d probably been wrestling with these same doubts.

So the doubts weren’t new. And as vicious as their body pain was tonight, that pain wasn’t new, either. It was shared.

Centerhead said, “I’ve got some news for you.”

Upperhead ignored the news, continuing to rub his snout against the gems like he was trying to scratch an insatiable itch. “What if I believed I was something I’m not? Up there, flying around, the delusions were so vivid. I was terrified for those riders in that explosion. Terrified for Rania. In the moment, wrapping my neck around her to shield her from harm, it felt more real than anything in my life.”

His pitch only rose as he vented the smoke of his self-doubt. Was it doubt? Or did this count as realization? In either case, something in Centerhead stirred, and not just because they shared the same body and his pulse was the same as Upperhead’s. Self-knowledge could weigh on you harder than the worst day exercising a broken limb.

“Look,” Centerhead interjected. “If you’re a dragon, nothing is different.”

“Of course things are different! I don’t have a house. Or a wife. Or hobbies.”

“Yurk,” Bottomhead offered. “My hobbies are eating and sleeping. They’re great. You can share them with me.”

Centerhead could build on that. He said, “You know, he’s not wrong. You eat the same. Human or dragon, you talk the same. You care the same. It doesn’t matter what you are, because I’ve known you your whole life. So, whatever you are, keep being it.”

Upperhead chewed on nothing. “Keep being it, you say?”

“Yes. Keep being it and go to sleep.”

Upperhead obeyed, at least a little. He laid himself down along his displaced gems, mumbling to himself. “Maybe I will. And maybe tomorrow I’ll pretend I’m a dragon. Just to explore how it feels.”

Centerhead tried to swallow a yawn. “You’re welcome to.”

“It would be funny, if I was some giant dragon, wouldn’t it? All that time furnishing my basement. Fighting with the faulty drainage. Arguing with insurance representatives. Then it turns out I never had a basement to flood in the first place. I had wings, instead.”

Bottomhead said, “Yuh. You’re the funniest person I know.”

“Why, if I’m a dragon, you two might even turn out to be real.”

Centerhead closed his eyes and shoved his face into the nearest mound of treasure. “What a relief that would be for me.”
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Chapter 40

WHEN GáSPáR KARDOš COMES BACK

Oh, she had better not make him care for Cosmos. Rania clearly possessed some unrecognized dark sorcery, which she’d used to bewitch Centerhead into liking her in the first place. After so little time together, he was now more patient with Bottomhead and Upperhead than he’d ever been. He even felt faint prickles of remorse that Esme Parsons had died, even if that remorse was rooted in Rania never getting the closure she deserved.

But if Rania Charvátová made him feel sympathy for Cosmos, that would be it for him. He would chew his own neck off and bleed out in a pool of lava. There was no other recourse.

Rania walked around the open dome of the rehab space, hopping with both booted feet into the sunlight. It brought out the wind burns on her cheeks and the vibrant pinks and reds of her layered skirts. She gestured for Cosmos to come out of the shade and join her.

Cosmos dragged her feet to the shade, toeing at it. Her arms had been folded over her chest since the moment they’d fetched Garrodigh from the barn, like she refused to relax her discipline one iota.

That was fine by Centerhead. If he had arms, he’d fold them over his chest at her, too. Why, he should tear her arms off and fold them at her. That would show her.

Rania said, “I’ve helped riders return to the saddle before. After accidents or huge battles, it’s normal for us to feel anxiety about mounting a dragon again.”

“I don’t have anxiety,” Cosmos said, far too quick and caustic. Centerhead hated how blatantly concealing her tone was. He recognized his own insecurity in it.

“Gáspár Kardoš wrote papers about the heaviness. The fear of getting back on a dragon is harder to overcome than any other part of the process.”

“I’ve read those papers.” Cosmos turned up her nose. “This isn’t one of those cases.”

Centerhead looked at Upperhead and Bottomhead, as though to tell them this was obviously fine and they could ditch this woman. But neither of his fellow heads looked convinced. Damn their open-mindedness.

Rania’s words were measured like sugar poured into a mixing bowl. “You haven’t even visited Emerald Shadow since. She could do with your presence.”

“She’s fine. Zayd sends me daily reports.”

Centerhead hadn’t thought about Emerald Shadow. During Rania’s depression—one Cosmos had inflicted on her—he’d gone stir-crazy out of insecurity that he’d be reassigned. He would’ve done anything to see her again. Was Emerald Shadow drowning in that same whirlpool of fears now?

He’d never thought about that enormous dragon being insecure before. Not even with her injured wing.

“I’m not trying to force you,” Rania said, holding out a hand to her. “I figured you could mount Mister Slithers. We have privacy here. Nobody will see. You can get it over with. I know you’re not afraid.”

Cosmos’s head jerked at Rania, her eyes and lips wide, almost a dragon-like expression. “Who says I’m afraid?”

“No one you need to listen to.”

It was the sort of implication that would have gotten under Centerhead’s skin, too. He was almost proud of Rania goading her superior like that.

Cosmos’s boot scuffed at the edge of the shade for a moment, as though the sunshine were a heavy door she had to force open. Then she strode into the light, shoulders squared, nose creased in a scowl. Arms folded, fingers sinking into the green biceps of her sleeves. Her hair was growing back slowly, leaving her pale scalp exposed, showing off old scars from when she’d been someone else.

She got two paces away from Garrodigh’s legs and stopped. The soles of her boots dragged against the harsh stone floor.

Rania hopped onto one of Garrodigh’s knees, balancing with ease. She held a hand out to Cosmos, the saddle behind her. He kept his wings folded so it would be fully visible.

Rania chirped, “You can do it.”

“I know I can.”

Not that Cosmos’s feet moved. Not a single inch toward Garrodigh, who lay on his belly, as low to the ground as he could get. Centerhead was the sole head who was upright, watching over her. He wanted her to just get it over with so they could part and never see each other again.

The blond woman muttered something. Two syllables that were too harsh to understand.

Rania said, “You’re not going to get burned again. We’re safe.”

Cosmos said, “We are.”

What did that mean? Why did she sound so resentful?

One arm broke from her stiff posture, and fingers reached for Garrodigh’s scales. His wing was right there. She could grab hold and sling herself up. She had to have done it tens of thousands of times.

Centerhead slicked his snout. He could smell the sweat on her fingers. The sickly stink of nerves. It made him fidget with his bad leg, and instinctively he shut his eyes to focus. No, he was not going to relate to this wretched human struggling with her courage.

Cosmos pulled away, walking in a half circle through the shade—and just as quickly, turned on a heel and came marching up to Garrodigh again. The anger in her eyes was so obvious, radiating outward when it was clearly meant for herself.

“Cosmos?”

Cosmos ignored Rania’s question and grabbed for a wing. Centerhead held that wing steady for her, with two folds right there. The easiest grip in the world for her to take.

Cosmos’s hand slipped off him like she’d turned to ash, and she fell to a knee. She huffed for air as the heels of her hands went to her eyes. Again, she cursed in short words that were too harsh to make out.

Rania dropped from Garrodigh’s knee, coming to hug the woman’s shoulders. It was a protective gesture that Centerhead could barely comprehend.

Then he realized both women were in the shade, where it should have been sunny. Without meaning to, he’d unfolded a wing, blocking the light from seeing Cosmos’s shame. He spotted Upperhead smirking at him. Oh, damn it, what was he becoming?

Rania said, “You know that when Gáspár Kardoš comes back, he’s going to be proud of you.”

“Don’t tell me that,” said Cosmos, almost spitting. “You know Kardoš is dead.”

What? Centerhead jerked up so suddenly that he smacked into Upperhead, who was frozen in place. They talked about this great leader all the time. He was coming back to lead the fight against the FFR. He was the man everyone referred to when they did something they were proud of. If he was dead, why did everyone talk about waiting for him?

Centerhead pressed against Upperhead in silent apology, almost trying to share warmth against this news. It couldn’t be true. Beneath them, Bottomhead was staring up, as though asking them to confirm something none of them knew a thing about.

Rania’s voice got so small. “We don’t know that.”

“We’ll never find the body, and we’ll never find out who assassinated him. But you know he didn’t just disappear of his own accord. Otherwise, he’d be here. Fighting for us.”

Rubbing one of her eyes, Rania asked, “What are you really thinking right now?”

Cosmos said, “We’re safe. We’re safe.”

“What do you mean?”

“Verdy. Fedir. Segun. Karima.” One heel pulled away like it might punch into her own face. “Esme. None of them are safe. None of them will be again.”

“None of that’s your fault.”

“Then whose is it? They were following me!”

“You didn’t know what the FFR was planning.”

“I should have! I’ve never fallen for anything like that! I fell for it. And then I fell. They fell, too. They were burning in the air, and they probably still felt their bodies falling to earth. Because of me.”

Centerhead had never sounded like that, never shrilled through his deep pain. But he’d felt that voice inside himself. He could have been the strings of a violin, and Cosmos was playing him, pulling that music out of his heart. Her avoidance of getting on him wasn’t so different from his avoidance of jumping into the air to fly again.

If Rania hadn’t said something, he would have.

Rania said, “Because of the invaders. Because of the people who saw this city move into the sky and kept sending soldiers to conquer us anyway. This fight is not our fault.”

What a miracle that word was. It wasn’t our fault. Any self-doubt Centerhead felt melted when it was extended to everyone who had to fight against this.

Cosmos’s fingers curled in Rania’s jacket for a moment, and her nose turned up. He wondered if her scowl was earnest or an ornament.

Rania asked, “Do you want to try today? Or do we do this tomorrow?”

Cosmos stood up, dusting off her green jacket, still wearing her scowl. She sized up Garrodigh’s flank and the wing that he curled down to offer to her.

Her head whipped to her left, to the door of the rehab room. They’d left it ajar. Only when she checked it did Centerhead hear the sounds of feet out there. They had a visitor. Bottomhead was already slithering around for a view of it, and Centerhead stuck himself higher up to see, too.

Those lanky features and that unique triangular cut of hair. It had to be Oleksiy, and there was no one with him, no underlings, and no dragon. This was a private mission.

What timing. He had to have the proper fight with Cosmos over the forged letter anyway. Or maybe he just wanted to finally have it out with Rania. What timing, to show up when they’d all have this ugly privacy.

“Let’s try.” Cosmos no longer looked at the doorway, eyes intent on Rania, both hands holding onto the taller woman’s jacket now. “Let’s ride together. Right now. While I have you to myself.”

The haste in her words, like she needed to make the demand before something else happened. Centerhead didn’t know what was going on here. But he knew something was.

Rania hopped up to her feet, her face brighter than the sunshine. “Of course!”

With both arms, she guided Cosmos closer to Garrodigh’s side, like she’d physically carry Cosmos aboard.

“There’s room for two on my saddle. We can start with a walk. Or do you want to fly?”

Centerhead cocked an ear at the doorway. Oleksiy had left.
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Chapter 41

BLANKETS OF ALL KINDS

Before the humans had even gone home for the night, Centerhead was attacking his back. That spot where the rear of the saddle had rested, where Cosmos’s backside had gotten too comfortable. He bit at his own scales and spines, letting his red-hot drool scorch the spot. He wanted not a single scent particle of that woman on him.

“She knew what she was doing,” he said. “She saw Oleksiy. She knows how important he is to Rania.”

Upperhead craned his head up to ensure the barn was vacant. It must have been, since he answered. “We don’t know that she saw him.”

“Oh, brave rider Charvátová, please come save me.” Cosmos had never sounded like that, but pretending to be high-pitched helped, somehow. “I’ve been throwing a tantrum about how I can’t ride dragons anymore, but the second it seems like someone else might get your attention, I need you like a safety blanket.”

Bottomhead asked, “Uhm? What’s a safety blanket?”

“Something flammable.” Centerhead whipped around to accuse the other heads. “You know what he was there for. You know what it would have meant to her.”

Upperhead rested against one wall of the salon, eyes lolling upward. “I don’t know for sure what he wanted. It could have been exploring his hurt with Rania, but it just as easily could have been a routine check-in with the Second Knight. It could have been confrontation with either of them. We don’t know. If it mattered, he should have barged in. Humans interrupt each other all the time.”

Centerhead couldn’t believe this nonsense. “Not when their emotions fill up their brains. They freeze. All Rania does around him is freeze. The man saw the two of them as a possible couple, and he froze.”

“If he cared so much, then he should have barged in.”

Bottomhead sniffed at Upperhead, his lower jaw jutting out. “Yurk. You don’t barge much.”

“I am impeded by the demands of socialization. I confess it,” Upperhead said, sticking his nose in the air a little too much like Cosmos had done earlier. “Haven’t you thought that’s how Cosmos felt? That’s why Rania was giving her so much energy? She’s in her own strife. It confuses the spirit.”

Centerhead was ready to spit flames with his next argument. Didn’t Rania have enough strife? Wouldn’t they all be safer if she worked out whatever libidinous idiocy she had for Oleksiy? Yes, he was sorry that Cosmos was carrying around some kind of guilt and insecurity over being the sole survivor of the white airship. But.

But. But. But.

Every time he complicated his anger in his mind, his eyes went through the bars of his salon door. He didn’t catch what he was interested in until the third or fourth time.

Across the hall was his familiar neighbor. The enormous bulk of Emerald Shadow, unilluminated, such that she cast no green radiance in the barn. Nevertheless, her size was an unmistakable shape in the darkness of night.

At some point, her glowing eyes had turned through the bars of her door. They were narrow, almost studious. She was listening to Garrodigh bickering with himself.

Looking into those eyes, all Centerhead could think about was the tension in his wings as Cosmos had confessed her unworthiness. That she was fighting with herself over the desire to return to her dragon. He knew how hard it was to wait for your rider.

He said, “Good evening.”

Below him, Bottomhead hummed happily. “Yurk. Good evening to you, too.”

“Not you,” he said, still looking at Emerald Shadow. “Look. I know this isn’t easy.”

Yes, she was looking at him. And at him in particular. His other heads picked up on it and wormed out of the way, leaving the socializing up to him.

Fine. He’d do it.

“I suppose no one else has told you. Your rider is alive. She’s up and mobile. She walks better than I do.”

The burning stare of a dragon so much larger than himself. He wondered how she fit inside her salon with such bulk. He wondered how they kept her in there, given how powerful she had to be. He suddenly imagined her pushing one paw on top of his head until all his thoughts became jelly.

“Perhaps you overheard me talking about riding lessons?” he asked, not for an answer. It was to make it apparent they both knew. “Don’t get jealous of her riding on me. She’s merely recovering her confidence. We’ll get her back to you. You will be reunited and will fly together again.”

Those glowing eyes climbed as Emerald Shadow rose up on her neck. By proportion to the rest of her, it was shorter than that of many dragons. With her size, she still was able to rise level to him, to stare a blazing stare across the hallway.

Then she flung a wing across the barred door, covering the bars from the inside. It was like a curtain of dark green scales, blocking his view of her salon.

Centerhead waited several moments for the wing to move. It didn’t. No one had ever turned themselves into home furnishing in order to tell him to go away before.

He asked, “Who knew dragons were so insecure?”

Bottomhead blinked. “Uhm? Everyone?”
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Chapter 42

THIS HAS TO BE INAPPROPRIATE

Centerhead spent the entire patrol wondering if Emerald Shadow was going to tear through the sky and kill him. He spent three hours circling the city with Rania and Cosmos on his back, making him a target for a jealous dragon who refused to simply say she missed her rider.

It wasn’t like he enjoyed carrying a second passenger. Cosmos pressed into Rania’s back, holding on far tighter than she had to. Just seeing them like that made him want to grow an extra layer of scales to insulate against any radiation from their presence.

Nobody murdered him during patrols, which was a relief. As he finished and swung home, he swooped low over the roof of the barn. At least a dozen people were clustered together outside, although none lingered at the entrance. They all stood behind the barn, peering up at him as he glided down and squeezing up against the wall as though to avoid detection. If they didn’t want him seeing them, then why were they bothering his salon?

Any confusion bled into disgust when Cosmos dismounted. Her legs weren’t shaking that badly. She knew where both her feet were. She was feigning insecurity so that Rania would basically carry her off of his back. As though he was difficult to dismount. He was a dragon. If he wanted her to get off him the hard way, she’d be good and bloody.

Then Upperhead reached after Cosmos, supporting her side as she dismounted. Centerhead was going to have words with his “human” self once they got some solitude.

“You did great up there,” said Rania, stepping clear to give Cosmos space. “You’re a natural. You might have a future in riding dragons.”

As soon as Cosmos could balance, her arms folded over her chest. Centerhead wondered if it was good exercise keeping them tensed like that so much of the time. She said, “Something still feels off.”

“Because you’re usually the rider conducting the dragon’s movements? You’re not used to being a passenger. Perhaps you’re ready to try flying yourself.”

Cosmos glanced sidelong at the reins, drooping slack from Centerhead’s neck. “Perhaps.”

Rania pointed behind herself, to the barn doors. They were a short walk, maybe thirty yards away. “I bet Emerald Shadow would love it if you stopped in.”

Cosmos walked in the direction of the barn doors, albeit only as far as brought her closer to Rania. “You’ve patrolled for hours and you still have energy to be reassuring.”

Rania put up two hands as though to defend herself from the compliment. “I’m trying to help. That’s all.”

“That’s one of the things about her that I see in you.”

“Who?”

Centerhead swore neither of them took a step, and yet Cosmos was closer than ever, her folded arms brushing Rania’s chest. “At first, I thought if I preoccupied myself with you, I wouldn’t think about her. I’d do anything to not think about Esme, just for one minute.”

Rania brows creased, eyes going moist. “I know this is thorny . . .”

“The more time I spend with you,” Cosmos said, “the more I think about her. About the parts I liked. The parts I miss. The arguments we won’t finish.”

Centerhead tried to pretend he wasn’t staring at them. Rania was like Esme? Esme, that backstabber? That schemer who’d taken a cheap lay with Rania, and then abandoned her the moment there was any need for help? Garrodigh was a dragon that despised humanity, and he was more supportive than Esme had ever been.

The explanation was obvious: Cosmos was delusional. The explosion had damaged her spongy human brain and left her in a state of amorous derangement. Most humans lived in various states of amorous derangement anyway. Being nearly blown to bits had simply elevated her questionable decision-making to another level.

Rania looked as befuddled as Centerhead felt, both hands going up as though to protect her from any further confessions.

Cosmos’s smile was too suggestive. “Even that gesture reminds me of her. She always said you were like her, but I couldn’t see it. I’m glad I got the chance to.”

Rania swallowed hard, and Centerhead stretched out on his neck. Was he supposed to intervene? What was happening here?

Then came the ghostly cry. That rolling peal of unnatural thunder, like the sky itself would ripple around the resentment. It wasn’t any dragon in the barn. There wasn’t anything that large in Winged City. He recognized it, like a block of ice had suddenly frozen solid in his bowels.

Bottomhead must’ve heard it first, because he shot up at the heavens. Centerhead followed with Upperhead beside him, all of them exploring the skies. This was the telltale growl when an airship would make the jolt into their space. It hadn’t been long enough after the FFR’s all-out assault. How did they even have another craft to send?

Rania was at his side immediately, a hand reaching for his tensing wings. “What is it? What do you hear?”

The sound was unmistakable. It had to be an attack.

But where was it? Garrodigh thrashed in a circle, all three heads spinning for sight of the airship. Everywhere was useless blue sky.

“It’s all right,” Rania said, stroking at his back. “I’m here.”

It should have been right on top of him. The airship could be sitting on his back, crushing the fire from his corpse. Instinctively, he put a wing around Rania, shielding her body with his. The woman squirmed, reaching for Cosmos, clearly as unable to hear the roar as any other human.

Were the FFR playing games? Trying to fool him with a sound that signified nothing?

Cosmos walked backward until she pressed up against his side, gesturing beyond the barn. “Was he there a moment ago?”

Centerhead turned his eyes down, out to the fields beyond the barn. There was a single man out in the vegetable crops, dusting himself off as though he’d slipped and fallen. No airship flew above from which he could’ve descended, nor were there soldiers all around him. He seemed unarmed besides a leather satchel bag and wore a knee-length black coat. Not the clothes any human ever wore to water or pick crops.

There were no roads near him, nor any trees to provide cover. Centerhead wondered where he’d come from while cocking his head to the heavens, wondering if he already knew the answer.

He walked through the field, picking his steps and frowning at the ground as though all the lettuce were threatening to trip him. He had tanned beige skin and a peculiar mustache, waxed straight on the left side and curled up like a pig’s tail on the right. Centerhead definitely didn’t recognize him.

He wore a badge with a familiar symbol. A black circle, crossed with a white sword pointed upward.

The man said, “I suppose this isn’t Kardoš Tower?”

“No,” Cosmos said. And then, “I don’t recognize you.”

“You wouldn’t,” said the man, brushing his satchel bag at the soil staining the bottoms of his trousers. “My name is Sergei Antipov. The FFR sent me. I’m here to accept your surrender.”
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Chapter 43

YOUR SURRENDER IS REQUESTED

A gaggle of humans swept the field for other FFR invaders. No invasion in the sky, nor another single enemy agent anyone could find on the ground. More than armored soldiers, Kardošan citizens volunteered wordlessly to scout. The befuddled looks on their faces told Centerhead everything they knew. If they discovered a fight, he’d hear about it.

He refused to go in the barn. Not while this unexplained intruder was here, on the same soil as Rania. Sergei Antipov’s boots and gloves were thick leather, and his coat went to his knees, all black with silver buckles instead of buttons. As he waited to be arrested or escorted, he tugged at the right end of his mustache, fussing to make sure it remained curled. Somehow, grooming was the FFR goon’s major concern.

No scuffs on his clothing. No wind burns on his face. There was no indication this man had climbed or flown into Winged City.

Nobody gave the order for additional patrols, but Centerhead saw them. Six dragons circled in three pairs, doing tight sweeps around the periphery. They were fishing for answers.

“There is a breed of goat that only lives in the Sabinov Mountains. Its milk makes the most exquisite cheese you’ve ever tasted. You cannot eat it without a tear coming to your eye. People have toiled to breed these goats elsewhere. It simply doesn’t work.” He shifted his satchel back from his right hand to his left. “We liberated the Sabinov Mountains into our federation seven years ago. We have all the cheese we want now.”

Cosmos said, “We’re well aware of what you did to Sabinov. I have neighbors who are refugees from your ‘freedom.’”

Antipov said, “Those are ungrateful—”

“Enough,” Cosmos said, with the precise caustic force Centerhead wanted to unleash. “You speak when you’re asked to. How did you get here?”

Antipov kept watching the soaring dragons, like they were novelty entertainment. “I’d sooner speak with Gáspár Kardoš. I don’t have time to repeat myself.”

Cosmos folded her arms over her chest and stared into his face as if she were reading a cheap book. As if she didn’t still have burn marks on the back of her head from war. “Gáspár Kardoš made me Second Knight. You speak to me or face my prejudice.”

The first person to show up wasn’t Skakulecova or Oleksiy. Centerhead hoped they’d send an executioner. Somehow, word got instead to that feckless Tomaz Mezzell, who came sprinting into the barnyard, his jacket unbuttoned, his hair a loose mess from his rush. Somehow, he’d beaten the entire city’s government to the scene.

He yelled at Rania and Cosmos, “Do not speak to that man!”

Antipov touched his mustache. “I assume you’re not Kardoš, either.”

“Tomaz Mezzell, servant of the Crown of Leonia.” Mezzell pointed at the man while looking at Rania. “You cannot trust him.”

Rania said, “It’s not about trust. We’re determining what happened. It’s under control.”

Cosmos added, “Which means you can leave now.”

Mezzell put his hands on the sides of his head. “Cosmos! Listen to me.”

“I wouldn’t listen to a word from Leonia,” said Antipov, looking at Mezzell as though he weren’t there. “They’re known backstabbers. They broke two treaties with us.”

“We rejected your bogus treaties, and you invaded us,” Mezzell shouted. “We are here to repel your kind from Kardoša.”

Antipov was not nearly so loud. “Leonia just wants to make you another colony.”

Rania shook her head slowly at all of this, although her eyes remained on Antipov. “You want to do the same thing. You’re not fooling anyone.”

“With your accent, I would think you’d know better.” Antipov sniffed in her direction. “The FFR does not have colonies. You and your dragons will be part of us. Part of a greater whole that is better than the world.”

The shudder that ran down Rania’s back made Centerhead step in. He brushed his side against her, and she leaned on him. He wondered how this Sergei Antipov tasted. If there would be any hint of cheese in his stomach as it crushed between Centerhead’s jaws. Bottomhead was already licking his teeth.

Mezzell approached Cosmos’s side, saying, “You have to get Kardoš and Skakulecova to side with us, or this is what you’re going to deal with. This is how they always talk before they slit your throat.”

Cosmos continued ignoring her uncle, eyes fixing on some feature or other of Antipov. “Your appeal would be more persuasive if you hadn’t attacked us for months.”

Antipov looked past them all as though he were already roaming along Kardoša’s towers. “I don’t see why you people are so resistant. Our streets are cleaner. Our money is more valuable. You don’t know how insulting it is that you would refuse to be a part of us. Many citizens of the FFR are coming to despise you, for spitting in our faces when we’ve worked so hard to offer you liberty.”

Even Cosmos and Mezzell blanched at that warped line of thinking. It made Centerhead’s mind go swampy, trying to imagine the stories these invaders told themselves. But he didn’t want to know about their stories.

“If you want to talk to us,” Rania said, “start with how you got here.”

Antipov glanced behind him, like a shred of evidence might be showing. “That is not your problem.”

Centerhead strained his neck and sniffed at the vegetable fields. They smelled of dirt and fiber. There was nothing out there, or the scouts would’ve found it. This man had come here by the nature of the ghostly cry. However it worked, they had to get it out of him.

Cosmos said, “The security of Kardoša is exactly our problem.”

“No,” said Antipov. “Either this place is about to become the newest republic in the FFR, and so you don’t need it explained, or your swift end is about to arrive the same way, in which case knowing wouldn’t help you. This isn’t about negotiations.”

Rania started, “Can’t you—”

Two words, and then both Mezzell and Cosmos were shouting over her. Centerhead took the moment to wrap his neck around Rania, drawing her attention away. She put both palms to his side, feigning calming him, walking them both away. They needed space from this mystery man.

Upperhead was actually the first to speak. “Do not trust that man.”

She laid a hand affectionately across Upperhead’s snout, as though, tense as she was, him speaking to her was still precious. “Don’t worry. I’ve never trusted anything less. I almost don’t believe he’s here.”

Centerhead rested close to her side so he could whisper while barely moving his mouth. “You didn’t hear it?”

Rania asked, “Hear what?”

“Before the other times when airships have appeared in the sky, there was a sound. You humans can’t hear it, can you? This deep growl in the world?”

Rania coiled a fist over her head, pondering down at it. “No. I would’ve heard it. Is an airship coming now?”

“I think dragons can hear it. Maybe other animals.” Centerhead swallowed. “All three of us heads heard it right before Sergei Antipov arrived.”

He could see her thoughts from where she looked. Her wonder at Antipov, and then her fear at the sky, like an airship might be hovering there. “But he didn’t come in one of them. It’s like he got here on his own.”

“Whatever they use to send the airships, they used it to send him.”

Hair lashed at her cheeks as she whipped around to ask Centerhead, “What is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“What’s stopping them from sending other people? Whole armies?”

“If they could do that, that man wouldn’t be here alone.”

Upperhead nudged in closer. “But it doesn’t mean they won’t find a way.”

All Centerhead knew was the telltale growl. A sound that shouldn’t obey people. What device or magic were they playing with? What weapon was being aimed at his home?

Six armed soldiers arrived, headed by Oleksiy with a hand on the rapier at his hip. He waded into the shouting match with Mezzell and Cosmos and Antipov. It wasn’t long before his entourage was escorting Antipov elsewhere. Probably off to Kardoš Tower.

Centerhead caught himself hoping Gáspár Kardoš would return soon, because his nation damned sure needed him.
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Chapter 44

A REAL DRAGON

He wasn’t the only one who’d heard the sound today. Half the salons in the barn were stirring, dragons walking in agitated circles or climbing to stare out their windows. The ghostly cry had rung out half an hour ago, and still many of them hadn’t settled. They knew a fight was afoot. But none of them knew where the fight was.

They’d been up in Winged City much longer than him. He’d never heard the roar down in the wilds of Kardoša. Was it only audible when you were high enough up? Or was it something so new that no dragon had yet figured it out? Clever of the FFR to make it a sound humans couldn’t hear—if the FFR even knew it made a sound. Humans were an aggressively inquisitive species. If Rania had heard it, she’d chase every lead until she figured it out.

“You all heard it?” he asked out into the hall. “Does anyone know what it is?”

Some crunching of coins as dragons fussed in their cells. Sheer agitation, but still they all remained silent. What he wouldn’t give for a minute of gossip right now. These dragons had to communicate with each other at some point, didn’t they? If not now, then when?

Across the hall, Emerald Shadow dwarfed her salon, facing up at her window as though hungering for the moon itself. Iron creaked as her two tails coiled around the bars of her cell door in a loose grip. Smoke trailed up from her nostrils. Was she aware of something?

“Hey,” Centerhead called to her. “Did you see this Sergei Antipov person arrive? Was that sound from whatever delivered him?”

He didn’t need her to answer him, because she was as clueless as himself. Except he did need her to answer him, or some dragon to answer him, because none of them ever talked. In all the oddities of this place, none were as insulting as these dragons pretending they didn’t understand language.

Getting riled up would have been easy. But he saw the way her green tails coiled around the bars, much gentler than they had to, like she was imagining holding onto a human’s hand. The intensity of her gaze out the window was too fervent. Too attached to something that wasn’t there.

“Your rider is trying,” he said. “But she’s progressing too slowly. Kardoša needs its Second Knight back in the skies, on her own dragon. She needs you. And we all need the two of you back together.”

There went a green wing, fanning out to block the bars on her door. No more view into her salon for him.

Bottomhead said, “Uhm. I don’t think she likes us.”

Upperhead blew out thin smoke. “We all process things in our own ways. Best to give her space.”

“No.” Centerhead tuned them out, nosing lower along his door. He licked between the doors, feeling for the latch. “Emerald Shadow? Your rider is getting too attached too quickly to mine. She’s being weird. I can get you out of your salon. But she needs you as much as you need her.”

He had more rhetorical salvos, but those were lost to his tongue fumbling to unbar his door. With a grunt, Upperhead pushed in beside him. Centerhead had to relent, letting the more skilled head lick the door open.

As he pushed the door ajar, Upperhead warned him, “Be gentle.”

Gentle? He was tons of burning matter and wings stronger than tornadoes. Nobody knew gentleness like he did.

He crawled out of his salon, giving her door one prod with his snout. “You know, I can listen. What frightens you into silence? You don’t have to carry this burden alone.”

A halo of smoke rose up above her wing-turned-curtain, black and acrid.

Well, he had her attention. There was no way she didn’t understand him.

“Most of the time, the humans are terrible at speaking. Some of the time, though? They just listen to each other. It heals things you can’t on your own. Let me listen for you.”

Quiet drew over them all like a second dusk as feet ceased to shuffle and panicked dragons paused in their salons. So many glowing eyes watched him through the gloom. So many listeners. It made his throat drier than usual, and he coughed up fire every morning.

“You’re afraid you’ve lost your connection with your rider. That she no longer wants you. I tell you, she cares and is struggling. You two must reunite. It begins with you telling me what you need.”

This close to the bars of her door, this close to the stretched membrane of her wing, its tremor was overwhelming. A sheet of scale and tissue that didn’t know what to do with itself. This, he recognized, was the insecurity of giants.

So he tried one more time. As soft as he could make his voice, he offered, “How can I help?”

“Shut up!”

It was a two-syllable thunderstrike, tearing through the still barn air so hard that the darkness shimmered with her heat. Had he actually done it? He’d gotten through to her? He’d been begging her to speak for weeks, but words coming out of her maw felt impossible. Especially those words. That seething tone, scalding his ears just from hearing it, as though she’d only gained the power of speech through her irritation at him.

Centerhead stared blankly at her, trying to process the first words any tamed dragon had ever spoken to him.

Her wing whirled around with a gust that showered golden coins upward, so many metal strikes against the ceiling. Treasure rained down and pelted Garrodigh’s faces, making Bottomhead whine and duck to hide between their legs. Centerhead and Upperhead backed away together, clueless of what to say, just in time for Emerald Shadow’s salon door to swing outward. Centerhead hadn’t even seen her unbar the door. She was a roiling hulk of wings and claws stomping outside, one foot kicking at the coils of his neck.

“For one night. For one fucking night, shut up!”

The words rang in his ears, loud beyond comprehension. He was so stunned that he nearly forgot how language worked himself. This was really happening. A tamed dragon was making contact.

He asked, “You’re talking? You can talk to me?”

He’d known it all along, but her breaking her silence to swear at him and explode out of her quarters stunned him. It destroyed the gap between wordlessness and articulate rage.

“Of course, you nockhole,” Emerald Shadow said, flame flashing across her tongue. “We just have better things to do than talk all the time. Who enjoys talking?”

It wasn’t his choice to return his salon. Emerald Shadow put all of her weight into him, through that one leg, and with her girth she forced him backward. His claws dug into the ground to no avail, peeling up grooves of earth as she shoved him. His haunches struck the rear wall as he squirmed, each head weaving around to avoid her blazing wrath.

Centerhead barely got out the words, “I’m trying to help you.”

“Nobody wants your help,” Emerald Shadow bellowed, her words so reckless that pale green flame burst past her teeth with every syllable. “Stay in your room and shut up and quit being weird to me.”

“Weird? How is it weird to care that you’re miserable?”

“I’m not miserable except when you talk all night. We have it great here,” she said, swinging a wing to her left, as though every dragon in that row of salons agreed with her. “We tamed the stupid humans. Everyone loves it here except for you.”

Upperhead kept looking between her and Centerhead, like this was his new delusion. As though he’d snap out of a trance any moment and realize a joke was going on. He asked, “You . . . tamed the humans?”

“They feed us whenever we want, let us fight as much as we want, and slumber the rest of the time. We trained them to dote on us. We get what we want without having to bother talking. Language was a mistake. We want meals, battle, and our lairs. Not words.” She raised her foot as though prepared to stomp both Centerhead and Upperhead into paste if they disagreed. “That is what a dragon wants. What every dragon wants.”

Centerhead regarded the long line of salon doors as though for the first time. Each held a dragon behind it, all snoozing away, ignoring this ruckus. An entire barn of dragons that hadn’t spared him a word in his entire time here.

He asked her, “Everyone here can speak?”

“Dragons invented language! That’s why we know it’s terrible and exhausting. Nobody wants it. We let the humans do all the speaking because they’re broken little dolts.”

It was all too much. Centerhead blurted out, “If you can talk, you can help. This war is going to kill all of us unless you—”

She interrupted, “Everyone dies! A dragon doesn’t care about death.” That foot came down, but not to stomp him. She shoved him away, further into his salon, like she was going to smash him through the wall. “You’re not even a real dragon.”

“What? I’m probably older than you.”

“You argue. You pine after your riders. You care about their romances and their dates and their fates. You actually talk to them. All that, and you still don’t know? You know why none of us want anything to do with you? You act too human.”

Now wait. That was too far. He was fire and scales. He was a terror of the skies. He’d saved so many lives in his short stint here and stood against two different armies. How he’d longed to commune with another dragon, only to have one rant at him like this. Centerhead tried to rise up, to spit fire back into her face and see how she liked it.

“I am not human! It’s that head that thinks he’s human.”

He gestured to Upperhead, who wasn’t providing much support. The head’s eyes were blank saucers, as spellbound and overwhelmed by this display as any time he was around humans. His jaw kept working like he was trying to remember how to speak.

“I . . . we . . .” Upperhead’s nostrils flared, and he nodded feverishly at Centerhead. “You were ignoring us? Even him? Centerhead has been trying to help you this whole time. You could show some gratitude.”

Emerald Shadow growled right into Upperhead’s face. “Both of you. You smell like humans, and bellyache like them, and you want human things. You’re all too human.” She withdrew the claw, pointing it downward, between Garrodigh’s forelegs. “Except that one. He’s kind of dragon-y.”

Down between his legs, Bottomhead was still cowering, his muzzle against the floor. His burning eyes barely rose to meet any of them as he was exposed, and he shrank further under their shared belly from the attention.

“Uhm? Thanks?”

Then Emerald Shadow was a hurricane again, whirling and thrashing across the hall. She whacked her door with her tails and clapped it shut, the bar sliding right into place to lock itself on perfectly timed momentum. As though she’d escaped her salon a million times.

Or worse, Centerhead thought: as though she could have escaped a million times and had never wanted to. Because she was a real dragon.

That phrase she’d used kept rattling around in his head. “You’re not even a real dragon.” It was several moments before Centerhead realized he was still pinned up against his wall, as though Emerald Shadow were still holding him there. He was pinning himself. He spent hours there, impaled on his own doubts.

Humans, with their frailty. Their backstabbing. Their constant lies to themselves about what mattered to them, when anybody could see what really did. He wasn’t like that, was he? How could this entire barn of dragons reject him, when he was clearly a terror? Reject him just as easily as every dragon in the wilds had done?

He was the one who defined what a dragon was. He was a real dragon.

Wasn’t he?
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Chapter 45

ABOUT YOUR SPIKES

He was a real dragon, damn it. These local tamed dragons were the frauds, so many generations severed from life in the wilds. Did it matter that the wild dragons also hated him? No, because they were nockholes. He did not have to suffer the opinions of any dragons, not when he was a true survivor, a winged terror, and the last independent soul in the world. He didn’t need anyone’s validation. Like a true dragon, he cared for no one but himself.

Centerhead told himself all of those things as he awaited his rider at the door to his salon. Not that he was excited to see her. She was merely a means for him to be fed and cleaned. She was a tool, a minor mammal who was subservient to the needs of a dragon like himself.

Upon her approach, he half-bowed, refusing Upperhead and Bottomhead’s attempts at more generous posture. He lifted Rania up stiffly, starting to exit his salon before she was properly mounted. They had work to do, to keep this place safe from invaders. He didn’t have time for her dawdling.

He kept his chin up, eyes stern on the path ahead of them, leading them beyond the barn. He was emotionless and controlled. That anyone would accuse him of being humanlike was absurd. His steps were firm, claws raking the earth, and his wings were tucked tight to his back. If anything, he possessed too much noble serenity. He was peculiar in how intensely dragonlike he was.

“What’s wrong?” Rania asked, climbing past the saddle and reaching for his neck. “Are you feeling sick?”

“I don’t get sick. I’m a dragon.”

What was she even on about? He glanced behind him and found both Upperhead and Bottomhead extending as far from him as their necks would take them, like they were worried to share a body with him. So, they’d given him away. Their weakness wasn’t his fault.

Rania held out a charred wad of meat on her palm. It smelled like it was burned into charcoal. That delectable aroma made him wince.

She said, “Your aura is all spiky.”

“No. There are no spikes.”

Auras didn’t exist. So why was he nervous that his looked spiky?

Rania stuck the handful of crispy fried meat under his nose. “Come on. Eat up.”

He would not “eat up.” He was the last of a dying breed of noble beasts. A noble beast who couldn’t look that pesky human in the eye, but nevertheless, refused to debase himself.

Upperhead said, “He’s covering for me.”

His voice was flat, especially for something he never used out in public. It hit Centerhead right in the nape of the neck, under the shield crest at the rear of his head. It could’ve been a four-word sledgehammer.

Rania twisted to face Upperhead, her brows creasing. “Covering?”

Upperhead said, “You may be surprised, but all of us heads struggle with doubts. Some days are harder than others.”

Clearly, he was talkative today. Upperhead was still new to speaking in front of Rania, and there was a wariness in his eyes. Connecting with her was a challenge for a head that was still sorting out his own identity. So why put all this effort in? All to butt in here?

Rania said, “You’re a living, fire-breathing miracle. What do you have to doubt?”

Upperhead sucked at his teeth, and Centerhead found himself doing the same, pulling every bit of burning saliva off his gums until they were bare and chill. He found that the other head was looking beyond Rania, straight to him, like they had some vital connection here that he was protecting. What was that fool up to?

Upperhead pushed in close to Rania’s side, letting her caress his temple as he spoke. “You could say the doubts come from everywhere. Whether it was being shot down and losing a head long ago. Or the injuries, and the vulnerability of trying to learn to fly again, making me feel like less of myself. These nagging pains that I’m just supposed to get used to having for the rest of my life whenever I do anything.”

Garrodigh’s left wing extended, fanning out three sections of membrane. It did hurt; it always hurt. Centerhead had to grit his teeth against the feeling, a feeling he usually shut out and refused to acknowledge. The pain of doing what was once painless.

And then a second pain. The pain of realizing that Upperhead wasn’t extending their wing. Centerhead was doing it himself, unable to avoid physically mulling over what his fellow head was confessing.

Upperhead said, “It all makes me feel less like myself. Like I’m not even a dragon.”

Centerhead had so many questions he wanted to ask. Was that where Upperhead’s delusions came from? A narrative of humanity to hide under, because of all the indecency they’d suffered together?

Rania dabbed moisture from her eyes. “I had no idea you were carrying such weight.”

“You couldn’t have known. Not when we couldn’t bring ourselves to talk about it.” Then Upperhead was looking at Centerhead again, straight into his face. “But carrying a burden can make it hard. It’s easy to get overwhelmed. Relying on each other makes it bearable.”

Centerhead had to fight to breathe quietly. Pretending nothing bothered him would probably have Emerald Shadow thinking he was acting even more foolish than before. And who cared what she thought? A real dragon was looking out for him right now. And that real dragon was another part of himself.

Was he getting fonder of his other selves? Damn, next he’d be taking life tips from Bottomhead.

“Look,” Rania said, reaching like she wanted to grab all three heads at once. “You are three dragons, and one dragon, and more dragon than Olek and I ever dreamed we’d see in person. All of you are amazing. If he could, Olek would . . . well, he’d . . .”

Emotions were waging a war for her voice. At first, Centerhead thought that was why she trailed off, unable to give him validation because she was choking on ideas of her estranged lover. A thing Centerhead found himself caring about without thinking. No matter how dragonlike or undragonlike that made him, he cared enough to nuzzle at her side.

Bottomhead was pushing away from them, like the distractable creature he was. He’d spent the entire conversation chewing on treats and sniffing along the ground, as though tracking all the other dragons who had marched here before him. Except now his sniffing was more pointed, directed at an outcropping of fir trees. He stretched toward them, and Rania scrutinized in the same direction.

Rania squinted between the branches, then called out, “Cosmos?”

Out came that unmistakable woman, arms folded over her chest, lips mashed together like nothing in this world met her approval. “You talk a lot to your dragon.”

Rania dared reach out and rub Centerhead’s shield fringe. “It keeps him happy. I love a happy dragon.”

“Still. You do their voices?”

Centerhead and Upperhead pushed against each other, hiding their wide eyes. It was lucky Bottomhead was out there, sniffing at the second rider like she had food on her. He was a life-saving distraction.

Rania was suddenly fussing with a perfectly good button on her jacket. “It’s . . . fun to do. To imagine what they’d sound like. You never do that with your dragon?”

“Not once.”

“I guess it is a little unusual.”

Without asking permission, nor with a single head assisting her, Cosmos boarded Garrodigh. It was two quick steps, without even having to unfold her arms. She scarcely looked at any of Garrodigh’s heads, either, moving with her downcast pout until she was sitting behind Rania.

Centerhead just barely heard Cosmos say, “Esme did the dragon voices, too.”

“Come here.” Rania stole one of Cosmos’s folded arms, tucking it under her armpit like all of Cosmos’s pain was today’s mail for her. Cosmos frowned deeper as she forfeited her arm, leaning against the taller woman’s back.

Centerhead did not get it. Cosmos was as edible as ever. Perhaps more so, given she’d eavesdropped and possibly learned the secret of his ability to speak.

Any resentment against her turned to a chill burn when he realized that he was coiling up beneath Upperhead. That snooty head had gone wide-eyed again, right back to his typical overwhelm at seeing people chat and cuddle and socialize. Upperhead’s neck was too slack to hold himself up, and so without thinking, Centerhead had ducked down to help him.

Watching Rania hold the other woman’s arm, he growled to himself. This was not the same. He was a heartless dragon who deserved only reverence and fear.

Cosmos said, “Is all you do work and sleep?”

“I wouldn’t put it that way,” Rania said, loosening her grip on that arm. “I’m part of something. All day. Every day. And you are, too.”

He didn’t approve of how Cosmos’s nose got closer to Rania’s neck. It was a trick, somehow angling so that she didn’t draw any other part of herself closer. That had to be the excuse, to avoid being called out.

“Esme volunteered too many of her hours away, too.”

Rania was as innocent as a doe turning to look an arrow in the face, as she tilted her head to look at Cosmos. “Are you talking to anyone else about these feelings about Esme? Because I can tell you’re still carrying her spirit around on your back every minute.”

“It’s not her,” said Cosmos. “It’s how you show care. How you refuse to let either of us break down or give in.”

Centerhead needed to get in between the two of them. To get Rania some personal space so she could figure out how to tell this woman to stop being so weird. But how?

Thoughts dried up as Cosmos inched further forward so that the tip of her nose touched Rania’s. “What are you doing tonight?”

“I . . .” It was as measured as a single syllable could be. Rania’s eyes went in every direction. Centerhead pushed in, like he’d nip the back of her neck and carry her away like a baby animal. That was the only way out. Throw a tantrum. Be an ungovernable dragon to drive away bad suitors. He couldn’t let her do this to herself.

Rania put a hand in his face, keeping him at bay. Didn’t she know what was happening here?

“If neither of us patrol at that time, we should enjoy each other’s company. While we have the time. While we have each other.”

Cosmos’s nose tipped up abruptly, like it had been hiding her mouth this entire time. A ruse in the nostril swordplay, getting herself close enough to kiss Rania. Rania was frozen in place, rigid as a corpse, not an ear twitching to avoid her.

She held her ground. Just as Cosmos leaned in for the kiss, Rania put her hand in the way, so Cosmos’s lips got a taste of sweaty palm. From her expression, she didn’t enjoy the flavor.

All three of Garrodigh’s heads could’ve cheered for her.

Rania peeped over the side of her hand like it was the only thing giving her privacy from the entire world. She said, “I can’t let you do this to yourself.”

Cosmos wasn’t deterred by a few fingers. “It’s something I want to do to you.”

“No, it isn’t,” Rania said, rotten-orange hair swinging with the shake of her head, striking against Cosmos’s cheeks. “It feels like it, maybe. But you don’t understand what you’re doing. Here. Look at me.”

“I am looking at you.”

“Not like that.” Rania poked out her forefinger like a weapon, using it to usher Cosmos’s chin a few inches back. “I’ve had my life destroyed before, all right? I know what it is to chase after things to fill the emptiness. What you survived was immense. And now you think because I’m a caring shoulder, that I could be more than that.”

Centerhead couldn’t believe it. She’d averted the crisis, and without him having to devour anyone. He didn’t give Rania enough credit. In his relief, he exhaled a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding—a breath of raw fire, which only narrowly avoided scalding both women.

Cosmos kept her gaze fixed on Rania. “You are more than that. Treating you like less was my mistake.”

“I’m not going to let you get even more attached to me. We would be disastrous for each other.”

Cosmos rose up sharply. “You . . . you’re turning me down? Me? You sleep with everyone.”

Rania’s voice was like a door slamming shut. “I do not.”

“There are rumors you even sleep with people while on top of your dragon.”

“What? No!” Rania almost spat out her words. “A dragon is not a sex toy. Not even a bad dragon.”

No, that definitely wasn’t true. Centerhead exchanged looks with both Bottomhead and Upperhead, as though inquiring which of them would’ve eaten Rania if she’d tried that. From their faces, both other heads seemed to think it would have been him.

Cosmos said, “You slept with Zayd, and Esme, and I’ve heard plenty more.”

“I have fun with people because we all know it’s just fun. It’s not the same as this, and you know it isn’t.”

“I am not so . . . transactional.”

Rania said, “And I do not sleep with everyone.”

Parts of Cosmos’s upper lip twitched like strings on a piano, half-thought words. She was fighting with something inside her head. Her skin flushed all the way to her blond hairline, and she huffed out through her nose.

“You’re right,” she said. “I was wrong to say that. I am sorry.”

Rania held up her forefinger, still wielding it like a blade. She put it under Cosmos’s chin, forcing her to look up into her eyes.

“I saved you falling from the sky. I was the one who came to your hospital room. I’ve been getting you back on your feet. I’d be attached to me, too. But I can’t let you build this into something we’re both going to hate. I could never keep up with what you do, and what you want. You should be dating royalty and myths. You want a First Knight’s life. You want Skakulecova’s life. And I want that for you, but not with me.”

All those politics. Moving from a rider to a ruler? Ambition to run the entire country? Centerhead hadn’t followed any of it. He’d have to ask the other heads if they understood.

“You really are something.” Cosmos rubbed a knuckle into one corner of her mouth. “No wonder Esme was unhinged about you.”

Now it was Rania’s turn to sit up higher. “What do you mean? We only slept together once the whole time I knew her, and she ditched on me halfway through that.”

“I gave her the idea to forge that letter. The fake one from Olek. We were tipsy and on edge from patrols, I was pissed at you, and she said it would be funny. I agreed with her. Without thinking about it, I egged her on. The next thing I knew, Esme was at her desk with the ink. I should have stopped her, Rania.”

Rania looked down at her hand, fingers curling like petals wilting off a flower. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying I remember the night you screwed behind the barn, because she ran straight to my room, brain on fire, because she saw too much of herself in you. She was afraid of getting close to someone she found familiar. She ate herself up wanting to be with you. And when she saw a chance to get you mad at Olek, she jumped on it. Made sure you two stayed separated. But then she didn’t have the courage to move in on you after. It was all ridiculous. I should have put my foot down.”

Rania rubbed at her fingers like she was trying to clean something invisible from them. Centerhead didn’t blame her for having nothing to say. Esme was gone. There was no person to blame, or fight, or make amends with, no matter how outrageous this was.

Cosmos said, “I didn’t stop it, because I thought it was funny. I let it happen. And now she’s too dead to apologize herself, or to confess like she wanted to. Now I have to apologize for us both. You deserved better. I’m a fool for not seeing it sooner. Esme was ruined with guilt. It took me too long to see why. I’m sorry, Rania.”

At some point Rania’s nose had started running, and she wiped at it. Emotion was leaking down her face. Nobody in Kardoša was more obvious to read.

Cosmos hopped up, landing in an effortless standing position on Garrodigh’s back. It let her glower down at Rania and the heads.

“Look, you stupid beanpole,” Cosmos said, arms returning to their proper fold across her sternum. “If we’re not going to be together? If you’re turning me down? Then you go find Oleksiy’s dumb ass today. Don’t wait for the next invasion. The next tragedy. The next excuse. Reach for what you want before it’s too late.”

Nose still leaking all over her lips and tears pooling to join it, Rania put both her hands into her lap. “It’s not that simple.”

“I am your superior officer, and I am ordering you to go confess your feelings to Oleksiy Vázsonyi and fuck his legs off. Disappoint me, and I will court you and make your life hell. Now go.”

She hopped off Garrodigh’s back, giving Centerhead a glare like she was threatening him into flying off that very second. Almost like she’d speak to him. She didn’t know, did she?

The reins grew tighter, pulling his head to look straight forward on the road. He obeyed without thinking and was moving into a walk before he glanced at Rania. Up in the saddle, near the root of Garrodigh’s three necks, she sat up and gazed into the city.




[image: ]

Chapter 46

MAKING BETTER MISTAKES

Garrodigh scampered across the roads for the high towers and the apartment blocks, weaving around carriages and vaulting over slow pedestrians, his tails flinging in the air. One head or another was always eager to poke through open windows, snorting for Oleksiy’s scent and looking for the man of the hour. Any shrieks of surprise Garrodigh earned only helped the cause. If he made a scene, then Oleksiy would be more likely to show up and save the day.

It was the first time he’d really felt the reins. Rania’s usually subtle hand was rough now, so conflicted over where to go or whether to give up and return home. As he turned down a major thoroughfare for the heart of Winged City, the reins pulled at his jaws again.

“Am I making a mistake?”

Oh, that was why she was trying to slow him down. One hand on his reins, the other over her mouth, teeth chewing at her thumbnail.

He made the moral decision to run faster. All three heads silently agreed on this mission, working their shared limbs in harmony, darting around the streets, low to the cobbles, and then high above the lampposts, casting blazing eyes and wise noses in all directions. They breathed deeply of the scents of the city. Garrodigh just needed one whiff of Oleksiy Vázsonyi’s cologne.

Rania stood up on his back, balancing herself with the taut reins, clearly looking out while keeping a hand near her face as though to hide from her quarry. “He’s so busy, isn’t he? Negotiating with Mezzell and Antipov, doing two aerial patrols per day while balancing whatever Skakulecova is scheming. Is this the right time to do this to him?”

Her questions were cloyingly rhetorical. The biggest mistake she could make today was holding off this confrontation even further. No, his human was going to ask Oleksiy to a private and candlelit affair, and he would accept, and they would rub meat together until they lived stupidly ever after.

Or they would explode in a weepy fight. Maybe this would end things and cauterize their old wounds. Going their separate ways without questions in their hearts was better than stewing. Better than waiting for the war to steal their opportunities from them.

So Garrodigh wove around towers that reeked of cheek rouge and wigs that Oleksiy never wore, and toward any street that had the sulfurous reek of dragons. One major road was so clogged, he could scarcely wade through it, because so many people were pushing floats or carrying curtains and lace decorations. Centerhead had to pass two people carrying racks of flower-festooned masks for some party. This was how their nervous energy poured out of them. Every creature needed an outlet.

“Hold on,” Rania said, more ornery this time. “You’ll kill someone.”

He wasn’t going to kill anybody. He was lighter on his feet than any mammal ever born. His gait was immaculate, deftly bounding between all the humans with their carpentry tools and oaken wagons.

“Garrodigh! Look out!”

He saw the butcher’s cart coming, dripping red juices beneath its wheels, its bottom sagging from the weight of the fragrant steaks it had to deliver. Even when he’d been half dead and limping around on three legs, he could’ve dodged that. But fine. Fine. Centerhead pulled to their right, going down the next vacant street available. No one to kill here. Now Rania could rest easy and focus on—

That’s when he hit someone. In the midst of his sharp turn, Centerhead dipped too low. He was at exactly the right height to headbutt the oncoming pedestrian square in the chest, and if he hadn’t pulled his neck back at the last instant, it would’ve been far worse. Did he get any credit for that? No. All he heard was . . .

“Olek?”

Bottomhead and Upperhead shot past him, reaching for to the curb to rescue the man. There was Oleksiy’s angular face, his black hair askew, his triangular hair part wider than usual so that both his eyes were visible. They were understandably befuddled. He clutched one of Bottomhead’s horns as he righted himself, his doltish smile suggesting he didn’t know what was going on. Bottomhead promptly hoisted him up, as though to gift him to Rania.

Down came Rania, boots bounding along Garrodigh’s necks. She dropped down to straddle Centerhead, grabbing at Oleksiy’s lapels. “Are you hurt?”

“What? Is that you, Rainy?”

“Mister Slithers was in such a hurry, he didn’t see you.”

“Did I just survive being trampled by a dragon?”

Preposterous. At worst, he had been lightly grazed. If Centerhead wanted to trample someone, they’d know it when they woke up in the afterlife.

Rania kept patting Oleksiy with the middles of her palms, at his forehead and his shoulders, as though blunt contact would best treat his wounds. She would not stop touching him—until she stopped touching him so abruptly that it was twice as awkward as before. Her hands burrowed in her lap, and she scooted several feet away, up along Centerhead’s neck.

“I . . . I’m so sorry.”

“You two were in a hurry?” Oleksiy asked, looking between Garrodigh and Rania, sense starting to blink its way into his eyes. “What’s wrong? What are you after?”

“It’s nothing!” she blurted, giving away everything. “I, look, it’s not what you think.”

Oleksiy plainly didn’t have time to “think” about what this moment meant yet. Centerhead gritted his teeth, wanting to just speak for her. At least Oleksiy wasn’t too thrown by her stammering, actually approaching, one hand caressing the side of Centerhead’s jaws.

“Please,” Oleksiy said, eyes furtive, “tell me you didn’t get another letter.”

One of the other heads snorted, and Centerhead could have snapped at them. Yes, it was a funny thing to say, but they needed to shut up and not ruin this. He lowered his snout to the curb, rolling his neck until Rania was forced to drop off of him and land on her feet. To stand in front of the man she couldn’t stop thinking about. To say something already.

“It’s not a letter,” Rania muttered at the road, which was not the party that needed to hear it.

Centerhead nudged her hips. He would sandwich the two humans against a wall if they didn’t court each other properly.

“It’s . . . it’s everything. I need to talk to you like a whale needs to come up for air.”

“Yeah, of course, we can find time for . . . for that.” Oleksiy gave the thinnest, least committal smile. The heels of his shoes grated against the ground as he started to back up, pink tinging the rims of his ears. The nearest traffic was an ox licking a puddle fifty yards away. He had a clear path to escape down.

Not today, though. Bottomhead stretched out on his neck, wrapping around behind the man like a natural barrier. Centerhead gave his fellow head an approving snort. He was sleeping on any gold coin he liked tonight.

Rania cried, “Mister Slithers!”

That only made Upperhead and Centerhead coil in tighter. They raised their wings, then folded them, forming a living tent over the pair of humans. Not a soul could see in through the red membranes. Rania and Oleksiy could have privacy. They could not have another delay.

Oleksiy raised his elbows enough to prop them against Centerhead’s neck, his eyes on the tips of his shoes, his smile too rueful for one lifetime. His voice sounded deeper in the tight confines of the serpentine bodies surrounding them. “Reminds me of that closet we hid in that Saints Weekend. They didn’t find us for two days.”

“Stop,” Rania said like she hated that she was saying it. “Don’t make me even more embarrassed. I’m dying of it already.”

“Is this about the letter again, or about my helping you get your dragon?”

Rania’s foot came down too sharply, like she’d forgotten she had a foot and dropped it. “Wait. What about my dragon?”

Oleksiy pushed out his bottom lip and glanced at Centerhead. “I knew you’d figure it out eventually. You’re welcome.”

“No, wait,” Rania said, so upset that she nodded rather than shook her head. It was a brilliant failure of composure. “You’re the one who tipped me off about Mister Slithers?”

Oleksiy chewed on nothing for a moment. “I found him and found out he didn’t have an owner. He needed somebody who would love him until he could stand up again. I knew who to call. You were born wanting to ride.”

Upperhead hummed, too much pleasure crossing his features. Had he known that all along? Centerhead had never put it together. Why didn’t anyone tell him anything?

Rania said, “You didn’t come ask me. How did you do it? I only heard some people in the post office gossiping.”

“I told them so they’d talk about it in front of you. I knew word would get to you, and that you’d be there faster than light gets on dawn. You worked your whole life for this.”

Rania’s complexion went pink as a blister. She’d never looked more edible. “Why didn’t you tell me, then? Why didn’t you invite me to be a rider yourself?”

“Because why would you listen to me? You hated me for years until you got that letter.”

“I could never hate you.”

Oleksiy pushed himself up from his elbows, peering like he would climb into Rania’s eyes so he could see what she saw. “Every single time I so much as walked into the same room as you, you stuck your nose up in the air and got furious. Everybody has a story about how angelic you are to them. You couldn’t make it more obvious that I am a problem. So I stay out of your way.”

Rania yanked the scarf off of her own head, wrenching it in front of her in both hands. She strangled that poor fabric, all while staring into the man’s face. “That’s not what happened.”

This time Centerhead hummed. No, that was exactly what happened. He’d seen it happen multiple times.

Rania went on, “That’s not how it is. You weren’t there when I arrived in Kardoša. Your letter—the original one with the ferry ticket—promised you’d be there for me.”

Oleksiy flinched to his left, like his personal calendar might be waiting in the street. “Because I was fighting FFR warships. I didn’t know I’d be at sea for weeks. I didn’t even know you’d arrived until days after I got home, and then, you wouldn’t even say ‘hello’ to me.”

“No. Over and over I would try to see you, and you’d be too busy. Too encumbered by duty. I couldn’t find a minute when you were free.”

Oleksiy put a hand against his temple. “Hang on. When did you look for me?”

“When didn’t I? When I was moving into the apartments and didn’t know anybody else. At dinners when there was no space open around you. I volunteered at the barn and fed Nightshade Darling all the time.”

The hand on Oleksiy’s temple gradually climbed up, like he wanted to stuff his entire head inside his jacket. “There was one night where I got the nerve up to go find you and talk to you. I skipped feeding my dragon just to look for you. If you’re telling me that you were in the barn feeding her while I was . . .”

A whimper of fabric as Rania’s scarf tore straight down the middle, turning into two rags. She mashed them together in front of her. “You were looking for me?”

All three dragon heads looked at each other, deathly flat. Could human beings miscommunicate their feelings and mess everything up for themselves? Wasn’t it clear by now that humans were always wrong about everything? That anytime they were sure of something, that should be proof they were wrong and should do the opposite thing? People never talked about their feelings unless a dragon literally forced them to. They should thank the heavens that dragons existed. Otherwise, otherwise no one alive would ever be right.

Oleksiy was clearly working over what to say next, but Rania jumped in. “You are why I am what I am. Anything somebody likes about me is something I saw you doing. I’m scraps of you.”

“No, you’re not,” Oleksiy said, a finger accusing her. “You are the only reason I’m here.”

Rania’s next word was a ghost that blew a chill through the street. “How?”

“You were the only person who believed me, when I said anything about myself. You know what my parents were like. You know what that whole town was like.” His eyes were too wide, an alien expression on his typically composed face. A vulnerability he wasn’t ready to share and was sharing anyway. “Every day we had together pulled me out from under a crushing boot.”

“Until you got out on your own.”

“Nobody gets out on their own. That’s why I sent you the letter and the money and the ticket. If we were alone, they’d kill us. But what you are to me . . . what you were . . .” Oleksiy turned for a split second, then whirled back at Rania. “No. What you are to me? I couldn’t have missed you this badly and hated you.”

Bits of scarf fell from Rania’s hands, wafting this way and that. Her hands went to Oleksiy’s lapels, pinching them delicately, as though any harsher touch would make this all disappear.

“You are out there flirting with everything that moves. You keep asking people on dates like everyone’s night belongs to you. But you really couldn’t come to me? I would’ve understood. If I didn’t, I’d go beat my past self up. I’d break her nose for being mean to you.”

Oleksiy swallowed silently, his angular chin dipping down, looking at her hands on his lapels and at the hint of his binder beneath. Until now, Centerhead hadn’t noticed how dark the color was under his eyes. Not makeup. And the first wrinkles were chiseling into his face, way too young for a human.

He said, “Will you just listen for a minute? Because you got a letter that said more true things than I have in years. But it’s not what I would have written.”

“I’ll listen to anything you say.”

Oleksiy stuck his hand inside his jacket, fishing out a sheet of crumpled paper. About a quarter of one side was strewn with writing. It looked to Centerhead like the thoughts had ended mid-sentence.

“After that fake letter? I tried to write you. And I couldn’t do it.” He crumpled the paper and shoved it back inside his jacket, all without looking away from her. “I’d shied away from you for too long. It got too easy to not say the truth.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I do.”

Rania’s nod was so slight that Centerhead wasn’t sure she’d actually moved.

Oleksiy said, “I came here thinking I’d be a totally different person.”

“You are!” Rania blurted. “You flirt shamelessly. You fly dragons into war. Nobody back in the FFR would recognize what you’ve made of yourself.”

“That’s just it. The first week I was here, I had fun flustering other new recruits. I don’t know what it came from. It felt liberating. Felt like a game. I couldn’t stop myself, even when I stopped wanting to do it. Being brash. Pushing boundaries. It did things to people, made them at ease, so that nobody ever questioned who I was. They just accepted the act as a person. Because, hey, everybody wants to kiss a dragon rider.”

Oleksiy ran his fingers along the grain of Centerhead’s neck scales, looking at them as though he was contemplating his own skin.

“I remember the first night someone actually came back to my place. Ripped my shirt off and chewed on my neck. I jumped out a window that night. Pretended to be drunk, so I wouldn’t have to sleep with her.”

“You jumped out a window . . . ?”

“It was the second floor and there a good bush to land on. The next morning, the next people I saw, I was the same character again. I wore the mask without knowingly putting it on. It’s what everyone expected. And it is fun, and I use to it keep people’s morale up when nobody knows if there will be a tomorrow. But Rainy, the idea of doing that act to you? Of being this to you? It made me seize up. I couldn’t.”

Rania drew the backs of her fingernails along Oleksiy’s left cheek, and he leaned into the gesture with closed eyes. Centerhead knew it had to be a gesture from childhood. A gesture with private meaning meant only for two children who’d fled a country that didn’t deserve them.

Rania leaned in until her eyebrows could’ve laced together with Oleksiy’s. “At least this means you didn’t stand me up.”

Oleksiy’s smile didn’t fit on his lips. “You really thought I hated you?”

Rania asked, “Are you about to jump out a window?”

“Only if I’m following you out.”

Centerhead couldn’t tell if they were kissing, or if they were just resting their faces too close together. He had three heads and had never mashed them together like that. It didn’t look comfortable, but at least they were enjoying it. He’d fight off the entire world to let them keep doing it.

“Good,” Rania whispered. “Because I want to ask your skinny ass on a date.”

Abruptly, Oleksiy’s voice was full of play and bluster. “I have an amazing ass. I know. It’s been assessed by a broad panel of judges.”

It was his character, artificial as an oil painting. That didn’t stop Rania from nibbling her lower lip and fussing with the buttons on Oleksiy’s jacket.

“I imagine a thousand people have asked you out to dinner before.”

“Exactly one thousand. How did you guess?”

“I want you to wear whatever you want. I want you act however you want.” She slipped a finger between two buttons and gave him the gentlest tug. “Be yourself with me for a meal. See how it feels. Do you still like fish?”

He said, “Hate the stuff. I can’t wait to have some with you.”

Rania brushed the backs of her fingernails over his cheek again, and both of them labored to breathe. Even Centerhead found himself stretching his claws out to mimic the gesture along the sidewalk. Upperhead caught him with a toothy smirk. He could’ve hidden the movement, but the hell with it. Whether it was humanlike or dragonlike, he cared about his rider. What was the shame in that?

Garrodigh’s heads withdrew, rising up and stretching out. They’d gotten stiff from holding that coil of privacy, and Centerhead belched up a little flame from the relief of working the kinks out.

As he walked out of Garrodigh’s shadow, Oleksiy spun around on his heels and saluted. “I’ll see you tonight.”

“Yes!” Rania said, her voice shooting up in pitch far more than one word should have allowed. She twirled around and hurled strings of flowers in a random direction. Bottomhead ducked to catch one across his horns and shook his decoration to join her shameless celebration.

Oleksiy’s shoulders trembled with his laughter, and he did a single spin of his own midstride as he walked up to the busy intersection. People still made heavy foot traffic down that street, heading off to their own meals and dates. Oleksiy forded that river of humanity to the doors of his apartment building.

Centerhead took Rania up on his neck, so she could watch him go. She kept wiggling and dancing in place, a hand fumbling in her satchel for still more flowers. They watched Oleksiy shake hands with a couple of the passersby and climb the steps to the front door. He pulled open the door, then paused, like his head was so full of thoughts that he’d forgotten how to breathe. Rania started crying at the sight. It was another moment before Oleksiy actually walked inside.

That’s when the building exploded.
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Chapter 47

INTO THAT FIRE

Its clap dominated the world, tearing up the street and reverberating all the way through Garrodigh’s bones until he was forced to his knees. Every window ruptured as one, sending a shimmering rain into the streets, and the awning over the building’s front doors flew across the street, digging its edge deep into the storefront of a bakery. Dust chased after the awning, flying as a curtain, dwarfing any smoke as particles billowed from pulverized bricks.

Centerhead threw a wing out to shelter Rania, pushing against all that billowing dust and smoke. Through that clotting haze, he heard the pedestrians fleeing, shrieking as clothing caught aflame. A man tore off his coat and beat at a young woman’s back to extinguish her, while others linked elbows and helped the injured limp free. A crack rang from the walls as the supports sagged, flames leaping out the windows.

Above, there were no airships or cannonballs. No sounds of invasion or enemy fire to explain this, but it had to be. Garrodigh started spreading his wings, preparing to dart into the sky and find what had caused this.

But under his left wing, Rania bolted forward. Those long legs sent her hurtling into the onslaught of dust and smoke, weaving between limping people. She was going for the front doors, into the blaze. After Oleksiy.

No, she wasn’t. Not while Garrodigh was alive. On all four legs he dashed, beating his wings upward to send the haze up higher, giving breathing room to the struggling survivors. With no time to think, he shot out his left foreleg, snagging Rania’s skirts, tearing into them and yanking her backward. When she squirmed to keep going, Centerhead brushed her further into the street with a wing, giving her only one glance to beg her to stay put. The world out here needed her.

Bottomhead came up, eyes pleading for Centerhead not to do this. There was no time for argument. Ducking down, the dragon tore through the ruins of the front door.

Thousands of tons of brick and wood creaked around him, threatening to drop on his spine. The lobby was a wall of unnatural smoke. So much of his life he’d inhaled woodsmoke, or the wholesome charring of meat. This was burning plaster, wax and oil, mattresses and toys, so many things he’d never imagined going up at once. Revulsion pulled his eyes into a squint, and he couldn’t see a thing in front of him. Heat billowed from the floor, half of which was already on fire, leaving huge gaps into the basement, while the ceiling kept pressing down on him, keeping him from moving more than a few feet at a time. The explosion had to have come from below.

There was more air closer to the floor, and all three heads lowered together to push into it. That air was tainted by the chemical smoke of things burning below, things richer than sulfur, almost like a bomb had gone off down there. He had to tread carefully to not punch through the remaining floorboards into the basement below. Gaping holes in the floor revealed a stairway in the basement, leading to an exit door that was wide open. Could Oleksiy have made it down there and escaped? Centerhead hoped so.

“Wuh! Wuh! Wuh!” A warbling sound that churned his guts came from deeper in the cloud of smoke, and Centerhead reached a leg for it.

His claws struck something hard, and a gout of flame erupted before his eyes. He stuck his face into the fire, daring it to contend with his scales, eyes probing before the smoke could fill up the area again. Ironbound trunks and shelves were strewn around the floor, so many sharp-cornered shapes.

“Wuh! Wuh-wuh!”

The sound came from amid the shapes, that flesh gasp like something was fighting to breathe. He probed deeper, climbing over iron trunks until his haunches scraped the ceiling. He pushed up with his sore wings, praying to Goddess Polárka for the ceiling to stay aloft. Just another moment. Please.

There, among the trunks, was a lumpy shape. Not furniture. Not debris.

“Wuh-wuh! Wuh-wuh!”

With fire spreading across the walls toward them and smoke reducing everything to silhouettes, Centerhead trained his neck forward. He prodded at the trunks and the floorboards, trying to reach the lump. It was soft and gave way to his nudge. Flesh in fabric, a human in clothes. Limp and smelling of charred meat.

That slick hair and those strong shoulders—it had to be the same man he’d coiled his neck around minutes ago. A faint tang of the man’s cologne. He didn’t stir at Garrodigh’s prodding, his arms wrapped tightly beneath himself. Like he was protecting the basement from the impending cave-in.

Centerhead nipped carefully at man’s jacket, lifting him slowly. As soon as his body moved, two tiny hands shot out from below him. A child? Some little girl was tucked under his body, wrapped safely in his arms. Oleksiy’s last act before passing out had been to shield the girl with his body.

She bawled out, “Wuh-wuh!” And would have kept bawling if she didn’t start choking on the smoke.

Centerhead dragged Oleksiy backward with him, passing the girl carefully to Upperhead. They carried the two of them in their mouths while they walked backward as fast as they could. Their legs kept scraping against the wall, and the ceiling sagged with popping sounds like the upper floors were mere kindling. Dragon wings became shields against the fire, clutching human cargo carefully to their body.

His two tails swayed behind him, feeling the lick of open air gusting across them. He pushed himself out the front door with humans pulling debris aside to give him clear passage. Another crack as a support beam gave way, and debris plummeted from the upper floors, smashing into the lobby and opening the basement. It was all flame down there. Flame, and that peculiar sunshine from the opened storm door.

The child clung to him even harder when they got outside. She didn’t want anyone else to take her. Bottomhead gave her frizzy hair a lick of consolation, and her arms finally slackened, letting herself drop into some older woman’s arms.

Garrodigh backed the rest of the way out of the blaze and laid Oleksiy down in the street. Immediately Rania came in, grabbing at his cheeks and forcing fingers into Oleksiy’s mouth, clearing his airways so dramatically that Centerhead swallowed. The man’s clothes were badly scorched, showing the destroyed skin below.

“Come on. You’re all right,” Rania pleaded into Oleksiy’s slack face. She hovered an ear over his mouth, likely feeling for breath. “Be all right. Please.”

More humans came in with a wooden plank that they shoved under Oleksiy’s back, using it to carry him further from the fire. Rania moved like she was connected to him, never leaving his head, fingers working between his soot-stained lips to clear his air passages. Garrodigh tried to follow, but the throng of helpers was too thick. He’d trample them if he tried to help. The heads all looked at each other, wanting to follow Rania and too afraid to get in the way.

Crashes of things giving way in that apartment building, but no other explosions. Centerhead strained his ears, trying to remember if he’d heard a second explosion anywhere. They’d sneaked Antipov into the city. They could send others. If not airships, then secret arsonists. A pestilence of invaders.

Did that make sense?

As though sensing Centerhead’s own doubts, Upperhead asked, “If the FFR was bombing places, why only do one? What’s the sense in randomly attacking one building at a time?”

Centerhead’s imagination filled with that perplexing sunlight. In the burning building, he’d seen the light in that basement that had to be from a door to the outside.

He sniffed in the direction of the far side of the building, and Bottomhead promptly joined him. Soon they were moving, running around the side of the building, away from the teams of people rescuing survivors. There were no openings in the street; no secret staircases leading down. Flames danced out through shattered windows here, distracting, demanding attention.

There was an alley on this side, though. Centerhead darted his head into it, and there it was. At the end of the alley, two metal doors lay open like a vivisected corpse, with smoke streaming up into the sky from them. Sunshine wasn’t getting down there anymore.

In front of the doors was a pair of discarded work gloves, the heavy padded brand that people used at the dragon barn. The kind you used if you expected to be burned.

“Yurk,” Bottomhead said, digging into a garbage bin. “Here.”

With his jaws, he pulled out one of those fireproof aprons. More protective gear against flames.

It reeked of chemistry. One of those smells from concoctions humans devised in their laboratories. The smell lay heavy on his tongue, promising to erupt if he so much as exhaled across it.

Upperhead sniffed at it. He asked, “Is that the residue from a bomb?”

Bottomhead gritted his teeth, lava welling up along his gums. “Yuh. A human did this.”

All three of the dragon’s heads turned around the alley, looking for where the FFR’s arsonist could have gone. They hadn’t climbed up the burning building. Out in the street, people were fleeing the fire or coming in with buckets of water and sand. So many souls charged to the building to help save their city.

Another alley cut through the buildings across the street, vacant besides trash bins and detritus. Far down along that alley, at the verge of the next street over, was a single figure in black. He stood there for a moment, facing directly at Centerhead. Watching him find the evidence at the storm doors. Centerhead rose up on his neck for a better look, and the man in black spun, fleeing out into the city.

Centerhead felt the magma surge through his veins before he even spread his wings. No, that man was not getting away.
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Chapter 48

THE MAN IN BLACK

The man in black fled across the deserted alleys, and the dragon followed. He had to sling over the traffic, so many people running onward to fight the fire. They didn’t know the villain was in their midst and getting away. Centerhead couldn’t speak out or he’d shock everyone and get even more distracted. He had to hurry and hope authorities wound up pursuing him to the arsonist’s door.

As he entered the first alley, some clumsy human ran into his side. He ignored the pedestrian, still running on all fours, until he felt boots climbing up along his back. Were they climbing over him to get at someone?

No, the climber mounted him, standing square between his wings like she owned him. Cosmos, arms folded over her chest. She held a scowl that could punch through iron bars.

“Go,” she ordered, one syllable, like she somehow understood. Like she’d pieced together the same clues he had. There wasn’t time to resist her. If she wanted to hunt down a killer, then so be it.

He trampled trash bins, sending up sprays from puddles and punting crates out of his path. The alleys got damnably narrow, and he had to wriggle with wings hiked up over his spine, heads jockeying to get out in front. Already the man in black was going, weaving out into the foot traffic several streets down. Centerhead would’ve cursed if a human weren’t in earshot.

Pressure on his reins, something he’d forgotten he was even wearing, commanded him to turn right. Cosmos guided him, hopefully having seen where the man had gone. Was it possible a human was more perceptive than three dragon heads?

As soon as he burst into the first street, he threw his wings open wide. Cosmos barely had time to brace herself before he shot up in the air like an arrow, flinging himself over the bakeries and chimneys. He bore right in the air, heading for the street the man had disappeared down, sitting ear to ear with Bottomhead and Upperhead, all trying to spot the killer.

All avenues were bare to his eyes, but there were too many people. Too many blacksmiths, coopers, and ox-drawn carts. Everyone’s clothing looked dark from up high, and he had to descend for a better look, his wings threatening to scrape the shingles off the roofs.

What color was the man’s hair? How tall was he? Centerhead didn’t know what he was looking for, other than a man whose clothing was dark. Or had that been the shade of the alley, making the man’s clothing look black? Had it even been a man, or merely someone with a masculine figure? Humans came in a ridiculous number of shapes.

Centerhead twisted his head left, up the street, hoping to spy someone fleeing. He didn’t know how to find any single detail.

Except the left direction smelled different—distant smoke from the explosion, confections, yeasty bread, and the garbage and excretory smells of any human habitat, but missing one ingredient.

That artificial smell that had trailed through the alleys from the basement, and that was still out here. Still marking someone heading one way down this street. Centerhead arched his wings and descended further, so that his tails swiped over the road and brushed the tops of carriages. That chemical stink got richer, like his man was still out here. Somewhere.

“There!” barked Cosmos, and the reins jerked again, tipping Centerhead’s gaze toward a patch of sidewalk where a man mopped his brow with the sleeve of his jacket. A black sleeve. A man who reeked of something unusually flammable. Burning saliva pooled in the base of Centerhead’s mouth at the suggestion of flavor.

“Take him.”

That was all Cosmos had to say. Centerhead took them the rest of the way down, and before the man in black could look up, he was snatched by the claws of a dragon. It took all of Centerhead’s fight not to crush the man or extend his claws to skewer him.

On busy wings, they flew out of the residential areas, out past a crop field freshly sown with dragon dung, sending shimmers up through the air. This was where Winged City fed its people. Maybe Garrodigh would finally have a human meal out here. Centerhead thought it was about time.

Which head made them release their grip, Centerhead wasn’t sure. They dropped the man just three yards shy of the city limits, near the sheer fall back down to the wilds. That fall was all the future this man had ahead of him.

The man tumbled along the ground, leggings getting caked in soil and weeds. Brown leaves got stuck in his hair as he struggled to get up to his knees, and then Centerhead saw his face. He recognized those cheeks and hard eyes as they searched for anywhere to flee. This wasn’t an FFR invader. He was the Leonian diplomat, Tomaz Mezzell.

Cosmos hopped over Garrodigh’s shoulders and dropped between his necks, landing casually in the soft earth, never unfolding her arms. She glared down at Mezzell like if he tried to get off his knees, she’d break in twain.

“Why did you do it?”

“I didn’t do anything,” said the man who reeked of flammable chemicals. “I was running from the explosion when that lunatic dragon started pursuing me.”

Cosmos said, “I knew it the second I saw you on the street. Tell me why. Don’t let me lose my temper.”

She advanced on the kneeling man, and Centerhead made sure to follow her. All three dragon heads swam around her body, reminding this scum not to try anything. If he ran again, he’d be dinner.

“This was going to happen eventually,” Mezzell said, gesturing to the gray column of smoke pouring out of the city. “Less than a week ago, that airship blew up and killed how many? How many times have airships appeared in your skies? You people need to learn. You can’t protect yourselves.”

Centerhead couldn’t have sounded any drier than Cosmos did. “We need Leonia to protect us from your sabotage?”

“They’re sending people into your city. That Antipov? You don’t know that he’s alone up here. You are going to keep getting pummeled until you accept reality. You can’t win this war. The FFR will pick your city’s bones clean if you don’t join us.”

“You figured you’d blow some of us to bits, and that would bring us around?”

Mezzell dared to stand up, placing one hand in the weeds to brace himself. He dared touch their earth. He dared become taller than Cosmos, make himself bigger. His expression was stark, as though he was the one with a dragon behind him.

Mezzell said, “This city already thinks the explosion was the FFR. They’ll hang Antipov by tomorrow and feed him to your pets.”

“The FFR didn’t do this.”

“Face reality. The FFR is responsible for everything, and you have a moment. People will be angry and looking for a leader to take advantage of that anger. You are the descendant of generals. Act like one. March into that city, up to that withered husk of a minister, and say this is the day Leonia and Kardoša end the war together. I’ll have ten times as many ships surrounding your coast. You can put this place behind you or stay here and play queen. If you insist on staying here, then I’m sure the Crown will let you reign over this place.”

Something was wrong in Cosmos’s breathing. Color filled up her earlobes and cheeks, and her arms went slack across her chest, like she was forgetting how to be herself.

She said, “That’s all you have to say?”

Mezzell flung both hands up, empty and gesturing at her like she was impossible. “I’m saving your childish head. It’s by luck alone you weren’t killed in the airship attack. Luck that you didn’t get killed in all the raids before. Burning pieces of you should have rained down into the ocean like what happened to your lackeys. Your dragon god is dead. Your brave leader is dead. It’s time for you and your friends to grow up. Take the help and bend the knee.”

Centerhead didn’t see the kick. He was so preoccupied restraining himself from chewing Mezzell’s head into gristle that all he saw was Cosmos’s boot in the air and Mezzell’s arms waving in a drunken dance as he careened backward. A heel clipped across a round stone that refused to give, and then his whole body went down, straight down, over the edge. It was too quick, and then the man was gone.

Bottomhead squawked with treacherous glee, almost enough intelligence in his voice to give them all away. Cosmos turned toward that head, and then toward Centerhead, her eyes wide like her mind was chewing on a foul thought.

“Damn it.”

Then she was on his back again and pointing over the edge. Centerhead was the first to relent, diving off Winged City with his rider, tucking his limbs against his body, wings pinned back to pierce the air. They followed the screaming man in black, who flailed and whipped around, unable to stop himself from spinning.

How Centerhead wanted to leave him there. Fly slower and watch him pop and splatter against the landscape. But down he shot, until he snatched the tails of the man’s coat. Then he spread his wings, swinging all his momentum into a sharp arc to send him along the air currents.

If he had to save Mezzell, then at least he got to drop him on the ground a second time. He made sure to drop him harder this time, sending him on his ass. The man groaned and panted, clutching handfuls of grass like they would save him.

Still on Garrodigh’s back, Cosmos called to him, “I couldn’t let you fall.”

“What is wrong with you?” Mezzell yelled from the ground, still refusing to leave his fetal position. “Good that you came to your senses. But there will be consequences. You’re going to do as the Crown of Leonia commands.”

“No.”

“Yes, Cosmos. You have to do exactly what I tell you. It’s the only way.”

Her voice was so flat. “Esme fell.”

Mezzell rested his forehead against the ground like he was going to vomit. “Who?”

“Verdy. Fedir. Segun. Karima. All of them brave riders, caught in the explosion of the white airship. I couldn’t let the way they died be stained by having to share it with you.”

Mezzell turned from the ground, dirt staining his forehead, to stare up at her. “What are you saying?”

Cosmos called, “Dragon.”

Garrodigh stiffened at that, and Centerhead tried not to give it away in his widened eyes. She didn’t know he could talk, did she? He’d been accessory to her rampage by inference, not verbal orders. It had to be her being dramatic.

She said, “This man isn’t fit to die falling. Eat him up.”

Centerhead didn’t know how to respond. If he moved, that would confirm her suspicions. Should he wait for more physical commands? Already, Mezzell was crawling across the ground on all fours like a small, overdressed dragon, boots kicking in meager effort to rise up and escape. Centerhead didn’t know what to do.

Bottomhead knew, though. He darted forward, and in two quick chomps, there were no leftovers. Bottomhead wiggled in the air as he chewed, letting Cosmos see the gruesome details, like he was eager to oblige her.
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Chapter 49

STRONG

Nurses complained they couldn’t get through the hallways because of all the gifts for Oleksiy. Sculptures woven from long-stemmed flowers, colorful drawings from children, and candles of fragrant wax with bits of herbs inside them. So much candy, stacked as though enough vanilla fudge would coax him out of his coma and beckon him to eat.

For once, Centerhead understood. Kardošans didn’t offer Oleksiy treats because he could eat them. They offered them because they wished he could.

Every obstruction in the hospital was a prayer.

Rania sat on her shins at Oleksiy’s bedside, her skirts cascading around her skinny legs in a way that made her look small. Her black scarf was askew, hanging over one ear. Her chest leaned against the mattress, her gaze on the gossamer curtain that bordered Oleksiy’s bed. It turned him into a silhouetted lump, impossible to see. The air from inside his curtain reeked of iodine and poultices. It couldn’t hide the smell of charred skin.

With all the dust still on Rania’s clothes and in her hair, she brought a different smell into the hospital. She still smelled like the explosion.

Only one of their heads would fit through the window, and Centerhead got there first. His fellow heads could struggle with keeping their body upright and giving him to room to get closer. The window frame cracked as he wormed his way in, stretching across the floor to nuzzle against Rania’s back. She might be hopeless, but she wouldn’t be alone.

Rania kept peering through the curtain, fists in front of her chin. “I’m sorry, Olek. Something came up.”

Centerhead twisted, unsure what this was about.

“The bakery is short-staffed and needs me. My neighbor can’t move her mother’s bed alone. And Mister Slithers has medical appointments.”

None of those things were true. He knew arguing with her wouldn’t help, but what was she getting at? Oleksiy wasn’t listening. He hadn’t been conscious since the explosion.

“So, you see?” Rania let out a sharp whine, like a strangled bird. “I’m going to miss our date. It’s all my fault. Not yours. You aren’t standing me up.”

Oh, Centerhead got it now. He pressed in tighter to Rania’s side, offering to take all the weight of her body. Let her anguish fall on his back. He would carry it into the sky. He pushed the side of his snout along her hips, the way Bottomhead usually did to invite affection. Maybe he was the wrong head to be here right now.

“Your aura looks . . . it looks really strong. You’re definitely going to get better. You just . . . you just rest, okay?”

She wasn’t even crying. Her words came between staggered silences, and she scarcely breathed. Those shoulders twitched and unable to find a resting position, while her fists worked at her eyes.

There had to be something worth saying. He’d breached the secret that no other dragon in the city had, making them the only rider and beast who spoke. It should help her. He should have something profound to comfort her with. Something about being unsure of his place in the world and still being sure he wanted to help her.

Maybe he was the wrong head to be in this room.

Or maybe it was just important that he was there. He nuzzled against her back, requiring no returned affection. If she wanted him to talk, he’d talk until he ran out of words.

“Excuse me. Miss Charvátová?”

Centerhead had so focused on Rania that he’d missed the door opening. He bolted up, not permitting anything else to get by him, moving the formidable crest shield behind his head to block Rania’s entire body from view. He was a curtain of scales and horns, and if they tried to evict her from the bedside of this burned man, they would learn what the inside of a dragon’s mouth felt like.

The intruder wore heavy armor, thick with pads, and still looked furtive. Her gauntleted hands pressed together, praying in Rania’s direction, and her gray eyebrows drooped as though she were sorry to bring military presence to the bedside.

Rania’s hands pawed at Centerhead’s crest shield, and he obeyed, tipping his head down to let her rise. But he was staying in front of her. Nothing more was allowed to happen to his human today.

For how strained her voice had been moments ago, now Rania sound firm and cordial. “Is it time for another procedure? I’ve volunteered here plenty of times and can help change his bandages. I’d rather stay with him.”

Centerhead couldn’t imagine pulling oneself together like that. Having the presence of mind to be presentable for another when she hurt that badly.

Those gauntlets clinked as the guard pushed her palms further together. “No, madame. Minister Skakulecova sent me.”

“For a report on Oleksiy? I’ve been giving all the details to the physicians.”

Those hands tipped backward, beckoning Rania toward the hall. “She sent for you specifically.”

Rania’s right hand ran over the spiked tips of Centerhead’s crest shield. This was a hard time for her to be summoned, but the FFR was at their door. Wherever she went, he’d go with her. And bring her back.

Rania said, “It’s thoughtful of the minister, but I don’t need her condolences. She’s got to shoulder an entire war right now. Kardoš will be proud of her when he gets back.”

“It’s not about grief, madame. This is about something urgent.”

She repeated, “Urgent?”

Centerhead was already stretching his wings, limbering them up for the flight. It would feel good to carry Rania somewhere.
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Chapter 50

OLEK’S PLAN

Centerhead thought they were going to Kardoš Tower, the seat of Skakulecova’s government power. Yet the summons directed them to a single-story building of thick bricks, rooted deep into the ground. It was squat, with numerous obvious support pillars. Dragons could beat at its roof for a day and not break in. This was where Kardoša’s great minister had gone after her city was bombed and had invaders appear out of thin air. Perhaps this hideaway was the new seat of Skakulecova’s power, and that power had simply diminished in fear.

Armored guards admitted Rania and Garrodigh down into a chamber with arched ceilings and more pillars. Lamps swayed from slender chains on the ceiling, casting their glow on stacks of books, long tables, and pin boards. The nearest pin boards all sported similar maps of Kardoša and the surrounding ocean, several of them drawn over in red ink like someone was charting the weather.

The red pen twirled in Skakulecova’s left hand as she peered out into the parchment longitudes and latitudes. Her right hand was clamped onto to the pommel of her sword, resting more weight on it than on her legs. Without looking away from her maps, Skakulecova said, “Thank you for being prompt.”

“Anything for you, Minister,” said Rania, trotting up in front of Garrodigh. “I’ve never been in one of these shelters before. Did you really used to spend months in here during the Hurricane War?”

“The place is still watertight. I look forward to the day when there’s no use for it.” Skakulecova hung her pen in the loop on a string on one of the boards. She hobbled on the sword, turning to regard Rania, eyes barely acknowledging Garrodigh’s presence. “It’s my understanding that your dragon is the one that rescued Oleksiy Vázsonyi from the fire.”

Rania gave a deep nod and gestured up to Centerhead. “He’s a brave dragon. And kind.”

Centerhead wasn’t sure about either of those things, but they were nice to hear. With so little space under the stone arches, he moved to lie down on the brick floor, stretching out his forelegs. When he did, he caught Skakulecova regarding him—regarding Centerhead in particularly, with a familiar sort of knowledge that felt wrong. The minister’s eyes went to the scar tissue where Lefty’s neck had once been.

“You’ve done well with him, Charvátová.”

Her words were too flat. Maybe tone wasn’t where she put her sincerity.

Rania said, “Thank you, Minister. He’s done just as well by me. What is it I can do for you?”

“I’ve been reading reports on you. You have a passion for the people of this country, don’t you?”

“I would do anything for them. Let me help.”

Skakulecova winced, as though the conviction hurt her. She brought her left hand before her face, rubbing at her eyebrow. “I once had an argument with Kardoš. It was in the middle of the first Hurricane War, when everyone was sick and exhausted. We received a vessel of survivors from the Haist Islands who wanted to join Kardoša. The ship was so packed that people hung off the edge of the railings by their hands, feet dangling over the ocean. We flew out and collected them on dragonback so the ship wouldn’t sink from their weight.”

Skakulecova gestured to the floor under her feet, as though people were at risk of drowning in the wood.

“Before we flew out, I made the mistake of speaking. I saw all those people and said how relieved I was that they were here, because they could help defend us from the world.”

Rania shook her head. “What’s wrong with that?”

Skakulecova said, “Kardoš became solemn. He said he was relieved they were here, because we could defend them from the world.”

Centerhead grunted, his fellow heads ducking below him as though seeking shade and comfort. He didn’t mind shielding them from attention. There was something to that contradiction between Skakulecova’s and Kardoš’s words. Garrodigh needed others to help him, and he was the help they needed. Neither was wrong. Not in this war.

Skakulecova rubbed at her eyes, then rubbed her hand on her trouser pocket, as though to get rid of the residue of whatever she’d been looking at. Or, perhaps, what she’d been imagining. “I have never stopped feeling the dangling weight of the guilt from that argument. I feel its presence every day, when I have to make decisions that Kardoš ought to be making instead.”

Rania tilted her head and shuffled a little closer to the diminutive minister, almost like she wanted to hug her. Centerhead didn’t think the minister would be receptive.

Rania said, “Don’t be so hard on yourself. You shared your home with people like me. When I fly this dragon out there, it’s my choice.”

“Good. Because I can’t afford for you to refuse what I’m about to ask.”

Centerhead wasn’t the only one who stretched forward. All three heads silently listened for whatever doom she was about to propose. Whatever it was, he wouldn’t let it harm Rania. No matter what he had to sacrifice.

Rania asked, “You have a plan?”

“I can’t take credit. This was Oleksiy’s idea.”

Centerhead pushed forward, like he might find Oleksiy upright and hiding behind the pillars and pin boards. Of course, he didn’t.

Rania took one end of her scarf, twisting it in her hands. “His idea?”

“He was going to fly the route himself. He wouldn’t have let anyone else take the risk.”

That scarf threatened to tear in Rania’s grip. Centerhead nuzzled at the crook of her elbow, trying to remind her that she wasn’t alone. She leaned into the side of his jaws, giving him all her weight. He took it.

She asked, “What was his plan?”

Skakulecova turned, resting her hips against the edge of her map table. She picked up the sword she so frequently used as a walking stick and unsheathed a few inches of it. She looked into the polished blade, like other eyes might be reflected back at her.

She said, “We aren’t the only ones confused right now. The Leonian ships don’t know that Mezzell is dead, nor do they have a way to come up here without our shuttles. Antipov doesn’t know about the bombing yet, and he believes I’m close to an agreement with Mezzell and Leonia. Meanwhile, we still don’t know how that Antipov goon got here in the first place, or how the FFR shoots airships across the sky faster than we can see.”

Rania asked, “You haven’t gotten anything out of Antipov?”

Skakulecova smacked the tip of her sword on the floor like she wished it were a man’s neck. “Threats and bluster.”

Damn. Centerhead had been hoping Skakulecova and her people would’ve gotten more information. That their master plan hinged on a hidden weakness Antipov had revealed.

Skakulecova continued, “The man is a fool, clearly promoted to conqueror because he’s someone’s pet sycophant. All his proposals come with the underlying menace that if we don’t surrender, something worse will follow. And we know the FFR will send another assault soon. But we know how blunt they are. If they were ready to move another assault, they’d do it. That means he’s just a cover. A distraction to keep us fretting while they arm another weapon.”

Rania said, “So you want to move now, before they can ready the next blow? And use Olek’s plan?”

Skakulecova looked up at Centerhead as she drew her left hand to the nearest map, so many black squiggles on brown paper. A red circle lay out in the middle of nothing, in what was likely the north of the map, above Kardoša. Some ink blob representing a mass out in the ocean that he’d definitely never seen.

Skakulecova said, “No dragon has ever gotten close enough for someone to describe what the FFR has built out there. It has to be where the jumping vessels are from. We don’t have the forces for an all-out assault that won’t see Kardoša ravaged. So we need one dragon to fly out there, low, barely above the water so nobody will see them coming. The FFR watches the skies for us. Watch them from as low as you can fly, from a safe distance. Find out everything you can. Then come home.”

Centerhead glanced to Upperhead, who looked as uncertain as he felt. Those eyes were wide, and seldom had his being overwhelmed made so much sense. Flying close to the surface of water made it far too easy to get sucked in. One rogue wave and they’d be drowned.

Rania asked, “You think they won’t see me coming?”

“We’ll send a flock of dragons west, to circle over the Leonian ships. They’ll fly high, where everyone expects to see them. The Leonians may even think we’re picking a fight. With the show we’ll put on, nobody will be looking for one stray dragon heading north, especially not one flying low. Do you trust your dragon to fly low?”

Let these humans flap their arms and fly low. Did they not understand that dragons couldn’t swim? And that the second he got sucked under the surf, Rania would be lost? A brave rider, wasted on a fool’s errand?

Rania said, “We’ll do it.”
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Chapter 51

UNTIL DAWN

An hour before dawn, they jumped off the edge of Winged City. Rania hugged tightly to Garrodigh’s back in the dark as they went off the south edge, going the wrong way and at the wrong hour. He barely had to fly. It was all in the wings, gliding on air currents until the treetops tickled his underbelly. That took him on a winding path to the craggy shores of the north, so much leftover volcanic rock from when this island had formed. He wondered if the Goddess Polárka had sculpted it herself.

There they hid, crouching without a campfire, Rania snuggled close to keep warm. Her bony form tucked under his left wing, such a tiny weight that it felt like she’d dissolve from his body heat. When the sun chose to rise, and the Kardošans flew their dragons west to the harbor and stirred up the Leonians into a proper distraction, they would slip out. If they’d departed Winged City, a spy would have been more likely to catch them. This way, nobody would notice a single dragon so close to the waterline.

Hiding there, he remembered why he’d always hated beaches: they got treacherously cold. He folded his wings like a blanket around himself, all three heads tucked under them, for what little good it did.

Glowing eyes lingered in the woods further inland. Pairs of orange dots in the blackness. Great creatures, curious what he was doing. Did they see him as a foreigner to the wilds now? Did they want to ask him what life was like above? Or did they fret he’d lead an invasion of their lands? How witless he’d been, back when he’d lived down here, an outcast among dragons.

His left foreleg kept fidgeting, moving back or to the sides. He tried to rest his foot on a round rock and couldn’t find a way for his toes to hold onto it. He kicked it into the surf and dug his claws into the earth, which only felt worse. How hard could it be to simply lie down? As though his entire body had forgotten how to exist down here.

Rania scooted under his wing, running both palms along the sides of Bottomhead’s snout. In the glow of his breath, she was a tiny silhouette of a life.

She told them, “It’s all right. It’s perfectly natural that you’re uncomfortable down here.”

Upperhead pressed his lips together over his teeth. Gradually, the head shifted closer, like he needed her comforting caress as well. “We could be uncomfortable anywhere moments before such an endeavor.”

Centerhead wanted to correct him. This was the worst place to be before a risk. He found himself watching the scar tissue where Lefty’s neck had once been. At the parts of himself he wished he could talk to.

“You were shot down here,” came Rania’s voice, and then her hand was on Centerhead’s chin, pulling him into an awkward side-hug. He succumbed, just a bit. “As you were lying near the crater, you probably never thought we’d rescue you. I’m sorry you were ever alone.”

Why did her touch set him at ease? She scritched along his jaw, so close to his mouth, as though offering him a bite of her fingers. Instead of taking off her arm, he found his own limb relaxing. The rogue leg ceased to fidget on the rocks. Even when Bottomhead got jealous and bumped in between them to get more scritches for himself, Centerhead found himself breathing a little easier.

Working her palms under Bottomhead’s chin, Rania said to them all, “I promise. No matter what happens today, I will get you back home.”

“No,” Centerhead said, immediately and blunt as a club. “Do not talk like that.”

“You’ve been through so much. You deserve better than what we’ve dragged you into.”

Upperhead exhaled two thin strings of smoke. “You are part of the ‘better’ that I deserve.”

Centerhead agreed with that. He asked, “Did you forget? That we have a special bond?”

“Yuh,” added Bottomhead, eyes nearly shut from blissful petting. “Who else could do the scritches?”

Centerhead would have barked at him for that, if it hadn’t been for Rania’s squeak of a laugh. She put her forehead into Bottomhead’s side, snuggling in and scritching harder than before. Their whole body prickled with the delight that head received. Maybe he deserved it, if he was the one succeeding in comforting her.

As the laughter faded, Upperhead sighed. “I know what’s pressing on you. You’re hurting for Oleksiy. Do you know he’d be proud of you?”

She sucked at her bottom lip, like he’d caught her. He’d perceived exactly what she was doubting about herself and figured out what to say. Centerhead trusted Upperhead’s lead and leaned in to follow up.

He said, “Oleksiy wants many things for you. Guilt is none of them.”

“Did I do this to him?” she said, rubbing the heel of her palm against her nose. “If I hadn’t gone to him, he would’ve done something else with his day. He might not have been in the explosion. I made those moments about me.”

“Nuh,” Bottomhead said, following her as she retreated, rubbing his whole face at her nose, as though to help in her nervous tic. “Nuh. Nuh. Nuh.”

“I agree,” said Upperhead. “This war hurt him. Not you.”

Again, Centerhead regarded that itching scar tissue where Lefty had grown. All of his selves cared in unison. They hadn’t been like this before they’d known her. He whispered, “The FFR stole so much from us. Now we’re going to find a way to stop them. All their schemes. All their thefts from our lives.”

Rania made the loud sound of a dry swallow, and then she was hugging onto the side of Centerhead’s face. “You think he’ll wake up? Maybe after dawn today, wondering where I went?”

“He’ll wake again. And you’ll be there to greet him. It’s not a promise. It’s what has to happen.”
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Chapter 52

OCEANS WERE A MISTAKE

Flying over the ocean had to be the worst feeling in the world. Centerhead’s eyes instinctively tracked the troughs following waves, legs tensing in anticipation of a stable spot to land, even though he rationally knew there was nothing solid about what he saw below. There was no land. It was an unending sprawl of choppy waters, azure fading into gray, every flume and droplet promising to drag him down into the depths and extinguish him.

Why would anyone venture out here? The ocean was just as happy to drown humans as dragons, and they didn’t even have flame inside them. This place was a merciless waste. A moist killing machine.

How many dragons had strayed too far from the beaches in their hunts for fish? Many would fly high above, only to become dizzy or get shot down and fall to their demises out here. This thing had even dragged Goddess Polárka down to her doom.

This place drowned gods.

And he was daring it.

His guts shriveled and wound in knots. What was wrong with him? Three heads and none of them refused this mission? He could no more see the ocean’s bottom than he could see to its end. In every direction his heads looked, water danced, as though excited for when he’d tire out and fall.

Rania’s voice was as careful as her tug on the reins that urged him to fly lower. “Water always made me nervous, too.”

Good that she agreed with him. After today, he was spending the rest of his life on land. Hell, he’d dig a hole and spend his life inside land. Holes were his future. A dry, dusty, dark future where he never had to smell the salty spray again.

Bottomhead flared his nostrils down at the foaming waves. “Urgh. No more baths ever. Please.”

Rania called, “Oh, come on. You’re not going to be afraid of a bathtub after this.”

“Nuh. Tubs and oceans are on the same team. Can’t trust them.”

Rania’s laugh was light as taps on piano keys. Centerhead felt pride at the laugh, even though he hadn’t been the one to elicit it. The heads were part of a whole, and nothing united them like complaining about the same thing.

Rania said, “When I was little, I was terrified of the local lake. Something about getting water in my nose made me panic. My father tried to teach me to swim by tossing me in. I was in a full dress and coat.”

Bottomhead hissed between his fangs. His fear of water was abruptly dropped. “Yurk. I’d teach him to be eaten.”

Rania scritched at Bottomhead’s neck. “But things are different now.”

Centerhead asked, “How?”

One of her hands splayed its fingers across his back. “Because I have you.”

There was no denying the warmth sprouting under his scales. Sentimentality was getting to him. What was wrong with that? They had a bond. The truth was, he’d plunge under the waves if it meant keeping her aloft. They had a war they could only fight and win together.

While Centerhead merely thought those things, Bottomhead reached back to nuzzle against Rania’s side. More warmth tingled through their body, and Centerhead had to concede he was glad for Bottomhead. Glad part of him jumped to showing rather than just feeling.

Meanwhile, Upperhead ignored the whole conversation. He’d been mum from the moment they embarked from the coast, his snout pointed in the sky. His attention wasn’t on Winged City, or the dragons circling like seagulls over Leonia’s ships in their grand distraction. Nor were his eyes wide like they were in his typical overwhelmed expression. He was studying something about the air.

He said, “I don’t hear it yet.”

Centerhead asked, “What? Cannons?”

“The ghostly cry. The telltale sound of the magic jump.”

Bottomhead grunted. “Uhm? Good?”

Rania said, “Yes, isn’t it good they haven’t done it yet?”

Centerhead hadn’t heard it, either. Yes, that had to be promising. He said, “So the FFR hasn’t seen us yet, and hasn’t sent anything to hit the city. If anything, the distraction is working. Oleksiy was right.”

Upperhead cleared his throat in a drawn-out, brackish sound, head remaining pointed at the sky. “I hope it means that.”

Bottomhead said, “Yuh. I hope that, too. I like not dying.”

Centerhead shook out his head into the salty breeze, exhaling some of the spare heat that still welled in him. What had been a pleasant warmth at Rania’s touch still mounted, like an ambitious fever. No matter how many water droplets struck his underside, he seemed to keep growing hotter. Was this excitement at the prospect of facing the enemy? A natural dread at being so far from shore, that made his innards burn hotter?

The waves whizzed by beneath him, seeming to go faster every moment. He wasn’t pushing himself to fly any faster, because if they got sighted, he needed to be able to dodge cannon fire and flee. Was he just stronger than he’d used to be?

Rania sat up straighter in the saddle, arching like she was trying to see over all their necks. “Do you see anything yet?”

Since Centerhead was the only one who was steadily facing forward, he elected to answer. “Not yet. Maybe the ocean ate them. It swallows everything eventually.”

Rania put binoculars to her face. “There has to be something out there. What do you think the FFR is doing? Even Skakulecova was uncertain.”

Upperhead finally started withdrawing his serpentine neck, joining Centerhead to gaze north across the waves. “I don’t trust them. They’re plotting something out here.”

Centerhead wanted to speculate, but his head felt nearly sickly with steaming heat. There was nothing in the world he longed for more than to crawl inside a dry salon and let everything go by. Leave the waters and the wars behind.

Rania said, “If they had more forces, they would’ve struck after the white airship exploded. That’s when we were at our most vulnerable.”

Centerhead said, “That’s why they sent Antipov. Thought they’d cow Skakulecova into surrender.”

Upperhead said, “Or they were stalling.”

Rania touched her chin. “What are they stalling us for?”

“I don’t know,” Upperhead said. “But I want to see it before it sees me.”

That sent a shiver through Garrodigh’s entire body, leaving his twin tails slapping the surf beneath him. Upperhead was just being practical, but put that way, the thought of being watched without his notice made his scales feel greasy and twitch.

Coming out of the shiver, he glimpsed something flat in the waters. Not a trough behind a wave, for it didn’t bend. It rode on the surf, dull against the sheen of so much of the ocean’s surface. Centerhead asked, “What is that?”

Upperhead craned around to look at it. He blinked in lack of recognition. Rania came next, leaning on Bottomhead for a view as they flew closer. She said, “Driftwood? This far out?”

A little closer and it was definitely wood. A straight plank, one nail still jutting out the far side, bent like a petrified finger casting blame at the world. They flew right over it, three dragon heads and one human head, all bewildered.

“Yuh! There’s more!” Bottomhead chirped, then dove into the surf, yanking out another plank of wood. It was broken at one end, singed black as though from an abrupt explosion—or from a dragon’s wrath. Bottomhead chewed on it gleefully, while using the blackened end to point in the direction of more flotsam.

They flew across yards of shattered timber, all bobbing in the ocean like they were begging for help. Centerhead spied a black flag with a white sword stitched into it, lying limp across one of the beams.

Then the flag was gone. All the waves and wooden beams went faster beneath him, and a heat poured out through his hide. Centerhead felt every artery spurting magma through his limbs until he was a living furnace. It was almost as disorienting as this new speed, shooting forward without a single beat of his wings. He didn’t mean to push this hard. It was like being dragged forward by unseen hands.

“Steady!” Rania called, yanking on his reins. “You’ll hurt yourself.”

He wrestled to tilt his wings up, striving for any drag against the air. The wreckage of ships was already out of sight; he had to slow down. He felt the other heads fighting with his wings, too, and tensing their guts.

He snapped at the other heads. “Which of you is doing this?”

Bottomhead whined. “Nuh. Not me.” Bottomhead nipped at Upperhead’s neck. “Quit it.”

Upperhead looked frantically between the others. “It’s not me. You two have our wings rigid, and I can’t relax them. You slow down.”

“It’s okay,” Rania said, rubbing at the base of their necks. “You could all be worked up and agitated. Let’s all calm down together.”

This wasn’t an issue of calm. All three of Garrodigh’s necks tensed until they ached between their vertebrae, and his claws stuck out of his feet, wanting to dig into something to stop himself. Flame billowed inside him, pushing against the base of his throat, like even his innards were trying to fight against the speed. Waves flew beneath him until the ocean became a still painting, captive beneath his might.

He was not this fast. He had never been this fast, not even in Lefty’s time. What was getting into him?

“Wait.” Rania asked, “What is that?”

He thought she meant the wreckage, because there was more strewn along every wave they crossed. What catastrophe had befallen this place? Iron-rimmed barrels bounced and boards cascaded. They could almost land on all that wooden mess, if Centerhead could just slow down.

But his rider was looking higher, above the choppy waters and ravaged timbers. There was something more out there. Something tall.

It began as a claw, a wave that refused to crash and return to the ocean, petrified still against the horizon. Where the darkest waves were hollow gray, this was the color of undisturbed shadow, and it grew as Garrodigh flew closer. He still couldn’t slow down.

Rays of light poked through the distant thing, cutting against its essential darkness. It was impossible to make out its actual shape, because it was composed of too many individual pieces. Like bones. Like this was some grand skeleton climbing out of the briny deep, the innards of the ocean itself rising up, unclothed.

Rania put her binoculars to her eyes. “Is it moving?”

Not to Centerhead’s vision. It was the opposite of motion, ignoring the rough ocean tides. Everything in the watery domain danced, except that skeletal shape. It had a slope along its west side, cascading down in a series of wood and iron tiers, flat shelves that each were bigger than a house. That’s what looked like bones. It was a conglomeration of architectural parts, almost like—

“It’s a fortress,” Rania said, gawking through her binoculars. “They built a fortress in the middle of the ocean.”

“How?” Centerhead asked. He couldn’t put one foot down in the ocean without sinking. “What did humans think up this time?”

Bottomhead grunted. “Yurk. They don’t have enough buildings on land?”

The answer wasn’t human ingenuity. As the fortress dominated more of the horizon, all its stilts and reinforcements became obvious. Each segment of the awkward tiered building was anchored into a solid object that pierced the waves. A mountain in the sea, gone green with algae and detritus, jutting upward and slouching. Making out any features was impossible with all the human structures covering it, including multiple harbors at its base, where it slipped down under the waterline.

Rania lowered her binoculars. “So the cartographers were wrong. There is an island out here.”

How anyone from Kardoša had missed it was beyond Centerhead. It was so tall and narrow. If humans sailed in their ships, they’d have to see it. But the FFR had discovered it first and populated it with their wretched fortress and ships. At the very top of that fortress was an airship, its sac so pale it nearly glowed in the daylight. A white airship.

He could almost taste the explosive gases that filled it. Instantly, he knew what it was for.

Centerhead said, “That’s what they’re sending next.”

“No.” Rania’s voice was a warble. “They can’t do it, can they? Is this where they keep ‘leaping’ things at us?”

“It has to be.”

“And they want to send that thing next? Full of explosive gas?”

Bottomhead said, “Uhm? I don’t want home to blow up.”

Centerhead exhaled fire across his teeth, wanting to burn everything in sight. “We couldn’t fight back. One puff of flame, and the explosion would burn the whole city down.”

Upperhead gaped. “Any resistance would mean annihilation. We’d . . . we’d have to . . .”

The head trailed off. Centerhead’s thoughts swirled around Antipov back in Winged City, politely insisting they surrender. The memories made his wings shudder. The sheer speed they raced with was too great, making the legs curled under his body tremble. The membranes of his wings threaten to pop and buckle, and yet he couldn’t fold them closed.

Bottomhead yelled at him, “Nuh! Quit it!”

“I’m not doing it!” Centerhead growled, fighting with his own shoulders. The ocean was a blur of foam with a trench digging beneath him like his mere speed was ripping the world apart.

Upperhead said, “It’s not us. It has to be you.”

Rania said, “You’ve got this under control. It’s going to be fine. Ease up.”

There was no easing this. The fortress only got closer, filling his vision with algae-coated cliffs and wooden buildings. With narrow windows and protruding cannons. So many cannons, protecting their precious fortress in the ocean. Had they been spotted? Did those cannons know they were here?

Desperately, Garrodigh turned his body upward, forcing his bulk against the headwinds and splaying his wings flat against the current, making himself as wide as he could, anything to slow this down. His hind legs kicked and his tails thrashed, gouging at waters that didn’t slow him a lick. He stuck his neck out as far as it would go, careless if it got him spotted or shot, needing the air resistance. He blew flame in front of him, a sudden blast, any force against this. What was his body doing?

The faintest growl sounded in front of him, a haunting note from the top of the mountain. It wasn’t the roar that he associated with the jumps, but he damned sure recognized its voice.

All three of Garrodigh’s heads shot up, rigid with animal fear. Where were they? What was happening?

And then they were flinging upward, like a lightning bolt of hide and scale. The heads didn’t even have time to tilt their wings, so the wings were driven down into Garrodigh’s sides, threatening to break every bone inside them and tear off. Garrodigh couldn’t stop himself from going straight upward, like the mountain wanted a better look at him.

A crack, and a cannonball flew past him, missing his tail by inches as he kept soaring upward. The cannons saw him now, their iron snouts following his ascent, fuses lit orange and smoking. He kicked his feet impotently, snapped his jaws to bite at whatever force was playing with him. Bottomhead howled and spat flame in all directions, and all Upperhead could do was wrap around Rania to keep her close.

He was above the entire mountain, looking down on the vast wooden fortress. So many towers and houses, so many bridges and support beams, enshrouding the mountain in architecture. Horns blew and cannon shot filled the air, shattering the brine stench with sulfurous smoke. Through it all, Centerhead gnashed his fangs and prayed to Goddess Polárka to free him.

“Release me!”

He arched his back and extended his claws to dig into pure nothingness. He flew higher and higher, and then—

Dropped.

As abruptly as he’d shot upward along the cliff faces, flight left his limbs. Centerhead panted, worming around, yanking at his aching wings to spread and send him flying away from this place. Away from the iron balls shooting through the air and the sight of that fortress. Down he plunged, tails flailing.

He couldn’t catch the wind. He couldn’t bolt forward at all, as though he’d gone from too much power of flight to none. He beat his wings against the air, raking at it to send him forward, and continued plummeting down. Straight down, toward the fortress on the mountainside.

Rania cried out, a raw note of confusion.

“I’m sorry,” Centerhead said, fighting for air, fighting with his wings to open and slow their hurtling path down toward those red flags and wooden roofs. “I can’t. I can’t. Just hold on and I’ll—”

When he hit the buildings, the entire world roared with him.
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Chapter 53

ALL YOU DO IS FALL

He didn’t feel the roof slamming into his belly and smashing into a million splinters. Maybe it was the other heads who ate all the pain of a flagpole gouging against his scales and down one leg. The impact of support beams caving under his weight, jamming his bones together and tearing at his joints, and the floor rushing up to greet him, all in less than a blink.

All he felt was his left foreleg. A brilliant line of pain, as deathly cold as the depths of the ocean itself, a glacier carving through tissue and bone as he landed. He fought like mad to cradle his limbs to himself, and still he failed, and still he fell, just like the day Lefty had died. All those agonizing sessions to walk on it again, all those painful days evaporating, his body forgetting the effort, his leg snapping like kindling. Could he even move it?

Bottomhead wailed and darted at their leg, biting at it as though to attack the pain. To make that limb surrender its injury and return to normal. But nothing they did got feeling back into his foot. His claws could barely twitch.

He was alive. All three heads were thrashing around him, and he’d survived their tumble, and it didn’t matter. He tried to rise, and that left foreleg jerked uncontrollably, as all three heads tried to find some position that wouldn’t bring burning tears to their eyes. All he could think of was losing the thing he’d toiled to regain. All the struggle he and Rania had—

“Rania?” Centerhead blurted out, head whipping around to his back. “Where are you?”

Flames leapt out his nostrils, fear racing. He swept his eyes around the confines of this chamber, some wretched human bedroom. Bunks were smashed into rubbish under his bulk, and the remains of the destroyed ceiling were so low, he couldn’t spread his wings. Waxed floorboards bowed under his feet, groaning in threat. The walls, the door frames, everything here was wooden. And he didn’t see her anywhere.

Then she came running, colliding into his side with wide arms. Blood trickled from scrapes on her left temple and cheek, her scarf torn away, unruly orange hair fluffing about behind her. She hugged onto his broken limb, squeezing as though she wanted to become a living brace.

“You’re alive!” she yelled, peppering kisses against his scales. She simultaneously tried to climb him for a bigger hug and tried to worm under him as though to carry him home. “That’s it. I’m going to spend the rest of my life scritching your heads. Just let me live on you.”

Living on them wasn’t enough. Upperhead forced his way in, nuzzling against her side, staring at her scrapes. “You made it? You’re in one piece?”

“Thanks to all of you,” she said, wincing as she reached to hold him. “You kept me safe as we went down. I thought you were done for.”

The notion of perishing made him fight the pain. Centerhead gritted his teeth, testing that injured leg again. It could’ve been frozen in a block of ice. Worse than numb. He forced it to flex, to push into the floor.

He said, “I won’t die so easily.”

Again, Rania ducked to help him, hands guiding where it was safe to bend his joints. Myriad chill pains warmed where she touched, as though by the magic of encouragement. There was a trust there, from all those days she’d helped him learn to walk correctly again.

She said, “You’re going to be fine. What happened to you up there?”

Bottomhead said, “Uhm? I don’t know? The sky stopped behaving?”

Centerhead couldn’t put it more rationally than that. It had felt like the very air around them no longer obeyed. Flight was a natural thing. How did one convey that nature had stopped working?

He glanced at Upperhead, who was clearly working through the same conundrum. Upperhead muttered, “I wish I had a more articulate explanation. But I simply . . . dropped.”

And why had he dropped? For the same reason he’d flown up into the sky.

Centerhead said, “It was like something took my flight from me.”

Rania leaned back to look through the jagged ruins of the ceiling. She pointed for him. “We need to get you to safety before anyone finds us. Can you fly us out of here?”

His wings fluttered, just a few inches of unintentional murmurs, trying to extend further. That little motion told him everything. Not only were his wings badly bruised, but no sense of flight stirred in his heart.

“Nuh,” said Bottomhead. “My flying is still stolen.”

For lack of a better target, Centerhead cursed at his own wings. “Damn it. Move.”

“Hold on,” Rania said, catching Centerhead by the chin. “I’ll get you through this. I promise.”

Or that’s what he thought she said, for that same moment was when the guns opened fire. Those cracks, louder than his body hitting the roof had been, snapped off again and again. Tiny circles of light tore open in the wall as iron bullets flew inward with trails of dust and flotsam. They beat against his side like claws digging at his hide.

Already? Already, they’d been found. Everyone in the fortress had to have watched him fall and had to be coming. Without windows to expose them, the enemy had to be opening fire through the walls.

All Garrodigh could do was sweep a wing around Rania, gathering her against him, using his limb as a shield. Centerhead swept his neck over the top of that wing, making sure nothing ricocheted over it, letting rifle shots rake against the side of his face. Bullets stung against his scales before bouncing back at the enemy. It would take more than rifles to cow him.

A heavy boot thudded against the front door, sending it swinging inward. Centerhead swung around to bite at whoever dared run through the dust and debris, only to see the long snout of an inhuman creature. Four men in familiar black bodystockings, bulging with armor beneath, just like those who’d fought him on the airships. The elite of the FFR. And the four dragged a cart between them, carrying aloft the heavy barrel of a cannon.

Its dead black eye stared directly into Centerhead’s soul. He couldn’t spit fire fast enough, not with the fuse already hissing and burning down. In that moment, the one thing he knew was that if death was pointed at him, then it wasn’t pointed at the others.

“I—”

He tried to say farewell, and found Bottomhead biting the back of his head, dragging him to one side. With his left leg screaming in pain, the other heads forced his body to roll over, to sprawl across the mattresses and shattered timbers.

Then the room was full of a single noise, that explosion so great, any dragon would have envied it. His ears thrummed so hard that it vibrated down through his bones and into his guts. The cannonball was a black streak in the gloom, its heat raking across Centerhead’s snout before exploding out the rear wall. One foot lower, and it would have taken his skull with it.

“You can’t have him!”

How could he hear anything? Yet Rania’s cry was as clear as any dawn, as she scrambled up his wing with pistols in each hand. She pointed death at the men in front of the cannon, and her first shot flew true. A man staggered from the cannon, clutching at his neck, while others spun out of the way, yelping for aid.

Black-hooded riflemen stepped into the door, cramming their barrels inside. Rania needed to duck, to back off and hide behind Garrodigh. Centerhead reached with a wing, swinging it around her like a blanket, to rein her in. To get her into his safety. She needed to use him as a shield.

Upperhead called, “Come back!”

Rania surged upward to fire another shot, and a rifleman stumbled from the impact, dropping his weapon to grasp at his chest. Rania kept moving, hurling her pistol at them like a club.

She was reaching inside her jacket for a knife when the other rifles went off. The bullet went cleanly through her midriff, flying out the other side to smack against Garrodigh’s hide. She went straight upright, like her entire body would stay alive if she got tall enough, so stiff, her limbs were frozen grabbing at her weapons.

Seeing her go rigid, the heat boiled up out of Centerhead’s mouth. The fire surged without a thought, and he poured it through the doorway, at the walls and the entirety of their damned fortress. An orange torrent of heat that would devour every thought they’d ever had. Every memory of storming some poor girl’s life. They deserved to be nothing more than ash.

The room ignited like a bad dream. It was so cramped, lint from the mattresses heavy in the air, igniting into sparks as the timber walls began to glow. Soldiers shrieked from beyond the wall, people flailing and fighting to drag the cannon off with them. Centerhead kept spewing fire, immolating anything that dared exist near Rania.

It was Bottomhead who snaked out to circle her with his neck, dragging her stiff body away from the flames. The floor caught fire, boards popping without an ounce of weight on them.

The dragon cradled the rider to his belly, all three heads trying to look her in the eyes. Those glassy eyes, frantic and unable to focus. The right corner of her mouth kept twitching up at him, like she was trying to smile him into peace.

“I’m fi.”

Fine. She meant fine and couldn’t even complete the word. Her blood leaked in a warm dribble along his side. She couldn’t stay here. He couldn’t heal her, but she had to leave.

And he couldn’t fly worth a damn.

Burning mess as it was, more things jammed in through the doorway. The barrels of rifles, and the snout of that cannon, reloaded so quickly as people prepared to blast him to nothing. To turn him into ash on their creaking, burning floor. A floor that burned outward, onto wooden walkways that led to more buildings. A whole stilted fortress, all resting above the mountain itself.

“Hold her tight,” he told all of his selves. They all agreed, in an instant, clutching every bit of Rania to his body, pinning her between wing and belly. “Hold.”

One hiccupping tremor from Rania was all it took, and Bottomhead whipped outward. Not a single rifleman had the chance to shoot, not in that gale of dragonfire as Bottomhead let everything pour up from their stomach. Centerhead held his breath, giving it entirely to his brother in self. He didn’t need breath.

He needed their damned legs. Bad as it hurt to lean on his broken foreleg, he heaved his hind legs and tails up across the groaning floor. His haunches hit the remains of the ceiling, and he’d never felt so bulky in his life. Too large. Too weighty.

Perfect to slam downward. He came at the floor with all his force and smashed his way through the burning boards. Down he dropped, falling for once on purpose, tearing with him all the support beams he could reach. The soldiers fell with him, the building coming apart and dragging them through the fire. They toppled over Garrodigh and beyond, beating at themselves to put out the flames, clueless that they were about to fall off the mountain.

Centerhead gritted his teeth and let them go. Let the ocean swallow them up, whenever they hit its surface.

He landed flat against a set of rocks, some twenty feet below the building, and his left leg bent so badly, he couldn’t open his eyes. His entire being clenched shut at the freezing pain, threatening to slay him on the spot and reduce him to a chunk of ice.

But he refused to die. No matter how mangled he was, he kept his wing in a snug pocket around Rania. Warm and sheltered from any more bullets. Those damned soldiers couldn’t hurt her anymore.

Centerhead whispered down into the pocket of their wing, “You’re safe. You hear me?”

Except when he opened his eyes, there was still a cannon up above. Lodged against the remains of a bridge, suspended from some mass of ropes and ingenuity, with a masked soldier shoving it into place. Pushing its barrel to aim at the base of Garrodigh’s necks.

A second man ran around the rear of the cannon, this one not in a gray uniform. He wore a black bodystocking, dark goggles over his eyes. Another of those damnable men. How many of them did the FFR have?

The first soldier looked down at Garrodigh and reached out for the fuse. To light the cannon.

The bodystockinged man stood back, like he just wanted to watch. He even picked up one of the rifles, like he’d take a final disparaging shot at Garrodigh before they slew him.

Then the bodystockinged man raised the rifle to the back of the first man’s head. The first man barely blinked before his face vanished in gore.

Centerhead barely blinked, either. He couldn’t stop staring at the man with the rifle as he reached out and tore the fuse out of the cannon’s backside. Leaning on his rifle, his hands still on his gun, the man moved to shield his goggled eyes and look down at the dragon.

The man asked, “Garrodigh?”

Now he blinked. Three sets of dragon eyes blinked up at the man in black, all abruptly witless. No one talked to Garrodigh. Least of all here. Was he dead? Was this some delusion as he bled out under a burning building?

“Garrodigh,” the man said again, pointing a gloved finger at the neck stump where Lefty had once grown. “How on earth did you get all the way out here?”

It was a delusion. It had to be.

Still, Centerhead found himself talking to the hallucination. “How do you know my name?”

The man fondled his chin, peeling his mask up to reveal gray stubble and sharp cheekbones. His smile was missing half its teeth and was still so reverent, he could have been meeting his own god. The man tossed his rifle aside and put a hand over his chest. “It’s me. It’s me, you beautiful creature. But we’ve got to get you out of here. Follow me, right now, or the entire army is going to fall on us.”

The man dropped to all fours and kicked a line of rope over the edge of the planks like he’d climb down and join them. Like masked FFR murderers always helped wounded dragons.

Centerhead reached up with his snout, unsure whether to help the man down or bite him in half. He gave this man one chance to not be bitten in half. He asked, “Who are you?”

“It’s me,” the man repeated. “Gáspár Kardoš.”
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Chapter 54

THE TRUTH ABOUT GÁSPÁR KARDOŠ

Centerhead followed because there was nothing else he could do. Freezing up and letting Rania die wasn’t an option. Running away when he didn’t know this island was a dangerous prospect with more FFR soldiers thudding overhead to answer the call. With his head tired and feeling like it was full of sand, this man claiming to be Gáspár Kardoš promising a secret lair full of answers became the only choice.

It was lucky he had two other heads to do the walking for him, to coordinate him when he’d lost all grip on reality. They limped along on three legs, left foreleg tucked against his belly as he tried to work more feeling against the seize of chills. It took all three heads to coordinate, especially with Rania clutched inside one wing, in a pocket of bulletproof safety.

The man claiming to be Gáspár Kardoš led them to a secluded cave that faced away from all the fortress settlements. Centerhead moved as quickly as his bad leg allowed, praying to Goddess Polárka that nobody spotted them. The cave was narrow and humid, like the queer rock of its walls gave off vaporous heat dredged up from the heart of the world. Centerhead had never seen rock that looked quite like it.

Within, Kardoš cleaned Rania’s wound with alcohol and iodine. She kept coming in and out of consciousness as he stitched up her belly, but never did she release her one-handed grip on Centerhead. He helped prop her up as the man wrapped strips of fabric around her midriff, padding the entrance and exit wounds.

He looked down into Rania’s face with far too much gentleness for someone who’d just shot a comrade. Certainly, for someone still wearing the armor and bodystocking of an FFR thug. “You’re lucky. That shot was a sneeze shy of your bowels.”

Finally, Rania’s fingers loosened on Centerhead’s face. She was studying the old man, who perched on a red-painted barrel.

She said, “Every morning before the parliament met, he’d come into the hospital early and work a half-shift. He volunteered every scrap of his time.”

The muscles in Rania’s neck stood at attention as she tried to balance on both feet. A hand went over the covered wound in her belly as she looked at the man again.

“It really is you, isn’t it?”

A soft smile split his lips apart, revealing broken teeth. “If you think this is hard to believe, imagine how hard it is for me to believe that a dragon and rider fell out of the sky to rescue me.”

Lava pooled in the bottom of Garrodigh’s mouth, welling up beneath his tongue. The acid sting of doubt. He asked, “You say you’re Kardoš. And you joined the FFR?”

“What? Never,” the man said, shaking his head so that his gray-streaked hair went wild around his liver-spotted face. The skin under his eyes was a color so sickly, even a dragon wouldn’t eat it. The man grabbed at the neck of his bodystocking, like he’d strip down naked if it would prove his identity. “They’re completely disorganized, so I blended in. If these people didn’t inherit a powerful military from previous generations, they wouldn’t be able to conquer a dinner table. It’s all showmen and nephews of lineages trying to look strong. They don’t know anything other than sending the lower ranks to smash their enemies, no matter how often it fails.”

All three of Garrodigh’s heads looked quizzically at each other.

“Uhm,” said Bottomhead. “Then why work for them?”

The man claiming to be Kardoš smacked his palm on the top of his red barrel. It thunked like it was mostly full. “I’ve been stranded here. I snatched a uniform and tried to look busy. If you look busy here, they just tell you to work harder. They’ve tried to promote me twice now.”

Bottomhead said, “Uhm? Do promotions taste good?”

“Kardoš,” Rania said, like her tongue was trying the word on. “You’ve been hiding with the FFR? How did you get here?”

The man claiming to be Kardoš backed into the left wall of the cave, his eyes sweeping up at all three of Garrodigh’s heads. There was too much gratitude in his weary face. He was too excited to face a dragon. He couldn’t be some random stalwart from the FFR.

He could only be a madman.

Or . . .

“None of us knew this was here,” Kardoš said, gesturing with both hands to the ground before his barrel. “Not until the morning we got Winged City into the sky. The moment it raised, every experiment I had going went wild. Beakers exploded. My laboratory was a mess. We thought we were only raising one piece of land.”

Upperhead pushed away from their shared body, examining the murky ground, and then the exit of the cave that led out the steep slopes down to the waves. He asked, “You mean this place? This got raised from the ocean by your ritual?”

“It’s something none of us counted on. We wanted to connect Winged City directly to Goddess Polárka, to take her gift and free the city from invasions. To make it fly like her beloved dragonkind. In an instant, I knew we’d connected with something else. I jumped onto the back of my dragon, Ferocious Cloud, and we took off immediately to scout. I never knew I’d find this.”

“Then why didn’t you come back?” The first notes of ire rose in Rania’s voice—resentment for the man who’d helped save her. “Why did you leave us to fight on our own this whole time?”

Kardoš’s head lolled back, as though looking at her strife was too great a weight on him. He rested his head against the cave wall. “The FFR beat us here. They spotted the activity first, and they had gunships. Naval and airships, swarming the area. Ferocious Cloud and I fought as hard as we could, but we were shot down. I couldn’t do anything for her.” He rubbed at his eyes like he couldn’t stand to keep them open while imagining his fallen dragon. “I failed her. She lived through three wars in her lifetime and then died here.”

Centerhead wanted to be disgusted with this human—this Kardoš, and he had to be Kardoš—but all he could think was how he’d felt falling out of the sky today. The despair to keep Rania safe. To give her one more minute alive.

What had Ferocious Cloud felt as she’d fallen with her desperate rider? Centerhead could guess.

Upperhead said, “And that left you among enemies who would like nothing more than to hang you.”

Kardoš stuck a thumb in the collar of his bodystocking, tugging it looser. “I pretended to be from one of the ships we’d taken down. Nobody cared. Nobody checked. I’ve spent all my time here sabotaging their airships. To get up to the head up there,” and he pointed through the ceiling of the cave to where the peak of the mountain must have stood. “Loosening bolts and screws. Putting strategic holes in balloons so they’d have to cancel excursions. Contaminating their meals. Anything I could do. But all I’ve wanted was to get home. To see my people again.”

Centerhead was too mired in thoughts about protecting Rania to stop Kardoš as he came forward and embraced Garrodigh’s side, touching him above his sore left leg. One hand stretched to the scar tissue where Lefty had once grown. His touch sought to stroke a long-gone neck.

Kardoš said, “Garrodigh, I’m so sorry. I wanted it to be the end. I thought taking us to the sky would make the FFR give up. What you’ve lost . . . I can’t imagine.”

Upperhead stretched away on his neck, eyes narrowing at the man. He wasn’t in his usual wide-eyed witless state, rather in some kind of vitriolic skepticism. Bottomhead looked little warmer, glowering at him from as far away as his serpentine neck would take him. Neither of them trusted this ghost.

Somehow, Centerhead was the only one willing give Kardoš the benefit of the doubt. Or, enough of it to at least talk to him.

Centerhead didn’t recognize this man. He had no memory of the time when any of their heads had worked with him. When Lefty had trusted their lives and safety to Kardoša, the first time. But he knew enough now. It hadn’t just been Lefty who had been an ally to the humans. And now, in the shadow of Lefty’s memory, Centerhead couldn’t pretend he wasn’t a part of all of this.

He told Kardoš, “Everyone has suffered. But not because of you.”

Kardoš ran a hand over an imaginary neck again. “Was it painful for him?”

Centerhead glanced at his fellow heads, who tilted their muzzles down, abruptly mournful. Was it painful for Lefty? The truth left his mouth without a thought. “So agonizing that none of us can remember it. We have not been the same since. We never will be.”

“You deserve to remember how brave you were,” Kardoš said, gesturing not to Centerhead, but to all three of the surviving heads together. “How generous. You stood together.”

Upperhead nosed forward, eyes widening like he was seeing more of Kardoš than before. “We all felt for humans? We all loved you?”

“Not even close,” Kardoš said with this inexplicably wan smile, a relic of an in-joke that none of the heads could remember. “If anything, you were grouchier when you had four heads. You were hurt in your life by storms, other dragons, and human wars. But you’ve always had this capacity to care for others, no matter how much you didn’t want to. It’s something rare in dragons and humans alike. It’s why you were the first wild dragon I asked for help.”

“I’m sorry. Excuse me. I don’t understand.”

It was Rania’s voice, like a knife gently poking into sinew. Her face twisted up at them all in the most dragon-like expression a human had ever made. Her eyes traveled from Upperhead to Centerhead, as though seeing strings connecting them that had never been there before, then moved down to Kardoš. Her mouth kept opening, like she couldn’t figure out how to keep it shut.

“How are you talking to each other?”

Centerhead went rigid in front of her stare. He’d been so overwhelmed with the fall and finding Kardoš that it hadn’t even occurred to him he was speaking to another human in front of Rania. This entire time, he’d been begging her disbelief. Just because he was overwhelmed and stranded on an enemy island didn’t mean the story of the “spiritual bond” that let him talk had disappeared.

Poor Rania should have figured it out sooner, if she hadn’t been shot and medicated, and then thrust into meeting her hero. Why hadn’t Centerhead thought about it sooner and shut up?

The other heads had to help him here. They’d have something quaint or goofy to dispel her confusion, right?

No sooner did he turn to them than Bottomhead whipped away to hide behind him. Both of them jockeyed to get further away from her and make Centerhead the only visible spokesperson for their sudden ability to speak to other humans. His eyes bugged out at them, but there was no way to make them any more responsible than he was. They were all the same dragon. They were all caught.

It was Kardoš who answered. “Garrodigh is an old dragon. We came to know each other before Winged City took to the sky. He’s done more to defend our people than you’ll ever know.”

Rania gestured to Centerhead’s mouth. “And he can talk to you . . . ?”

Goddess, her eyes were on him. Imploring him for it to make sense, as she still struggled to remain upright. What did he say to those weary eyes?

He’d made up a story about a spiritual bond for no good reason. He’d been afraid of being caught and was bewildered why all the other tamed dragons were mum. It was a result of fear, of consequence when his life had been too hard. Untruths that Rania surely would have understood, if only he’d told her. Again and again, things had gotten in the way.

And for what? To keep up the cover that dragons couldn’t speak, all because the city’s dragons enjoyed taking their humans for granted.

All because he was a mountain of insecurity and scales.

He fidgeted on his sore leg, unable to look away from her and unable to loosen his mouth. How did he explain any of this, especially now?

“We could always speak.” It was Upperhead, eyes still wide like he was at the edge of his faculties. He nosed around Centerhead, leaving his hiding place, no longer forcing Centerhead to be alone in this. “We ought to have come out sooner. But being among silent dragons confused and overwhelmed us. It seemed easier to say we gained the gift of tongues because of our trust in you.”

Rania shook her head witlessly, as though she didn’t know what she was disagreeing with. “Why?”

Centerhead found himself staring at Upperhead, waiting for an answer he knew would be true, even though he couldn’t put words to it himself.

Upperhead took a moment to speak again. “Because our trust in you was the only thing we had.”

Rania blinked as though he’d clubbed her with that idea. “Really? Then why did you speak to me in the first place?”

“Uhm?” Bottomhead said, still lurking behind Centerhead, as though he were his personal protection. “Besides liking you?”

“Yes.”

“Yurk. Because you were hurting.” Bottomhead shoved forward, nudging at Centerhead’s jaw, like he was accusing him of caring the most about her pain. “We wanted to help.”

Centerhead swallowed liquid magma, accepting the accusation. Yes, that night, he had cared. He’d cared too much, for too long. So he’d spoken up, like he needed to now. But he never could have done it without the other parts of himself laying his own thoughts bare for him. It was a trust that Rania herself had helped build between them.

Lowering himself closer to her, he said, “That night, you needed someone. And you had already been there for us. So we had to do something.”

Rania’s smile showed how exhausted she was. “We keep picking each other up, don’t we?”

Perspiration shone on her forehead and cheeks, and her shoulders trembled as she pushed to approach him. All of his heads lowered to receive her, jockeying to get under an arm or let her hip rest against them. They held onto each other for as long as the shred of time they owned lasted.

“That’s the Garrodigh I know.” Kardoš loitered behind them for a moment, looking far too parental and proud for a man none of them remembered meeting. He picked up a rifle and stepped closer to the head of the cave. “We need to get you home. Do you think you can fly?”

The icy throb in his leg sent chills up through his ribs. Disorienting cold sensations ran inside his guts. His wings felt like they’d been beaten with sledgehammers. And his connection with Goddess Polárka felt utterly absent. Was it absent? What had made him fall in the first place?

Centerhead said, “It was like I forgot how to fly in the middle of the air, right before I fell. I don’t know if I can rise at all.”

“That puts us in an ugly spot,” Kardoš said, shaking his head down at his puny gun. “Because if we’re going to get you out of here, we have to get you up to the head.”

The head. He’d called part of the mountain that before. Was it a military installation up on the peak of the mountain?

Upperhead asked, “You know a way off this island?”

Kardoš opened his mouth, before his eyes locked up with some unknown conflict. He turned away, then turned back to them just as quickly. “You don’t know? Winged City hasn’t figured it out yet?”

Rania tried to push off Centerhead and to her own feet. “Figured what out? Is there a tunnel from the island?”

Kardoš swallowed, then looked at his boots. No, not at his boots. At the smooth stone floor between his feet. “This isn’t an island.”

Centerhead had lived on an island his entire life. He knew one when he saw one, and certainly when he crashed out of the sky onto one. Of course this was an island.

Centerhead tried not to sound incredulous as he asked, “Then what do you call it?”

Kardoš took a hand from his rifle and splayed his fingers against the cave wall. He walked with the rifle like a crutch, waving for the rider and dragon to follow him. Centerhead lumbered, grunting at the pain of jostling his broken leg, needing to drag his bulk along the wall for support. Rania held her belly and walked under Centerhead, like she wanted to help carry him.

The cave opened sharply into the briny air, its humid vapors giving way to cool breezes. Breezes that Centerhead tried to imagine he could glide along, if the need were desperate enough. This looked like no less of an island out here than from within.

Kardoš pointed the butt of his rifle like a long finger up past Centerhead’s snout, directing all the heads to the summit of the mountain. Yes, it was still imposing, the mountainside narrowing and clustering with more buildings as it ascended. It pointed outward, like the mountain was gazing across the sea, and there the fortress was built on its flat top, but also below. Reinforcements of metal and timber were seamed to seal the top of the mountain together, like the FFR was afraid it would fall apart. Centerhead barely made out a single seam running along the center of the triangular pointing cliff. Assessing it, he couldn’t understand why the FFR had reinforced the underhang of the cliff so rigorously. All that added weight couldn’t make it more stable. It was more like an engineered muzzle, keeping the mountain silent.

“You can see her left eye there,” Kardoš said, gesturing at a wide outcropping of rock above the seam. “It’s closed. But you can see the lids merging.”

That could be a closed eye on that triangular cliff, if you had too much of an imagination. That would make the seam running across the side look like the lips of a mouth. A crocodile, or a dragon. Why, those could be the beginnings of nostrils at the far end.

Bottomhead said, “Uhm. Do islands have noses?”

Kardoš said, “When we raised Winged City, we begged her for help. She rose out of the ocean in answer. This cave is the back of one of her knees. This whole place is her. My friends, you’re standing on Goddess Polárka.”
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Chapter 55

THE TRUTH ABOUT GODDESS POLÁRKA

It wasn’t possible. Centerhead wanted to call it impossible, but he couldn’t deny the obvious line of her lips, where ages of murk and seaweed had caked over her teeth. As though there were any explanation for that long snout, or the flat brow creasing over the closed eye that could see all. Beneath all the humans’ buildings, the descending slope of the mountain was like wings folded tight across a spiny back, leading down to a harbor built over where her tail disappeared into the surf. Steep cliff walls were the tops of her forelegs and her chest, all too enormous to think of as anything but a place. Everything that had been geography before now became a body. The humidity pouring out of the cave to his side wasn’t a freak of geology; it was living heat. The gift from the lifeblood of a goddess.

The truth was inescapable from where he stood. And he was standing on his goddess.

He jumped back, ignoring the freezing pain in his leg, frantic to get on anything other than the ground. The cave, or the steep slope beyond—none of it was stone. Every place he could rest was the Goddess Polárka’s hide. It looked like queer rock because these were enormous scales. Scales that deserved better than to be trod on. What was he doing? He should break all of his legs and chew them off so he wouldn’t trouble her slumber with another step.

He begged the ground, “Goddess Polárka, forgive me.”

“Yurk?” Bottomhead asked, dazedly blinking between Centerhead and the head of the mountain. “The ground is what now?”

Rania backed up against Garrodigh’s side, resting all her weight on him. The perspiration was even heavier on her forehead now, and her typically unruly hair was wetting to her scalp. “It can’t be true. This place is the goddess?”

Kardoš walked back into the cave, over to the red barrel. He gestured with the rifle to the world outside their hiding spot, like it was all obvious. “She emerged from the ocean the same morning Winged City took to the sky. Dragonkind is connected to her at the most profound level. That is the miracle that lets dragon flight work. When we combined enough dragons, we called on her power for help.” He tapped the butt of the rifle on the ground. “She answered louder than we ever expected. I was sure you in Winged City would have figured it out, too.”

This felt like waking from a dream, where nothing felt real yet. Nothing could be trusted. Centerhead said, “She sacrificed herself to take down the fleet of the giants. She died in the ocean.”

Kardoš nodded up at him, such a meager gesture to discuss something so shattering. “What else would we think? She never surfaced, so we thought she’d died. But nobody asked the goddess’s opinion.”

Centerhead had always assumed she persisted in spirit alone. When he regained that connection with her, to gain flight, he never imagined her still flying in her sky. He never imagined her corpse at the bottom of the waters. She was ephemeral. His faith fluttered in his chest at the notion that the combined might of the ocean and death itself had failed to shackle her. Of course Goddess Polárka refused to yield, even after martyrdom.

And now things started to make sense. His speed randomly picking up had been her presence. The heat that had risen in his guts on the way here wasn’t dread. It was proximity to the goddess, to the source of all dragon strength. The speed and strength coming from nowhere, being yanked into the sky, and losing control. How would any dragon keep hold over their flight when in the divine presence for the first time? He was at the mercy of her bad dreams.

“Wait,” Rania said. “If she’s alive, why hasn’t she come back to Kardoša? She’s staying out here in the ocean? And with the FFR?”

Kardoš held up a finger. “It isn’t her choice.”

“What?” Centerhead asked, his exaltation snapping. “The goddess chooses her fate. No one else.”

Fear flickered in Kardoš’s eyes, and he walked backward from Centerhead. He pointed up, beyond the cave, to those many wooden houses and bridges that desecrated Goddess Polárka’s back. All three of Garrodigh’s heads stuck out to follow his gesture, looking at the metal structures that looked like they were driven down between her scales and into her hide. There was no telling how deeply the FFR had stabbed her.

Upperhead muttered, “The pain she must endure in wretched sleep.”

“That’s the point of the fortress,” Kardoš said. “Naval ships come with hulls full of poison. They pour it down through the towers they built into her ancient wounds, emptying a sea of death into her veins.”

Rania asked, “To try to kill her?”

“No. To keep her from waking. If she rouses, she’ll reduce all their republics to ash. This way, she is useful.”

Upperhead tensed so hard that Centerhead felt it in his own neck. Upperhead’s question sounded like a smoldering threat. “Useful?”

With a face so somber, Kardoš seemed barely strong enough to lift his chin, the man regarded him. He gestured with his rifle up to the white airship that floated above Goddess Polárka’s dormant head, like a human joke, showing off that they could fly when she could not.

“They’ve found a way to steal a portion of her power. They constructed a platform directly in front of her mouth. They’ve found that if compelled, she can make whatever is immediately before her gaze move great distances in an instant. It’s the purest form of her gift of flight, peeling apart the fabric of the world to deliver people to places. The first successful experiment sent an envoy back to the FFR with a gift of one of her scales. Since then, they’ve been figuring out what poisons will hurt her enough to compel her to do it again and again. They’ve sent airships deep behind enemy lines. I’m sure you’ve seen them appear from thin air.”

Fire welled up in Centerhead’s throat. Of course this human didn’t know. None of the feckless ghouls who built this fortress of torment had ever heard the goddess’s ghostly cry. They didn’t know that the force that shot things through the world was her roar.

Centerhead hadn’t realized it, either. All his heads had been clueless. Too distracted. Too witless to recognize his goddess crying for help.

Rania said, “We had no idea what it was.”

Bottomhead sniffed at one of those distant metal towers. “Yurk. They hurt her until she does what they want?”

Kardoš nodded. “It’s through poison. Causing her such abrupt pain that, in her weakened sleep, her throat seizes up as though in a roar. A roar no one can hear. The silent roar is their big new weapon. If they can send an exploding airship anywhere in the world, they can—”

Centerhead interrupted, “No can hear it?”

No one? No humans. No damnable bipeds with their noxious body hair and their view of the world as an experiment built to serve them.

He’d heard her. For weeks, every time one of those airships struck from nowhere, he’d been hearing the scream of pain. He’d been haunted by a ghostly cry. He’d been hearing his own goddess begging for help as she was turned into a gun.

A new pyre welled up in him, filling him from tails to tongue, threatening to melt his scales down into sludge. This was why he was here. All those years down in the wilds, limping along on a bad leg, his wings barely capable of spreading. All those nights under barrages from their airships, praying not to be crushed by cannon fire. All his hopeless existence was because these wretches had stolen his goddess from him.

It wasn’t trembling that shook his limbs. No, he vibrated with rage at what they’d done to all dragonkind. He let the fires well up in his chest, let them melt his bones if they wanted. Let the anger and spite flow. It had been what connected him to the poisoned and dreaming Goddess Polárka in the first place. It had been why he’d flown again.

And now he’d come to her. He would not leave without her.

Rania said, “If we made a distraction somewhere lower on the slope, like blowing up a weapon storehouse? Then we could rush for her head. Do you know their armories?”

Kardoš set his rifle aside, using both hands to grab that red-painted barrel. He started dragging it to the mouth of the cave. “Too well. I’ve been saving a present for them, too.”

“Good, but . . .” Rania turned to Centerhead, putting a hand over her mouth at the sight of his left foreleg. “Do you think you can fly?”

Centerhead didn’t bother to follow her gaze. His reinjured leg? As though he hadn’t survived for years in the wilds limping. The FFR had to be out hunting them, and they wouldn’t corner this dragon hiding in a cave. This vitriol burning away inside him had to be a connection to the goddess. It had to be.

“Can I fly? Let them try to stop me.”
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Chapter 56

WHATEVER IT TAKES

Nobody paid attention to the barrel, not at first. Garrodigh gave it a good toss, sending the red-painted thing spinning down along the goddess’s sodden slopes. As best as Centerhead could make out, not a single cannon tilted after it as it banged and tumbled for the water. No patrols turned around at the muted thunks.

Which meant nobody saw the fuse burning.

After a couple of seconds, Centerhead couldn’t hear the hissing of the fuse. It plummeted beyond the purview of the little cave. Bottomhead stretched out like he wanted to make sure it was still going, and Upperhead and Centerhead had to grab him with their mouths. They couldn’t risk giving themselves away.

The barrel gave itself away. The orange flash of the explosion and the rich smoky aroma blasted up the slopes, making Centerhead’s mouth water with lava. Whatever had been in that barrel, it had blown gloriously. Howls of humans followed, scalded or spooked. He’d hoped it’d hit a few of them in the blast, but he couldn’t see and didn’t have time to check.

Dozens of FFR soldiers came charging down the nearest footpath, headed for the direction of the explosion. They all looked sure that they’d caught their dragon, because nobody in the crowd seemed to want to go in front. Bottlenecking cowards, rushing to battle an enemy that wasn’t there.

Better, their path was followed by cannons. Every black iron snout protruding from a window on their side of the island lowered, priming to blow the first offending figure into a powdery mist. Men with rifles and installations with cannons bore down on that direction, all sweeping the waterline for where the wounded, flightless dragon had to be.

Garrodigh shot upward like the Hells themselves had spit him out. One beat of his wings, and he rode raw anger into the sky, clouds rushing closer and cold air raking at his numb limbs. No soul could point their weapon at him fast enough, not as he tore over the sight of his goddess. Soldiers squealed and reached for cranks to turn their cannons upward, but the dragon was already sailing overhead, out of reach of their petty guns. The black shadow of his wings raked over their faces, darkening their bridges and barracks. He stayed in the air not from strength of wing or spirit, but by standing on their backs, by flinging himself across the images of scrambling men who had walked too long on a goddess’s back and now were learning where they belonged. Under a dragon’s mouth.

The beauty of her. That horrible mountain of algae and seaweed that broke from the surf and resisted the chill of the entire world. How had he ever thought her an island? Wings draped to either side, sagging from sleep, her neck bowed forward as though in prayer to herself.

That white airship anchored itself by four chains to her head, a great gas bladder that scarcely deserved to be a meal for her. Goddess Polárka had no spines, and the FFR’s fortresses climbed along her back like artificial spikes, decorating her with architecture and guns. Metal towers had been designed to inject poisons into her. She could wear their fortress like a dress, once she roused and returned humanity to its place.

Before he could reach her head, cannons belched smoke and iron. There, up at the top of Goddess Polárka’s neck, was an installation of gates and weapons, aimed to keep anyone from getting too close. Garrodigh rolled like a barrel, veering so the cannonballs shot past and crashed into the fortresses below. He pulled out of the roll sharply, so that Rania and Kardoš barely had time to squat. They came right up with him, and before any of his heads could breathe fire, both of them had rifles aimed downward. The crew fighting to reload their cannons were dead before Garrodigh could get his mouths on them. He still ate them.

There was barely time to chew. Already, the heady horns blew in the fortress, and commanders squawked to get soldiers in pace up the mountain that was a goddess. They had their bridges and their way up. Centerhead would meet them with fire if he had to.

Beyond the sandbags and gates was a structure of heavy bricks and so many iron struts that all three of Garrodigh’s heads swarmed to see them all. It was densely built, adhered to her scalp with tar, with some metal stakes directed down between her scales and into her hide. It was a vast hut sitting on the very top of her head, behind her eyes and snout, thick enough on three sides to weather any storm. Garrodigh stormed around the fourth side, the front that faced the same direction the goddess did. There were panes of glass so thick, it hurt to look through them, walls that allowed anyone within to oversee her. It was vacant inside.

Upperhead said, “This is no normal building. What is the purpose?”

Bottomhead growled and stretched out to their left, where one of Goddess Polárka’s eyes should have been. At the arch of her brow was a huge case of cast iron, sharply angular, dug into the soft tissue there. Parts of it had melted on contact, adhering to her flesh from her tears.

A brief glance showed the same kind of structure encased her other eye, jutting out to blind her on the left and right, and above. Blinders like the ones humans would fasten onto horses, driven into her body so that if she ever woke, if she ever opened her eyes, she would only see straight forward.

Centerhead cast his head up at the shame. His fellow heads also looked upward, their fangs bared.

He said, “Built to keep her from seeing her domain.”

Upperhead asked, “They’d rob her of the sky itself?”

Bottomhead lashed out, biting at the edge of one blinder. He gnawed at it and worked his head to either side, with no effect. That horrid contraption had fused with her flesh. They’d bound her in her sleep.

Cables of metallic fiber ran from the boxes to that glass-fronted hut. Centerhead snipped at them and followed them into narrow holes in the front of the structure. There they wound around cranks and mechanical structures that he couldn’t comprehend. But he saw how they all coalesced at the same lectern, all leading up to a single wheel with several spokes. It was no different than the wheel of a naval ship, to control the rudder.

Except these controlled no rudder. They dug into Goddess Polárka’s eyes, and those blinders. They were meant to inflict pain. They were meant to—

“They want to ride my god?” Centerhead bellowed, fire spewing from his mouth. “They want to make the meaning of life into a beast of burden? Another airship in their fleets? A weapon of conquest? The latest invention you can buy weekend tickets on?”

He couldn’t stop himself from biting at the cable. His teeth clicked against it, and it either slid between them or abraded like it would break them off. Its mesh was too dense, and though he wrestled and drooled his burning saliva onto it, it refused to melt. Damn it, he had to be able to do more.

“Yurk,” said Bottomhead, biting at the blinders again. “Metal should be able to die.”

More cables ran underfoot. Her entire maw was restrained by twenty-yard-long plates, those same mesh cables, and chains fit for ship anchors. They connected all the way above and below her snout. The humans had constructed a muzzle out of metal and shipped it out here, onto the back of a miracle. They found a sleeping god, and they poisoned her into a sickly sleep and forced her mouth eternally closed.

“But I heard you.” He said it to her, a prayer to pierce the veil into nightmares. “We’ve all heard you. All your dragons heard you. I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner. I’m . . .”

His words failed. Bottomhead continuing to growl and attack the blinders over her eyes was a better prayer anyway. The raw aggression, the hatred of that which bound the divine, that was truly dragon behavior.

Centerhead pushed in alongside his fellow head, clamping his teeth on another of the cast-iron panels. They jerked their necks as hard as they could, and his teeth just slipped off the metal. It didn’t even bend. It wasn’t coming loose, nor was their goddess stirring. Deep inside those blinders, she was still asleep.

Upperhead peered inside the blinders, like he was trying to make eye contact through her eyelid. “What will it take to wake her? Make her break free of this nonsense?”

A cannon shot rang from his left, and Centerhead reared around. In the time he’d spent horror-struck by the bondage of his goddess, Rania and Kardoš had reloaded one of the FFR’s own cannons and shot it again. They sent the iron ball smashing through one of the bridges beyond the gates, and Rania was already running with the heavy brush to clean the barrel and ready another shot.

The whole moment since landing, they’d been readying a fight to give him time. To let him be devastated. For a split second, Centerhead couldn’t breathe.

Then something hit him on the back of the neck. Three more hard bolts pelted him, one stinging like it had cracked a scale, and he finally heard the reports of rifle fire. Those guns weren’t downhill. Centerhead turned to face the gunmen, expecting them lined up along Polárka’s snout. There was no one there.

The next bullet whined down from the sky, ricocheting off Upperhead’s crest shield. All three heads jerked together, looking for their flying enemies.

It was the damned white airship. In the cabin underneath, men hung out of windows, pointing their long barrels downward. He’d never expected this airship would be manned.

They weren’t aiming for him anymore. He felt the hateful gaze of those barrels move over him, toward the gates. He barely flung a wing up in time, shielding Rania from a hail of searing rifle fire that turned the air into a maelstrom.

“What?” Rania squawked. “Up there?”

Centerhead said, “Not for long.”

He belched a louder blast than any of their petty guns could, sending a volt of fire to ripple the air. He splashed against their faces, and men fell inside the cabin, beating at their clothes. The entire exterior blackened, metal hinges sagging as they began to melt. A little higher and he’d pop their sac and let this entire fortress know the wrath of a waking goddess.

Yes, they had to free Goddess Polárka. Their jaws were too weak. But the humans had handed them the right tool. An explosion so great it would shake the entire world. It would erase every scrap of their architecture from her hide. No more blinders. No more cables around her jaws. No more sprawling fortress. If anything could wake her, it would be that great explosion. Then the world would change.

Centerhead started to inhale, and then heard, “Nuh!”

Bottomhead shot up in front of him, biting his bottom jaw. He tried to pull away, and Bottomhead forced his mouth closed. What was wrong with the feral weirdo?

When Centerhead wormed his way upward, Upperhead swarmed in front of him, too, blocking his vision. It was like they were both shielding the airship from him.

It wasn’t the ship. Their eyes betrayed them, both Bottomhead and Upperhead staring intently behind him. Before he followed their gaze, he surrendered and shut his burning mouth, swallowing his flame.

He turned around to face Rania, her orange hair bushy around the sides of her head, grime from the cannon making a black streak down one eyebrow and cheek. There was vigor in her exhausted face, heavy with perspiration and exertion from staying upright when she was gutshot, held aloft purely by excitement for him. A love for her dragon.

He couldn’t do it. She might even let him, and he’d hate himself if he heard the offer. The exploding airship wouldn’t hurt him, all shock and fire, the things a dragon was made of. But she was made of something else. And his job was to bring his rider home to Oleksiy.

Another crack of a rifle sounded off, and a bullet whizzed over his head, clanging off the cannon and flying out to sea. Those monsters on the white airship weren’t waiting for him. The rumble of soldiers climbing the goddess’s back grew louder, feet beating a rhythm. They were carrying more than rifles. They’d bring cannons and worse. They’d be overwhelmed from both sides soon, if they gave away this one chance.

Rania placed the flat of her hand on his left foreleg. “You have to set her free. Go on.”

Upperhead asked him, “Will that thing break her free? Is there enough gas in it?”

“Its internal balloons are full of the good stuff,” Kardoš said, scratching his thinning hair. “I wanted to sabotage it but couldn’t get clearance to get up here. Can you ignite it? I don’t care if it takes me with it. That thing can’t be allowed to reach Winged City.”

Rania doubled over to grab a cannonball. Grunting and squinting at the pain in her side, she hefted it for the mouth of the cannon. “It’s the best we’ve got. We have to try it.”

That was it. No romance or sentiment. She was ready to fire cannons until the end of the day. She’d let herself go in the war machine for the chance of stopping one more white airship explosion. Preventing all the deaths she’d seen happen once before. And she was too busy to be bothered crying over it, merely huffing for air as she and Kardoš got the cannon ready to fire again.

Centerhead’s fellow heads twitched around him, like they still wanted to protect Rania but didn’t know what to protect her from. Poor Upperhead clamped his jaws shut, lips sealing tight. He was always so easily overwhelmed, trying to convince himself he was one of them. Now they needed insight more than ever, and he couldn’t open his mouth for a single syllable.

Another rifle crack, and Upperhead jumped up, batting the bullet aside with his muzzle. It left a dark skid across the middle of his nose, then flew up into the air. It didn’t do a thing to pierce the dragon’s snout. The three heads would stand up here all day, shielding their humans from rifle fire until the cannons arrived to overwhelm them. Would Goddess Polárka be proud of them? Would she praise them in her dreams?

“Please!” Rania yelled over her shoulder, panting from the effort it took to stay upright. A second cannon shot hadn’t stopped the river of soldiers from marching up at the gates. They’d be overwhelmed in minutes. “Take it down with your breath! We can’t waste this chance!”

Centerhead made himself tall on his hind legs for a moment, staring down across Goddess Polárka’s snout. That long, proud protuberance, what any crocodile or wyvern would grow up wishing to have. All trapped in metal and engineering, plates and cables. Stuff only strong enough to keep her mouth shut because they trapped her in sleep. Her mouth was more bulletproof than her bonds were.

Her snout, larger but not so unlike Upperhead’s snout. As the riflemen in the airship opened fire on him, Centerhead sealed his own mouth closed. Not a wisp of smoke was permitted to escape.

And nothing could pierce inside.

No sooner did the soldiers start reloading their rifles than Centerhead whipped around. He caught both Rania and Kardoš by the backs of their jackets, his teeth snagging on fabric. With hulking men beating hammers against the gates, he wheeled away, beating his wings, begging Goddess Polárka to let him take to the sky for just a little longer. Rania reached for the cannon, unsatisfied that she didn’t get a third blast off before she died.

“No!” She kicked her feet to get free. “Don’t run! Don’t give in to them!”

Kardoš yelled, “What are you thinking? Do it!”

He showed them, diving over the end of Goddess Polárka’s snout. He grasped onto the chains anchoring the airship with his right foreleg and balanced his bottom legs against her jaws, his one bad leg aching like it would fall off any second now. He’d let it, if it bought them all one sliver of a chance.

From his vantage point, Centerhead stared deeply into the arcane muck of the goddess’s nostrils. There was the seam of her lips, loose and caked with slime from the bed of the ocean. It had levitated up here with her. It had her blessing.

He commanded, “Get in.”

Two human heads and two dragon heads stared at him with the exact same incomprehension.

Upperhead actually spoke. “Are you all right? Do you . . . do you think you’re a human right now?”

His ultimate measure of madness. Upperhead was scared for him. Centerhead had never felt so cared for, but he didn’t have time to be cared for. He was the one doing the caring now.

“You heard me,” he said, shoving Rania’s chest with the flat of his snout, pushing her against the goddess’s closed lips. “Climb inside my goddess’s mouth before I blow up the airship.”

Bottomhead perked up first. “Yuh! Dragons don’t burn!”

Centerhead worked his own snout between her lips. All those cables wound her jaws terribly tight, but she couldn’t be perfectly restrained. He shoved, and her numb lips peeled up just a bit. A tooth the size of his torso greeted him, offering to chop off his head. Maybe he’d let her, if she let his friends in.

It smelled like raw death. Like dead things that shouldn’t be capable of dying. She was the exposed guts of the ocean, rotting eternal. Both Rania and Kardoš heaved on their first breath of her air.

“She’s glorious,” Centerhead said. Because the breath was sulfuric and potent, certainly, but it was stale. No heat. No lava streaking her gums. In her addled sleep, she wasn’t dreaming of anything delicious. No burning saliva meant this could work. Kardoš and Rania could survive in there, for one moment. For one brilliant, burning, liberating moment.

Rania doubled her scarf over her mouth to help her breathing and stuck one hand inside the goddess’s mouth, like she was testing the oven. Then she dove in the opposite direction, desperately hugging the side of Centerhead’s face. “You’re brilliant! We can shelter from the blast inside of her.”

Bottomhead shoved his way inside. “Yuh. It’ll be like a salon. Let’s nap while they die.”

“Garrodigh,” Kardoš said, breathless. He was gazing upon the stump of Lefty’s neck, as though he still saw a face there. “He’d be so proud of you.”

Rania added, “We are proud of you. You are the—”

Then gunshots butted in, and bullets banged off the steel plates on the goddess’s muzzle. That was it for them. Centerhead had to shove both humans forward, between the goddess’s lips and around that enormous tooth. Her maw was so wide that both Rania and Kardoš could sit on the gumline next to it, holding onto each other and the tooth for any stability.

Garrodigh stepped in alongside them for some shelter against the blast. It wasn’t like he wanted to be blown into the ocean and extinguished. Only his goddess could survive that. With Bottomhead and Upperhead holding onto the goddess, they worked their tails together, slithering inside until her bottom lip protruded. It was warmer than he’d thought, but still cloying. How did humans wear pants? They weren’t made of living meat, but still, having those soggy things wrapping around him and clinging to the shape of his legs felt wrong.

He was likening his goddess to pants. How did you even atone for that sort of blasphemy?

Jamming as much of his body inside her mouth as he could, he atoned in a prayer of one continuous syllable. His lips pursed over his jaws, forcing the heated syllable into a narrow string, a beam of flame. A finger of dragon’s passion that rose into the sky, climbing the anchor chains, to caress that white airship. One final rifleman fired off a final shot, and his bullet disappeared in the orange brilliance. Centerhead’s flame went straight up, passed the chain moorings, and passed the passenger cabin. It struck directly into the white material of the airship’s sac, scorching it black, then popping it wide open. The blue flame expanded like a doubt into a fear, an explosion so great that Upperhead and Bottomhead yanked him the rest of the way inside Goddess Polárka’s mouth. There they sheltered, as the song of the world ending shook the cavernous mouth around them.

His prayers were answered.
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Chapter 57

WITHIN HER BURNING MAW

Burning had a sound. Centerhead had never regarded it before. Air crumbling and crumpling, heat billowing through collapsing matter. New life being torn out of carbon and ash. All the world outside of the goddess’s mouth was a coarse brush, raking across her scales. Centerhead’s ears were full of it, and Bottomhead squirmed from the sensation. The heart of the explosion poured over their goddess’s snout, such that they couldn’t hear soldiers wailing or buildings destroyed.

The sound of burning. The sound of an answered prayer.

In an inaudible flash, it was gone. The explosion subsided into hectic wind and the honking of distant gulls, probably asking each other if they’d just seen that. It would be good if gulls were the only living witnesses to the obliteration of tyranny.

“Uhm,” said Bottomhead. “Did it work? Did we win?”

Rania wrapped an arm over Bottomhead’s snout, propping herself up while still clasping the rag over her nose and mouth. “The sounds are subsiding. Is it safe to look outside?”

Kardoš had pulled his suit’s mask over his face, breathing through the fabric. He put both hands to the nearest tooth in Goddess Polárka’s mouth, almost pushing against it. He was feeling for a vibration. For a sense the goddess was waking.

Centerhead followed suit, pushing the top of his head and neck to the roof of her mouth. It was inexplicably pliable and welcoming, given it still felt harder than a slab of iron. Even touching her was a sumptuous mystery. But was she moving? Was life coming back into her? It had to have worked. She was too grand a being to lie drugged in the ocean when the greatest fiery explosion imaginable had gone off directly before her.

Centerhead prayed, “Please. Wake up.”

Rania fanned a hand before her rag-cloaked face, asking, “What is that smell?”

Bottomhead said, “Yurk. Wasn’t me.”

Centerhead didn’t notice any peculiar odors. If anything, the goddess’s mouth possessed a pleasing warmth, just the right temperature in which to rest. Perhaps her maw was the original salon, for which all dragons longed.

The humans sputtered and coughed into their hands, doubling over against the goddess’s gumline. Centerhead probed closer to them, sniffing what only smelled like a healthy sulfuric mess to him.

Upperhead pushed by him, those overwhelmed eyes staring downward. There were strands of smoke and vapor rising from below the goddess’s black tongue, which perhaps smelled a little more richly of minerals. Were humans that fragile that they couldn’t appreciate some divine incense?

An orange glow crept up the sides of the goddess’s mouth. It was a slow climb, and an inarguably hot one, even to his scales. Those fumes weren’t mere coincidence. Centerhead stuck one claw downside the goddess’s tongue and felt the baking heat of lava.

“That smell,” Centerhead said, struggling not to phrase this too blasphemously, “may be the goddess salivating.”

Bottomhead jerked away, gaping at the tongue below. “Uhm? She tastes me?”

Shoulders quaking with her next cough, Rania said, “Can we not be tasted? Please?”

Centerhead gazed down at the encroaching glow of lava, half-yelling, “I am deeply grateful to be regarded by any of the goddess’s senses.”

Because yes, they couldn’t let her kill them, but they had to be polite about it. She was the Goddess of Dragons. If oblivion were meant for him, this was the means he’d ask for.

It was Rania and Kardoš for whom he didn’t wish such an end. And so, he drove his head against the backs of the goddess’s lips, possibly whimpering out apologies the entire time. He wormed against them, feeling them sag and pop open, still witless with the dregs of slumber.

Upperhead shoved his face between Goddess Polárka’s teeth, as though to pry them apart. “We have to get the humans out of here.”

The heads drove forward together, worming the goddess’s mouth open enough to reach the static-charged air outside. The light was scalding, as though still heavy with the explosion’s power. Not a scrap from the white airship remained up above. Even the chains that had anchored it had disappeared, so that its one lasting presence was a black splotch where the explosion had charred off some of the sea muck from the goddess’s face and neck.

With Rania and Kardoš tucked snug to his back, Garrodigh sprang out through those lips. They parted further as he went, as though wishing him well on his travels. He beat his wings once and then glided forward without the need for wind currents. The blessing was upon him.

All three heads worked in unison to curve through the air, making safe distance while gawking at the stirring mountain. The explosion had destroyed the settlement from atop her head, snapping cables and scorching the building down to its foundations. Those heavy gates at the back of her head fluttered like dandruff from her neck, flapping on their way to crash into the makeshift harbors.

Then Goddess Polárka tensed slightly, perhaps flexing a single sinew in her entire back. The symphony of cracking bridges was so loud, it made Centerhead’s eyes spill with tears. All those festering human buildings, their barracks, their supply depots, their cannon towers? All wobbled as the braces beneath them buckled. Houses caved in, roofs imploded, cannons toppled out of windows. A tonnage of buildings crashed down along her back, a landslide of architecture, sending plumes of dust to fill the air and swallow the fleeing soldiers.

Goddess Polárka rolled her wings, and the suspensions of bridges gave way, sending tense lines flying and slicing through tower walls. The entire fortress rumbled from the nape of her neck to the base of her tail and then sloughed off and tumbled down the length of her body. Whole buildings toppled off her back and into the waves, disappearing in a froth. Her mountain peak of a head turned around, fire leaking between her teeth as she bit at the survivors who dared cling to her scales. Garrodigh was so far away that the FFR soldiers looked like bugs as they scrambled to find control. They wouldn’t find it. Control was not theirs anymore.

“Yes!” Kardoš roared, pumping both fists in the air. “Fall! Every last nail and timber, fall! Good riddance, you blasted nockholes!”

The man beat a hand against his breast so hard, he risked breaking his arm. He craned for a better sight of the carnage, like he didn’t care if he fell off Garrodigh’s back. Kardoš had been trapped here for years, dreaming of this moment. He sounded more dragonlike than most of Garrodigh’s own heads.

Centerhead couldn’t help goading Upperhead, “Makes you proud to be a dragon, doesn’t it?”

Of course, he didn’t answer. Not with words. There was a faint nod, a concession amid the greater concession of his staring upon the beauty of the goddess.

One unfathomable limb broke from the ocean, bearing claws that could tear the hearts out of clouds. Goddess Polárka plunged those claws down into the flaccid gas sacs of airships that had been tethered to her side. Garrodigh hadn’t even noticed the construction station until she was ripping it apart, stealing back the power to fly from those unworthy fools. Then she was thrashing into the boiling waters around her to crush any water ship still floating in her wake.

In mere moments, she reduced the FFR’s entire armada into rubble that sank into a boiling ocean. This was what divinity looked like.

Goddess Polárka thrashed her head around from the last of the ships, as though still hungering for revenge. She twisted right, then flung her head left, the motions themselves sending whirlwinds across the ocean.

“Come,” Centerhead beckoned her, in a voice far too quiet to be heard over the ruckus. “Come see your sky. It’s missed you.”

She had to look upward. To see that the sky had waited all these ages for her. That it was still there and still needed her. Centerhead couldn’t believe he would be here for the moment when the two were reunited.

Goddess Polárka raised her wings in a hundred waterfalls, leaving such gaping holes in the ocean that it would never recover. More water than all the animals alive would ever drink sprayed around her, a second set of wings in crystalline gloam. Those wings crashed down, splashing off the unbearable breadth of her wingspan, casting a shadow across the surf that would make night itself envious.

Again, her head thrashed, ramming her face into the surf as though to clear something from her vision. Her jaws trembled with some inconceivable fury.

From over his shoulder, Kardoš yelled raw noises, cheering the goddess on. Rania crawled around him, up to the base of Garrodigh’s necks. She shielded her eyes against the sun, as if anyone could mistake this view. “Is the goddess all right?”

There was no all right in the goddess’s world. She was magnificent, and she wanted Garrodigh here.

Centerhead picked up his wings, pushing them to fly closer. There was more resistance than the wind. One of his heads was shy, but he wouldn’t relent so easily. He set his teeth and forced himself to approach. To know her truth. To look upon her eyes.

Rania called, “Wait.”

There was a darkness around her glow. Goddess Polárka’s face was free of her bonds, yet something was awry. She wasn’t looking at him.

She was looking at his passengers.

A beat of his wings closer, and he saw those iron plates. The metal was still jammed deep inside her eyes and tear ducts, the blinders melted and fused to her face. She probably couldn’t even see him. So little of the glow of her eyes was visible through the metal, and she thrashed her head to the left as though to shake them loose. The sheer force sent Garrodigh spiraling backward, and he had to clutch his wings to escape being thrown into the ocean.

Centerhead tried to yell to her, “We’re here to help! We freed you of their bondage. Look upon the sky. Come dance in it. It’s been waiting for you.”

He felt Rania clutching at the base of his neck, and he couldn’t stop himself. Couldn’t let her stop him. He forced himself forward again, praying that the goddess would see him. Just lay eyes on him and know she was not alone.

“Uhm?” Bottomhead asked, “Can you see us? Am I your favorite?”

Upperhead pushed past them both, asking, “What’s the matter? Let us help you.”

Goddess Polárka’s jaw worked, spraying lava across her gums. Her body twisted like things darker than poison were spreading through her. As though she was starting to see the sky. Her neck bent upward, and those blinders kept sight of what lay above out of her reach. No, she still couldn’t see that the sky was there and waiting for her. Could she see anything at all?

Then her head snapped toward Garrodigh, a glow brighter than the sun glaring through the tiny slits in the melted blinders. What little sight she had had no blessing. A loveless gaze. A fury that froze Centerhead in the air, made him believe he’d never beat his wings again.

What had he done to anger her? He would apologize. Atone. All he wanted was to welcome her back to the world.

She wasn’t looking at him, or at any of the heads. That burning rage drilled straight through them, to the humans riding on his back. To Kardoš. To Rania, already rising and putting up her hands defenselessly.

Centerhead rose on his neck to block her hateful view, to draw attention to himself. Let her remember herself, in his adoration.

“I—” he began.

With the same rage that had shattered the FFR’s ships, Goddess Polárka charged through the air at him. Her jaws parted, spraying strings of lava and rippling the air with her heat.

Garrodigh couldn’t move fast enough. Even paralyzed in his awe, he felt Bottomhead and Upperhead beating their wings as hard as they could, making no distance from that mouth. It came at them so fast, there was nothing to do but watch. In her rage, the goddess probably didn’t even realize the roar she let out.

It was a sound so great, it threw him across the world. A million miles of ocean and ten million miles of sky, in less than a blink. Her ghostly cry sent him flying.

Centerhead saw all the world sprawling around him in a melting mess his mind could not comprehend. He knew not an instant of it. The only thing in his mind was that last vision, of her vengeful jaws seeking out the smell of the humans on his back. A hate that would follow after them.
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Chapter 58

THE ROAR

Her roar was like waking up, like that first moment of the morning when dreams fled and his comprehension slipped as he tried to understand the dawning reality in front of his eyes. Here, the goddess flung him across the world with her breath, and his mind went groggy trying to grasp any of it. Miles of ocean fled beneath him in a single blink. A lifetime of brine filled his nose and lungs until his body could have burst. Clouds came and flew away, a hundred shapes in an instant. He couldn’t orient himself for the rush of details, nor keep his limbs from flailing, trying to grab onto anything.

So this was what being roared through space felt like. To be given something beyond the gift of flight. To be banished across the world in an instant.

It had to be how the humans aboard the airships had felt when Polárka had sent them at Winged City, except they weren’t desperate to keep track of her like Garrodigh was now. Centerhead stuck out his head, trying to hold onto the image of his goddess, which was instantly torn from him. As he hurtled through the air, all he had was the memory of her blinders and the furious glow underneath.

Then there was grass. Rows of cornstalks, spreading out into a field. Brown bricks, red bricks, and towers taller than trees. Everything slowing down, slowing too fast, so that his entire body shuddered.

Goddess Polárka’s hold on him went, and he stopped flying. He started falling. He came right down, down on land. A beach of cobblestones. No, a street? Centerhead had to rub at his eyes to fix his senses.

It was a street, lined with tall residential buildings on either side. Human pedestrians gasped and retreated into doorways, their eyes moving from him to the sky, as though expecting more dragons might fall on them. As though this weren’t a miracle, but an accident. Two broad-shouldered men started approaching him like they might offer to help, and Centerhead raised a clawed foot to ward them off. He needed his senses.

Even without his senses, he knew where he was. There was only one place in the world where a dragon might fall into the street and people might offer to help him. Home. Winged City. Kardoša.

“Thank you,” came honeyed words in a choking throat, so aching with joy that Centerhead thought he’d spoken despite himself. “Thank you for still being here.”

It was Gáspár Kardoš, who’d slipped off to his own feet. He fell onto his knees, yanking off his mask as though he couldn’t tolerate anything getting between his eyes and this sight. He bowed his head down to the cobblestones and pressed his lips to them. He kissed the floor of his city.

Kardoš rose with a smudge of ox turd in his mustache and the happiest expression a mammal had ever made on the rest of his face. He gaped around at the buildings and at the passersby. Twice, he reached out to the large men who’d wanted to offer help as though he wanted to propose marriage to these strangers on the spot.

Bottomhead nosed his way closer to Kardoš. “Yurk. The ground missed you, too.”

“It’s still here,” Kardoš said, tears streaming down his blotchy cheeks. “Winged City still stands. I knew it, but seeing it is . . . different than knowing. Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?”

He tried to say more, but his crying got in the way.

“Yuh. It is nice. Welcome home.”

Bottomhead rubbed against the old man’s side, offering for him to lean on his serpentine neck. Rania came around his other side, hugging Kardoš against the dragon and gesturing down the long street at the myriad lives that didn’t know he was home.

Rania said, “We’ve been waiting for you.”

Centerhead pulled away from them all, eyeing the skies for smoke. Was this the right use of time? They didn’t have a spare moment to weep or rejoice. His poor goddess was suffering, poisoned and tortured into a rage, with those horrible blinders stuck in her eyes. If she truly wasn’t sated, and if she was after more of humanity, she could be here anytime. They needed warning bells sounding and every dragon mounted.

No, that wasn’t enough. They needed whole nations to beg her to be peaceful. They needed more dragons.

The ones in the wilderness. Those who refused masters, who had ignored the war that plagued their shores. They had to be told what was on the way. Garrodigh had to warn them and ready them for a raging goddess. One of those wild dragons had to have an idea to get those blinders off Goddess Polárka, or in some other way help her see the sky again and come to her senses.

Somewhere to his left, Rania called for him. “Garrodigh?”

The sound hit him as hard as the goddess’s voice had. It could have thrown him across the world again. Rania had said his name in private so many times. This was different. This was the middle of a street, where the truth couldn’t hide.

He peered down at the woman, feeling so much smaller than her. One word. One question. And no answer felt right.

Some other head should manage this. He always had to do the talking, didn’t he? Why should he have to shoulder this inquiry?

Yet Bottomhead was still comforting Kardoš, and Upperhead looked at him with the same dread Centerhead was feeling. There were people in the street. They’d be overheard. They’d have to puncture the membrane of secrecy they’d lived under so long, they forgot it was there.

“I have something to ask.” She grunted, clutching at her side. That was what they should focus on. She disagreed, her eyes darkening. “Kardoš said you fought in the war. But he didn’t talk to you like you were a dragon from the city.”

Upperhead sighed, lowering to her eye level. He made his one contribution to the apology. “Rania . . .”

“You weren’t stranded in the wilderness when Olek found you, were you?”

Centerhead followed after Upperhead, his eyes still on Rania’s injured side. Afraid to see color wet its way through the bandage and fabric. Worried what was going on inside that fragile person he would carry anywhere. Yes, he had to run. But he couldn’t run from her.

Rania put one hand on his snout and her other on Upperhead’s. She started for them. “The best day of my life was when I met you with broken wings and limbs. I wasn’t happy to help you. I was happy to have you help me. Make me important. Time and time again, you picked me up when I thought I was worthless. I need you to know, wherever you’re from, I’m glad you came here.”

Her breath caught in her throat so abruptly that Centerhead pushed in to brace her. All he could think to do was support her physically. Pick her up. Carry her to a hospital.

Somehow, it was Upperhead who thought to speak back to her. “I’m glad you were here to meet me. I don’t know what I’d be without you.”

People were staring at him. People in overalls or fine tailored coats, people Centerhead hadn’t even noticed were on the street before. Not until they were in his orbit and staring at the freak before them. The talking dragon. The rogue head that dared break the code of silence every other tamed dragon had adhered to. Shattering the lie that Emerald Shadow and her peers had fooled all the humans of this city into believing.

Was Centerhead going to let Upperhead be the only one who broke the silence?

“I wish we’d spoken up sooner,” Centerhead said, way too loud, so that people several blocks over would hear Winged City’s first talking dragon. “Before you started calling us Mister Slithers.”

Rania bristled. “What? You didn’t like ‘Mister Slithers’? It’s precious.”

“It did make me consider eating you.”

Upperhead interjected, “I wouldn’t have let him. We had diverse opinions about the name.”

Centerhead scoffed, feeling a new warmth well in his neck from this freedom to chatter publicly and let fools stare. “You put it so tactfully. You learned so much when you thought you were a human.”

“Wait.” Rania rubbed at her eyes, looking between the two heads. “I’m sorry. You thought you were a human? Like, a human being? Even though you have three heads?”

A wisp of smoke escaped Upperhead’s nostrils. His eyes looked down at the cobbles. “It’s complicated.”

Then Rania hooted with a laugh that made her clutch at her side. “Isn’t everyone?”

Centerhead looked over Rania’s shoulder to a few snot-crusted children all staring with their mouths open at him. He regarded them as he said, speaking slowly so they’d know it was him, “Probably so.”

Then Rania fell. It was a sharp stumble, like she’d forgotten where her left leg belonged, and Centerhead shot out to wrap her in his neck. He braced her in his coils, staring into her face to see what had gone wrong.

But the problem wasn’t in the woman’s face. Garrodigh’s feet skidded on the road, and a pair of loose wheels bobbled and rolled from the sidewalk. The snot-crusted children clung to doorways, and adults squawked and looked around erratically. Distant dogs barked as though they’d felt the same shift and wanted to complain about the laws of physics.

Centerhead tried to straighten out his view and found the entire neighborhood was on a slant. Up and down the street, everything was tilted slightly downward and to the left. The whole world had moved.

Bottomhead howled. “Urgh! Angry goddess?”

Upperhead murmured, “He’s right, isn’t he? She’s coming for the nearest humans she can smell.”

Yes, Bottomhead was right. It wasn’t the whole world that had moved. Winged City was starting to slump. As though the source of its gift of flight was taking that power back.

Rania pushed both palms against his flank, forcing herself to stand free, like she’d burst into a run at any second. “We have to move. We have to warn the city what’s happening.”

Had Rania been that pale a moment ago? She should be off getting more blood inside her, not mounting the resistance. Still, she took Kardoš by the hand, and the two of them stood together.

“If we get to the bell towers, we can sound a warning. Get all the vulnerable to shelter as fast as possible. I hope Olek is all right.”

Kardoš spread his feet, trying to balance himself on the lopsided street. “I’ll go to Skakulecova and explain. We’ve got to get every dragon in the air.”

“Every dragon,” Centerhead repeated. Kardoš had meant the ones in the stables, but his mind was elsewhere. “The dragons of the wilderness need to know. They don’t care about anything, but they care for Goddess Polárka. They need to know she’s coming. That she needs our help.”

Rania asked, “You think they’ll come?”

“They have to.”

Rania was already hiking a foot up to climb his side. “I’ll go with you.”

“No,” he said, and the other heads moved his body to avoid her. “Get your wound tended to. Ring your bells. Prepare the city.”

Rania looked between her raised foot and his side, like she was arguing with herself not to jump aboard him anyway. Finally, she put her booted foot down. “You better come back to me.”

Centerhead couldn’t smirk like a human. But he could feel like one.

“One thing is true,” he said, shameless, loud enough that people would hear it the next street over. To hell with his insecurities. Spreading his wings and crouching to jump into the air, he said goodbye to her the best way he could. “You are special, Rania Charvátová. And we have a special bond.”
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Chapter 59

AN AUDIENCE IN THE WILDERNESS

Centerhead had forgotten how the wilderness smelled. Fresh air exhaled out from the woodlands, pine sweet and clinging to the insides of his nostrils. The sulfur of dragonbreath down here was expected. It was the rest of the bouquet that he’d forgotten, the dust in the air wafting off the volcanic cliff and wildflowers and the scents of fat prey.

All of it combined into a single smell. It smelled like a life of being forced to hide.

Reminiscence could have swallowed him, if not for the sky. Before he touched down on the Wall of Holes, the sky was already pinkening. That wasn’t the orange hue of dusk. That was a different presence.

Upperhead stood up at the very end of his neck, staring at the growing color on the horizon. “She could be here any moment.”

The Wall of Holes looked more like a mound than a mountain from above, so much igneous rock jutting out in thousands of spikes and clusters. Stone crumbled to dust under Garrodigh’s feet as he landed, wings still broad in case the goddess arrived too quickly and he had to bolt.

While the slopes in every other direction were erratic, the one cliff face was simple. Several dozen holes were bored into the cliff, gas pocket caves from when Goddess Polárka had forged this place at the dawn of time. Those same holes had broadened over the years, worn away and expanded by the dragons who now lived here, like premium apartments. The salons Garrodigh had once fantasized of having.

Not a single head poked out of the holes. The wild dragons weren’t out flying or scavenging; it couldn’t be more obvious that they all hid in their dwellings. Part of him wanted to do the same.

Bottomhead barked down at the holes, “Come out!”

That was less persuasive than desired. There were perhaps a couple of flickers of flame from dragons who lurked, eavesdropping and pretending to not be home. Centerhead had had quite enough of being ignored by his own kind.

“Listen,” he bellowed, smoke escaping his maw. “Goddess Polárka is alive.”

“Yurk,” said Bottomhead. “So come meet her!”

Bless him. He was helping.

One brief flicker of firelight. They weren’t taking him seriously down in their caves and salons. When had they ever.

“We only thought she perished in the ocean,” Centerhead continued. “The legends did her a disservice. She has risen up from the watery grave, as large a mountain in the sea. Alive and dormant. Those human invaders were trying to imprison her, but we broke her free. She’s loose. And she needs us to help her.”

Finally, a head stuck out from one of the caves. His brow was flat and broad, leading directly to the spiked plates behind his head. “Nobody wants to listen to a human sympathizer. Go back to your people in the sky.”

Centerhead didn’t recognize him until he spoke. That entitled disdain in his tone matched his bulk. It was Loughcrub, the miserable wyrm who’d stolen his hiding spot at the beginning of this whole mess. Apparently, Loughcrub had graduated from one hidden cave to a place among the elite in the Wall of Holes. Centerhead almost envied him. What a time he must have had.

Centerhead said, “You have to listen to us. We didn’t just see her. She’s coming here.”

“You think we don’t know a trick when we hear it? Their navy is still out on the ocean waiting. You just want to lure us into another battle to protect your precious humans. You reek of them.”

Bottomhead immediately sniffed at their wings, but Centerhead didn’t need to check. He reeked of ocean and Goddess Polárka’s fetid scream-breath. Loughcrub wasn’t smelling him. He was trying to avoid listening. Centerhead knew that trick well. He’d done it himself enough times.

So he went with something more direct. “I know you’ve heard her.”

“I’ve heard cannons and human warfare. That’s what we’ve heard.”

Bottomhead said, “Uhm? Remember the ghost roars?”

“Her cries,” Centerhead pressed on. “Those roars from nowhere. Only dragons can hear them. The humans had no idea she was even bellowing. When a sound greater than wind comes from nowhere? That ghostly sound? She was calling to us. You’re telling me you didn’t hear it?”

From the way Loughcrub looked away, he knew the dragon had. All these hiding dragons had.

Loughcrub merely offered, “You won’t make a fool out of me.”

“They hurt our goddess,” Centerhead said, the bluntest thing he could imagine, the kind of sentiment that would wake even Loughcrub’s apathetic ass up. He thought he heard the rumble of dragon feet stirring in the caves at that. So he went on. “They drove tent stakes into her flesh. Built a fortress on her back. She destroyed most of it, but not what they did to her eyes. They put metal blinders on her that melted into her eye sockets. She can’t see her sky. When she comes, she’ll need our help. We need to get her to look up and see that the sky is still there.”

Loughcrub licked at his left nostril. “Why don’t you ask your tamed dragon friends for this help?”

Centerhead nearly spat fiery snot at him. He was rearing up to yell when Upperhead sprang down, shoving past him. Typically, Upperhead was so overstimulated and fastidious, but now his eyes burned hot enough for the air to shimmer around his face.

“They ignore me even worse than you nockholes! You know why I spent years thinking I was a human? Because I didn’t want to be anything like you. I imagined someone, somewhere, had to be better than the thing I was, or else I’d have to be the same thing as you. A pompous dragon who hides in caves and leaves the wounded out to fend for themselves. Now our goddess has resurrected, a complete miracle, and she’s in agony, and needs us after giving us the gift of flight all our lives. And you won’t even come out of your holes to look?”

A string of bright lava drooled down his bottom lip, landing with a sizzle against the igneous ground.

Was it persuasive? Well, it persuaded Loughcrub to retreat into his hole, so harried, it looked like he’d start sweating.

Unfortunately, no other dragons came out to replace him. Upperhead was left panting and wrangling his burning spittle, still lost in his ire.

Centerhead had to bump against his side, to show him he wasn’t entirely alone. They were one person, but they had each other.

“Well said.”

“Thank you,” Upperhead said, before sucking at his teeth. “I learned it from listening to you.”

“You listen to me?”

Upperhead bumped Centerhead in kind. “I’ve been studying how to be a dragon. You’re the best expert I know.”

“Yurk.” Bottomhead wormed up, wrapping his neck around the both of them in a doting squeeze. “I love us. Are we going to die?”

There was more than pink in the horizon now. Deeper hues of scarlet welled up, tainting the sky like watercolors, rippling outward in a way the sun and moon could only dream of. At the center a dark object wormed its way across the heavens, head thrashing back and forth. It wouldn’t be long. Not for a being that could roar her way across the world if she knew what she was doing. Not for a goddess.

Whom did Centerhead want to protect from that wrath? Not himself. The first image in his mind was probably the first that would occur to the other heads.

He wasn’t Lefty. Lefty, wise and good as he was, was dead and lost to him. He was an occasional tingle in the stump of a neck. Centerhead would never be the radical that head had once been; he might never even be the radical these dragons remembered him being, before he lost his memories.

He couldn’t be Lefty. But he could try to be what Rania saw in him. To follow the example of a woman who’d learned he’d been lying to her and had been the one to apologize to him anyway, just so they could begin amends. Rania wouldn’t leave, not without trying that open-hearted appeal. That thing no dragon would try. None, perhaps, before now.

So what if it embarrassed him before an audience of dragons who wouldn’t deign to look him in the face? Whom he might never see again?

He could try to be like her, for one moment.

“I got dragons hurt,” he called down at the Wall of Holes, at all those shadows and the promises of fire within. “I got myself hurt. I lost a head and a self. We all lost people we cared for. I don’t blame you for mistrusting me. This isn’t about me. This is about you.

“Don’t you feel like more than this? More than creatures who hide in their holes when danger is coming? You’ve been robbed of feeling like more your whole lives. You’ve been terrorized by cannons and warfare. You’ve been without the goddess. I know it’s made you feel small and like you needed to hide. Like you were insignificant. But you never were insignificant. Pain just fooled us so much it made us fool ourselves. It became easier to hide, and to be alone, and to keep your heads down.

“You deserve to hold your heads high and remind the world you are dragons. You matter in a way nothing else can. Your goddess needs you. When she comes, you could stay in your holes, and no one could blame you. Not with what’s been taken from you.

“Or you could dare to raise your heads. You could dare to be more than you’re afraid you are.”

Goddess Polárka wasn’t a squiggle in the sky anymore. She was a great serpent stretching across the horizon, her hundred tails braided together into a whip that thrashed at the surface of the ocean. Her wings, wider than clouds could dream, beat at nothing. The murk and seaweed fell from her form, revealing pale green scales that could have been the color of life itself.

Her head thrashed back and forth, eyesight still bound by the melted metal embedded in her eyes. Her head tilted up slightly, her neck too short to afford more range, and immediately her jaws parted in a roar that turned Centerhead’s neck to water. He fought to keep upright under that ghostly sound, wanting to plead with the dragons to come forth and heed the call.

But not one shape stirred in the whole Wall of Holes. All that volcanic rock that the goddess had brought into being was full of cowards.

What could he say to them? What would change their minds?

Goddess Polárka was too close to the island now, and if she set a single foot here, she could tear the entire place apart. Again, she thrashed her head in the direction of Winged City. She was coming for the smell of humanity. Silently, Centerhead pleaded with her to leave them alone. They weren’t her enemy.

As though answering his prayer, cannon shot ruptured the air. He hadn’t even realized the goddess’s roar was over until he saw the smoke puff up from the shoreline and the iron balls fly upward. Two more cannons went off from out on the Leonian warships in the harbor. They were shooting at a god.

The cannonballs looked like fleas trying to punch at her underside, disappearing entirely once they entered her shadow. Whether they missed or bounced off her belly, Centerhead couldn’t see. It didn’t matter, because she came crashing down on them like a vengeful tornado.

Garrodigh beat his wings and hurled himself into the air, leaving the Wall of Holes for the sky. All three of his heads jockeyed for a view.

Goddess Polárka smashed one foot straight down through the center sail of a warship, smashing it down to matchsticks and driving further until her weight split the ship in twain. Both halves bobbed apart, toppling into the churning waters. It was like a toy underneath her. It was too easy to see one of those ships as an apartment building, trampled in half and left in ruin. She would wade through Winged City and leave it burning without a thought.

And still the other ships fired on her, sailing away for vantage and blasting her sides. The waters of the harbor jostled them, dragging them toward the riptide that her leg stirred up. The goddess swung her head around blindly, smashing through sails, jaws opening like she wanted every human in the world on her flaming tongue.

Upperhead turned from the rampage, saying, “We need to go.”

Centerhead caught his wings tilting to circle around, so he could keep gawking at the goddess’s display. Those words from Upperhead snapped him out of his awe, realizing how little time the other four warships had before she sunk them. Whatever the Leonian ships did, it bought him time. Time he had to use to find Rania while Winged City was still in the sky.
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Chapter 60

AN EARTHQUAKE IN THE SKY

Given they were all going to die, Winged City was in less chaos than expected. People walked the streets in single-file lanes, carrying bags of sand and other supplies, barricading residential buildings. Those going further than residences were guiding people in wheelchairs or on gurneys, getting the most vulnerable to the shelter spots. In the middle of one street, a child stood on top of a chair she’d dragged out of her home and waved a flag of blue, green, and yellow stripes, guiding traffic so nobody ran into each other. Centerhead recognized her as the kid he’d once helped aboard a shuttle, who’d paid him with the most comfortable gold coin in the world. Less than a year here, and she was already a hero.

Bottomhead put it best. “Uhm? Don’t they know they’re going to get eaten?”

Centerhead got their body up in the air, flying along for a sight of Rania. He inhaled deeply, hoping for a hint of her body odor. “They must be in denial.”

“I don’t think so,” said Upperhead. “It’s communal spirit. Humans bound by circumstance to cooperate. They don’t have time to despair. They have friends to help.”

Centerhead squinted at him. “Oh yeah, smart guy? Then what are they doing?”

Upperhead stuck his snout in the air. “I don’t know. I’m not human.”

Centerhead might have headbutted him for that. But it was so curious to see Winged City mobilized. Centerhead had never seen so many of these humans out together. Nobody was lugging cannons. There was scarcely a gun in sight. It was like they all knew they’d lose the fight to the goddess and were getting ready to give up.

He scoured over the roads, cursing at all the limping people being handed crutches and bandaged medical patients shuffling along with generous help from neighbors. One of them had to be Rania. How dare they all be considerate of each other when he needed to find a specific injured human? It was the wrong time for solidarity, damn it.

Upperhead said, “It’s sweet. It’s what we’ve been fighting to defend. It matters just as much to them.”

Couldn’t they be admirable somewhere else? Couldn’t they be heroic and stirring while not being in the way?

Where was Rania? Flying along a fourth street revealed no frizzy orange hair. With her history, even if her bowels had fallen out through her wound, she should be in the evacuation lane pushing two seniors in wheelchairs and carrying six babies on her back. If she—

A gunshot split the air. Its report echoed along the streets, so much louder than anything up here.

All three of Garrodigh’s heads whipped around to the noise, dreading that the fighting had gotten up here. Had Kardošans turned on each other? Or worse, was Goddess Polárka here already?

The sound was from the stables. A figure held up a rifle, waving its barrel like a flagstaff with no flag. Or like a wagging finger, taunting him. They were gesturing to him, weren’t they?

Then Bottomhead had them careening downward at the stables. They were only halfway there when Centerhead recognized the shooter. The tails of a hospital gown hung out from under Rania’s long jacket, just another in her many sets of layered skirts. Her hair was tied up in a tight bun under a rust-colored scarf, not that far off from the hue of Centerhead’s own scales.

They landed heavily, avoiding touching down with their bad leg. The stable doors were wide open and not a single dragon could be seen within.

“There you are!” Rania said. When he got close, she dropped the rifle, trading it for a fistful of charred wads of meat. Bottomhead bolted forward to slurp them up.

Centerhead asked, “What are you doing out here?”

“I couldn’t sit still after the second tremor. And Zayd needed help readying the dragons for flight on short notice. I have a lot of experience.”

Centerhead twisted to search around and found Upperhead already looking. There wasn’t a soul on the premises. The nearest people were far in the distance, building a blockade out of sandbags. It was like watching toddlers build sand walls against a tide.

Upperhead asked, “Where did Kardoš go?”

“He’s with Skakulecova and the war council,” Rania said, reaching up to check the bands of Bottomhead’s reins. Centerhead hadn’t even realized they all still had their reins on after everything they’d been through. “He told them everything he knew. He wanted us to be ready, and it worked. The whole city took to the streets before the first warning bell tolled. Everybody’s doing what they can.”

Up close, Rania’s own coloring wasn’t good. Her complexion was like a sheet of parchment after whatever medical treatment she’d received, but the exertion was obvious as she moved around him. Just seeing the state of her made Garrodigh restless, limbs flexing, needing to take flight. He had to move before Goddess Polárka finished with the navy and came here.

Upperhead let out a hot sigh that scorched the air. “At any moment, the goddess could rescind her grace from this city. A whole culture would fall to its death. We have to do something.”

Centerhead said, “She doesn’t know what she’s doing. She needs help.”

Rania turned to the north of the city, to the distant sounds of cannons blasting and sails being rent apart. Funny how small those sounds were, in comparison to a single gunshot up here.

Still looking in the direction of the fray, Rania gestured as though to pluck something from her eyes. “The goddess has those metal things melted into her eye sockets, right? How can she see anything?”

Centerhead squinted his eyes, trying to imagine having metal jammed into his very vision. The idea of pain mingling with sight. When the goddess had glared at him, her burning vision had been through tiny slits in the metal. Centerhead said, “The sky was her entire existence before her sacrifice. She never had to look up at all. The sky was wherever she put it. Now she’s blinded, in agony, and feels separated. If I can find a way to reconnect her with it, convince her it’s there and she should go to it, I can bring her peace. The same way I found peace only when I found the sky again.”

“Uhm?” Bottomhead asked, “If she’s not looking up, how are we going to make her?”

Centerhead said, “I don’t know. But I have to do something.”

“So do I.” With that, Rania scampered up his right foreleg and slung her way onto his back. Her fists took all his reins, and she sat astride him like they would fly off together. “Let’s go, Garrodigh.”

Centerhead reared around, the other heads moving behind him. “What are you doing?”

Rania plucked at the lapels of her jacket, as though puffing up her body mass. “You can’t get her attention, but I can. I’m bait.”

Bottomhead tilted his head like a befuddled dog. “Uhm? No, please?”

Centerhead pushed toward Rania, seeking to grab her in his jaws and force a dismount. “She’ll incinerate you.”

Rania put a palm against his snout to ward him off. “If she’s furious with humans, then she’ll follow us, right? She came here smelling humans. She wants to destroy me. So let me get her attention and then fly me into the sky.”

“I’m not going to get you killed.”

That palm turned into two hands as Rania took Centerhead by the cheeks. Was it confidence in her eyes, or adoration?

“You’re not going to get me killed. Not if I’m flying with you. You’re the biggest, meanest, fastest dragon in the world. If you can learn to fly again, you can do anything.”

No sooner did she finish her sentence than the ground went out from under Garrodigh’s feet. It dropped straight down, and he fell after it, paws colliding with soft grass. Buildings trembled, loose bricks toppling out and bouncing off the pavement. People shrieked and clung to each other for hopeless anchor as Winged City sank.

The place fell perhaps five feet altogether, but the moment of shock got his heart burning like a bright coal. To his right, the roof of the stables collapsed inward, segments of sheet tearing apart and clattering to the floor. The ground rumbled as though the entire floating city had been hit by an earthquake. An earthquake in the sky.

Goddess Polárka had dropped the city—but she’d only done it for a split second. She couldn’t have meant to rescind her gift. It was the agony. The agony that he had to help her with.

Upperhead was already wound tightly around Rania. She wasn’t going anywhere without him.

And he was only going anywhere because of her. It was a trust built over all their time together. From limping, to falling, to flying.

He spread his wings until they trembled, then gave them a sharp beat that sent him springing into the sky. An instant connection with that gift of flight, something the goddess still gave him. The miracle that hummed in his belly, that coursed in every ounce of flame in his veins. That was the part of her he had to connect with.

All the coast north of their island was a mess of wood and canvas, so many warships reduced to flotsam. The great Goddess Polárka waded along, feet plunging into the surf and casting out waves from the impact that dwarfed anything the ocean coughed up. Sailors were dragged by the riptides back to her, so her feet could smash them into the ocean floor. Her triangular head arched down, sniffing heavily, the sounds of wind gusting to obey her as she sought prey.

From behind his head, Centerhead heard Rania stick two fingers in her mouth and whistle. A piercing sound that earned them no attention. Still the goddess hunted sailors.

A crack from nowhere, a rumble in the tree line as a cannon went off. Some Leonian had set up a cannon in hiding and blasted straight upward. Centerhead barely glimpsed it before banking sharply to the left. He bared his teeth down at the shadowed figure, wanting to bake them in fire. He was here to save them, and already they were turning on him?

The cannonball shot up past him, flying in an arc that would take it futilely down into the ocean. It flew by his wing, up, and then in front of an eye shrouded in black iron.

Goddess Polárka’s head was up, far above the tree line. No ship’s masthead had ever flown a flag so high. And through the blinder that had melted into her eye socket, her furious orange gaze was fixed on them. On the dragon who dared carry a human in her sight.

Centerhead begged her to listen. “Goddess!”

He would have yelled more, had the goddess’s jaws not opened. It was unfathomable how wide her mouth went, how those rows of teeth kept going, pearlescent yellow in the glow of the lava dripping across her gums. Her tongue could have lassoed the sun itself.

That great head shot forward, coming straight at Centerhead. Her maw became a deeper darkness than a starless night, swallowing the world.

From somewhere in that infinity, Rania cried, “You can do it!”

Garrodigh threw himself to the left with all his strength, wings beating in unison. He spewed flame to propel himself and the other heads joined in as those enormous teeth surrounded him. The gases from inside her great form billowed up, thick as ghostly hands, clawing at his hide. The world outside her mouth was a sliver of blue light, and he forced himself toward it, with any shred of flight that she still granted him.

As her teeth crashed together with tectonic force, he darted out, the tips of her fangs scraping his tails so that his blood flew in the air behind him. He howled with the pain, pushing it into his wings, forcing himself to get upward.

“You can do it!”

Rania again, her hands on the reins. Had she been piloting him this entire time? Her touch was light and suggestive as sunshine, coaxing him higher.

He spread his wings to be a wider target for the goddess. To become something she could stare at and follow upward. Anything to get her to look into the sky and remember herself.

Those jaws flew open again, so abruptly that the wind from them scoured his backside. He kept flying upward, trying to gain distance and height as the goddess tried to bite at him.

No, not bite at him. The drag of air across his scales was a raking torrent. She was inhaling, deep for something. For flame?

Bottomhead shrilled out, “Nuh! She’s gonna roar us!”

It could send them anywhere. Send them so high that they froze and dropped to their deaths in a chunk of ice.

Their wings tensed as the other heads tried to make them bank left again, to avoid her. Centerhead kept steady, climbing, heading away from Winged City.

“Trust me,” he called. “Don’t dodge until the last instant. Until you feel my mark.”

There was the guidance of Rania’s hands on the reins, the subtle pull to keep them bearing straight up. Just like he wanted. This could work. They had the goddess’s attention.

That ghostly cry flew up behind them like any cannonball. The very instant it began, when he knew the sound despite his ears having yet to prickle, he threw himself to the left. Three heads worked as one, flinging themselves out of the upward trajectory so hard that their left wing shuddered and collapsed to their side.

The ghostly cry of the goddess ripped through the air, harming no one. Rania was still mounted on his back. All three of the heads looked at each other in amazement. They were still in the sky near Winged City.

Rania cheered, hurling a green streamer over their heads. Of course she’d brought one, even to the end times.

“You’re the best dragon ever!”

For the best dragon, Garrodigh was still falling. Banking that hard took its toll. He needed to right himself before the goddess adjusted. Hopefully, she’d seen the sky and was coming to her senses.

Centerhead tensed their left wing, and together with the other heads, they spread both their wings again. They gained no height, continuing to drop.

He stretched to the limits of his neck, pushing upward where his body needed to go. Goddess Polárka could be on them any second.

Their legs began to kick, and a familiar icy chill came over their bones. Centerhead thrashed his head, willing himself into flight that wouldn’t come.

It was gone. The goddess’s gift of flight had abandoned him. Wings going stiff against the harsh wind, he tried desperately to slow his fall and to reach back for Rania. He couldn’t do anything to save her. He couldn’t do anything but fall.
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Chapter 61

THE FOURTH PART OF US

Falling. All he ever did was fall.

Fighting in a war he couldn’t even remember, shot out of the air and losing the wisest of his heads, losing his sense of self and crashing into unforgiving trees and rocks until his wings were mangled. He ascended all the way to Winged City, and for what? To fall again and again in his desperate attempts to regain flight. And oh, he’d regained it, just long enough to fly across the ocean and fall out there, on an island he didn’t even recognize was his goddess.

Of course Goddess Polárka had severed his connection to her. Taken her gift away and let him fall. All he ever did was fall.

Bottomhead howled for help and the landscape rushed up to greet him, to crush him for the final time. It wasn’t even rocks that would take him this time. The waters of Good Riddance Crater rippled below Garrodigh, like tongues licking in hunger to devour him. The lake would bury him and erase any sign he’d ever fallen. No corpse for scavengers. The wind wouldn’t remember him.

As his body spun in the turmoil, Centerhead flung his head back. Upperhead already had Rania around her waist, and Centerhead snaked his neck around her shoulders and chest. He draped the bottom of his head over the top of hers, making himself into a helmet. Dragon-shaped. If he was falling to his doom, his last act would be to spare her.

Rania called, “Wait!”

He inhaled deeply, filling his belly with as much cushioning as he could muster. Anything to reduce the impact on the soft human rider in his clutches.

A harsh cramp shot around his middle, from his back just below the stems of his wings. He arched, growling against it, like the wind had lassoed him and was trying to squeeze him in half. Except it kept squeezing, and suddenly he was falling sideways, almost flying forward, with the lake fifty feet beneath him. A shadow was over him, dark and unyielding.

No, it wasn’t the wind. Something had snatched him out of the air, holding him fast in its claws.

Bottomhead said, “Uhm? Who?”

A black dragon held him in her hind legs. She had numerous heads, all staring straight forward as if she was on some vital mission, her scales lustrous in the sunlight. The membranes of her wings were dark, yet with the sunlight striking them, there was a faint color that struck his eyes. Almost violet.

Around the dragon’s left side came a figure in a heavy hide coat, with bandages wound around the top of his head and more along the left side of his face. Burns poked out around the edges of his bandages, showing where he’d lost his eyebrows. Nothing had cost the fervor in his eye, nor his smirk. He held onto the dragon with one gloved hand and extended the other to Rania.

“You think you can stand me up, Rainy?”

Rania peered from under Centerhead, eyes so wide they threatened to overtake her entire face. “Olek?”

She climbed halfway up his arm and then consumed him with her limbs. Centerhead had to race to get under her, because all she was interested in was covering Oleksiy in a deathly embrace. Someone had to prop her ass up, and soon Centerhead was cradling both humans in his coils, with Upperhead coming around the edges like a living guardrail.

“You’re hurt! How are you up? You should be in bed.”

“And miss this?”

“You could die!”

“You’re the one who was falling out of the sky.”

They probably said more, but the rest came out muffled as they kissed. Or, made kiss-adjacent gestures as their lips kept slipping, making them slobber at each other’s chins over and over again. Humans had the most pathetic ways of expressing affection. Centerhead wished the two of them had more time to make such humiliating faces into each other’s mouths.

“Really,” Rania said, hands grabbing Oleksiy’s coat like she’d shake him if he weren’t so injured. “How are you awake?”

“It was all Cosmos.”

“Cosmos?”

Oleksiy maintained a hold on the reins with one hand, the other fixing the bandages over his burned scalp. “As they were evacuating my floor of the hospital, Cosmos came in and laid into me. Said I could be lazy and die on a cot and leave all the hard work up to her. That you and Skakulecova and the city needed me, and I was proving I never wanted to see you again. Really dug the daggers into my ego. I’m pretty sure that’s what woke me up.”

Rania’s forehead crinkled. “She really knows how to bother people, doesn’t she?”

“Yeah, it was all her. Or the drugs the doctors gave me. I’m pretty sure I got painkillers meant for oxen?”

“Olek!”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be basically invincible for another, I don’t know, five minutes? After that, you might have to carry me home in a bucket. Make it a sexy bucket.”

The dragon, that great Nightshade Darling, angled her wings up and started to climb into the sky. Still, she wouldn’t release Garrodigh, holding him like a newly hatched baby, out on his first taste of flight.

Centerhead stared up from beneath Nightshade Darling’s lustrous black heads, at the Goddess Polárka. Her right wing filled the sky and one leg reached up, claws like shoals reaching for Winged City. From below, she was incomprehensible. The city wouldn’t survive a single breath from her assault.

There had to be a way to get through to her. Even now, even divorced from her grace, there had to be a way.

Rania hugged onto Oleksiy, pushing her left cheek to his side. “I’m glad you’re here. Even if it’s just us facing the end alone, I’m glad I’m with you.”

“It’s not just us, Rainy. Look up.”

Looking up seemed impossible, when the whole sky could be filled with a wing. Centerhead craned his neck around and found Bottomhead was already staring up, beyond Goddess Polárka. There was something else in the sky.

Bottomhead said, “Uhm? Smoke?”

It was like colorful smoke. A swirl of particles rose from the wilderness, none agreeing in color, jade beside cerulean, silver beside orange, and two golden twins fluttering around a speck of gray deeper than the sea. They only looked small in contrast to the colossal goddess, but their wings and outstretched tails were obvious. It was a whirlwind of dragons, rising into the sky to flutter around their goddess’s face.

Rania asked, “Are those ours?”

“They’re from the wilderness,” Oleksiy said, sitting back on Centerhead’s neck. “I don’t know who convinced them. But the Wall of Holes has completely emptied out. Without them distracting her, I doubt our city would still be in the sky.”

Rania said, “I didn’t know there were wild dragons left who still cared about humanity.”

The look that Upperhead gave Centerhead, Centerhead felt in every inch of his flesh, a billowing and joyous heat that threatened to make him pop. Had they really done it? Coerced the wild dragons to action? Damn, he could almost fly on his own right now, on power borrowed from the image of those dozens of dragons flying up to the cause.

They still had a chance.

Centerhead prodded Rania’s side, then stretched out on his neck to point up at the goddess. “Can we get up there?”

“Wait.” Oleksiy rubbed his one exposed eye, then stared at Centerhead’s mouth. “I think the drugs just took a turn.”

Bottomhead wormed his way up, almost grinning into Oleksiy’s face. “Yuh! Surprise! I can talk.”

Oleksiy reached both hands out, trying to grab onto anything. “Rainy? Did I just pass out?”

“It’s a great miracle,” Rania said, words rushing out of her like she couldn’t wait for this to be over. “Look, listen to the talking dragon. We need to get up to the goddess’s head. Her eyes are blinded by melted metal and it’s driving her into a frenzy.”

Oleksiy’s one good eye kept staring at Bottomhead, but his hand reached up and found the reins. He scarcely tugged before Nightshade Darling bolted upward, firing like a dark arrow into the heavens. The winds poured along the sides of Centerhead’s snout as he stretched up, like he was becoming one with Nightshade Darling’s heads. They just had to climb high enough before—

Goddess Polárka swung around, like the sun rising and setting all in a split second. The shadows crashed across the land, blotting out the light and draping over the dragons. Smoke poured out of her nostrils like two great bonfires burned within her sinuses, and specks of orange light flickered in her face. So little of her vision was free of the metal there, but still she sensed them. She sensed the human riders.

Centerhead begged her, “Goddess!”

A groan that flattened tides came from the strain in her flesh as her mouth peeled open. Those endless teeth, great scimitars in search of victims. Her triangular snout angled over Nightshade Darling, faster than the dragon could possibly turn. Centerhead wormed his entire body to the right, willing them to evade her wrath together.

It did nothing. He had no flight in him.

Nightshade Darling flapped her wings to one side, veering hopelessly as the goddess bore down on them.

Then a light across her face, illuminating the metal melted into her right eye socket. It was pale in contrast to the richness of her scales, a green dalliance. Not sunshine. A reflection off a shining wing.

From the side flew Emerald Shadow, her wings stretched as wide as the imagination, catching every sun ray possible. She shone her green reflections down upon the goddess, her single head arched in reverence. She flew across the goddess’s eyes and snout, all but demanding her attention.

Standing astride Emerald Shadow’s back was a bald figure in a green uniform. Cosmos Delamenti, staring with all the seriousness of a swordspoint, straight at Oleksiy and Rania. A rude gesture of her hands pointed from them to the goddess.

Then her arms were folded, and Emerald Shadow bolted away, her wingbeats sending the smell of a human behind her.

Goddess Polárka’s wings rolled and she pushed further upward, great head tracking after the rider. New prey. Her titanic back flexed, and her tail seemed to unfurl forever as she pushed forward to chase Cosmos.

Just as quickly, the wild dragons flocked upon her. They circled over her head like a halo of wings and tails, so many fervent colors begging her attention. They blasted fire and roared in animal prayer, begging for the attention of a hurting deity. Goddess Polárka’s head worked side to side, like she could sense them above, but her neck refused to bend any further upward. Then she pushed through the cloud of dragons like she still craved Cosmos’s blood.

Rania pointed at the top of the goddess’s neck, where something long and loose dangled. “There! Can we land there?”

Oleksiy sucked in a breath. “We can die trying. Come on, Darling!”

Nightshade Darling’s limbs trembled from the exertion—she’d been flying at a steep incline for several moments straight and had to keep fighting to gain altitude as the goddess rose and fought. Her joints jerked randomly, like she needed to release Garrodigh, but she refused to give up her hold. Her wings were so rigid they made Centerhead feel sore just looking at them.

In their flight, Goddess Polárka became impossibly close, her scales rushing in. Centerhead made out all the algae and lichens fastened onto the side of her neck and ear—the generations of aquatic life that had built a civilization on her. And the loose thing that dangled, a metal cable that hung from one of her eyes. The cable that the FFR had meant to use as a leash, lashed to a driving wheel that had long since been destroyed. That cable was a remnant of a folly.

He would get that wretched thing off of her. He would set her free from those blinders.

Oleksiy called, “A little closer . . . !”

As they climbed, the membranes of Nightshade Darling’s wings shuddered. Centerhead had felt that pain before, the sense that flesh would tear free of the ligaments. He exhaled hot smoke under her wings to give her any alleviation. To help the little way he could.

Two hundred feet away from the goddess’s head? A hundred feet? It felt like he could reach out with a paw and stroke the face of divinity. Any second, they’d be on her.

Then the goddess flinched.

He didn’t see if Emerald Shadow shied away too early or if a wild dragon got too close to her eyes. It could have been another cannon fired off from the island below. Everything was a maelstrom, the wind too furious, the air too cold to know.

In an instant, that triangular head spun around like a thunderbolt, and her wings followed. Air currents burst, clouds shattered, and without warning, the goddess was aimed at Winged City again. Wild dragons were blown in all directions, hurled out across the ocean as the goddess roared.

The force was too great, and Nightshade Darling’s grip gave way. All Centerhead could do was throw Rania and Oleksiy onto her back before he plummeted.

Straight down, across the scaly back of a thrashing goddess. He kicked his legs wildly, reaching for anything and finding thin air. Bottomhead screamed pure flame as they went, their wings splaying and sending them spinning around like a helpless kite.

Upperhead’s jaws clamped down on something and their whole shared body jerked and stopped spinning. The sounds from Upperhead’s neck were enough to make Centerhead retch, and he forced himself up, just to see what they’d snagged onto.

They promptly smacked into the side of a gigantic set of jaws. Goddess Polárka’s upper lip furled beneath them, growling at enemies they couldn’t see. They hung from the side of her face, scrambling upward with any legs that still worked. The whole time, Upperhead clutched his jaws closed.

It was the cable. He had ahold of the wretched cable, leading up to the blinder on the goddess’s left eye. Centerhead couldn’t believe something like that had helped. It might almost have been a miracle, if it weren’t so hated by the actual deity in the area.

Even after they got up onto the top of her head, Upperhead refused to let go. It was their one attachment to solid ground, to keep them from being thrown off if she thrashed again. Centerhead couldn’t muster an argument about the disrespect of it, not while he limped on three legs.

His left foreleg had completely given up. He couldn’t move it an inch, and it screamed with icy gales of pain whenever it dragged against the ground. Dislocated, or worse. That leg had been through so much.

So had the dragon attached to it. If he’d limped through the wilderness for years, he could limp to his goddess’s aid.

“Yurk. I want one, too.”

Centerhead blearily stared over at Bottomhead, who stretched out and grabbed something in his mouth. It was the other cable, still attached to the blinders on the goddess’s right eye. Standing equidistant between her brows, up on the flat top of her head, they could just barely get hold of both cables. Both reins.

“Don’t,” he said to them both, to both of his other selves. He felt the same exhaustion, the same sickness of being beaten down and standing on a bad leg, that they did. But that idea would kill them. “You can’t tear out the blinders. You’ll tear out her eyes first. Stop.”

They weren’t looking at him. Two faces with cables held tight in their jaws, and all their eyes were directed straight forward. They were seeing what the goddess was seeing.

In her wrestling, Goddess Polárka had left the island. They were in the air, pointed inland again, the shore a short flight away. So many dragons flocked there, swooping down to land in the wilds. Her vision wasn’t cast down after them. It was set straight ahead, following Nightshade Darling and Emerald Shadow as they carried their precious human riders off to Winged City.

Gáspár Kardoš. Skakulecova and all her underlings who worked tirelessly to build a home for strangers. Refugee children, stable workers who fed animals, and brave warriors who jumped into the sky to defend the lot of them. The nuisance of Cosmos. The life Rania and Oleksiy deserved together. Every story that deserved to continue got closer to ending by the second, as the goddess flew in for the kill.

Her roar was so great that Centerhead forgot sound. His ears might be bleeding, might have collapsed inward and given up, or noise had simply forfeited its place in the world.

Icicles of pain stabbed his back, side, and left foreleg as his body strained. What was happening? Both Bottomhead and Upperhead pulled on the cables-turned-reins, their necks as taut as braided metal fibers, pulling on the things jammed into the goddess’s eyes. Every bit of strength in them went to it, making Centerhead feel squeezed to the point where he’d wither and fall off.

“Please.”

Had he said it? He couldn’t tell. Couldn’t tell if he heard his own voice or his own breathing, or if words didn’t matter enough to register anymore.

Bottomhead and Upperhead kept heaving, begging the goddess to pull up and see that the sky was still there, still waiting for her. That the fight didn’t have to continue.

Another gut-rattling roar carried through Centerhead, a thing he heard through the pads of his feet, the flat of his tongue, and his own eyes. Still the goddess flew forward, jaws beginning to part like she would bite the city in half. Yanking at her reins didn’t bring her to heed any more than all the poison or cruelty in her life had.

Out of words entirely, Centerhead screamed fire across her brow. Impotent rage, useless, as misplaced as the goddess’s own. She wasn’t his enemy in this tragedy, any more than the city was hers. Knowing it brought a different fatigue across Centerhead until his head dipped down, threatening to fall to the ground. So much of his life he’d spent fighting, and scorning, wanting to burn everything down. Those experiences had done so much less to him than Rania had done with one touch of her hand.

If she were still on his back, would she spit fire? How would she hold his reins?

His eyes flew open, and he shook his head in the air. The buildings were close, windows now visible, the individual stories in their architecture clear. Close, but there was time. A few moments until they hit the city.

He lowered his face to Upperhead’s neck, feeling how miserably tight it was, every muscle beneath pulling for dear life, ready to fight him to keep his grip. Centerhead didn’t fight him. Why fight himself?

Centerhead opened his jaws and nipped carefully at his fellow head’s scales. It wasn’t a true bite. He dragged his front teeth down that neck, beckoning him wordlessly.

Upperhead’s brow furrowed, but he was looking at him. Centerhead had his attention.

When he ran out of space, he reached up and gave the gentlest little bite again. The weakest pull. He repeated it twice before tipping his chin forward at the cable in his fellow head’s mouth.

Upperhead’s eyes snapped upward and the cable sizzled as several lengths of it flew from his mouth. He bit down again once he’d given the goddess slack. Maintaining his hold, he gave her a gentle pressure, something she would barely perceive. Something like what Rania had done for them with their reins, a thousand times, when they didn’t know they needed it.

An end to pain, and a beginning to suggestion.

Centerhead turned to Bottomhead and found the wild head had already given up slack the same way. He was staring over at Centerhead, clueless, the cable still in his mouth, mimicking what the others did. Trusting his other selves, just as Centerhead trusted them.

Winged City drew closer and closer, until the farms on the outskirts were obvious. The barn with its caved-in roof. The walls of sandbags and medicine bags. And two dragons, one black and one green, standing side by side at the front of everything.

Centerhead swallowed, feeling the other heads give another soft tug, a coaxing gesture. A plea. Was all kindness a form of prayer?

Nothing stopped getting closer. Those dragons were too close, all but inside the goddess’s jaws already. Up on their backs stood humans, and one in front, holding out her arms like she would embrace doom. Her hair was the color of rotten oranges. She’d survived so much cruelty, just to be kind here.

A final tug on the cables. Centerhead felt his own jaws close around a nonexistent third cable, something of imagination and good will. Up. To the sky. To the place that had missed her for generations. And . . .

They flew through an infinite blackness. It was so abrupt that he couldn’t understand it as all dusk was thrown away behind them. They hurtled through the orange dregs of dusk and climbed so high that the sun still shone at them, simply too weak to illuminate where they went. Freezing horrors tried to claw at the goddess’s scalp, and she refused, her eternal warmth radiating out and bathing Centerhead. An aura of warmth that lit up the sky in a way eyes could not see.

Bottomhead lost his grip on the cable, and Centerhead almost chased it. But why? Why bother, when she was already where she belonged?

It was the night sky, an array of celestial gems twinkling away in the inkwell of infinity. Every constellation ever imagined came out to thank Goddess Polárka for returning to them. She flew over the ocean and over islands Centerhead had never heard of. All he could do was wrap his neck around Bottomhead’s, thanking him with the squeeze. Upperhead abandoned his cable, too, to join in their braided mess. They held each other like they held themselves, and there was no difference. It might not have made sense to humans. But they were all dragons. All one dragon.

One dragon who rode atop the head of his goddess. If he never flew again, he’d be happy having felt the heat of a goddess flying under her audience of stars.

Experiencing such an exalted moment was wearying. Or perhaps it was everything that had happened before now. All the injuries, all the emergencies. All the physical therapy, and all the revelations. The battle to spare a city from a goddess. Events that felt like they belonged to a past life. Still, they demanded their toll.

Together, the three exhausted heads lowered. Bottomhead flicked his tongue and produced a tiny disc of metal. It had melted and cooled so many times that whatever had been stamped on its face was long gone. Now it only bore a tooth mark. A gold coin given to them so long ago, by a well-meaning child. Centerhead couldn’t fathom how Bottomhead had kept it with him all this time. Nor did he ask.

Together, the three exhausted heads laid themselves atop that single gold coin, atop the head of their goddess. Centerhead hoped she didn’t mind being used as a salon. But there was no way he could keep himself awake another moment.

And the comfort of this coin was something they had to share with her. They prayed that she’d like it.
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Chapter 62

THERE WAS SOMETHING IN MY EYE

It took Goddess Polárka a long while to descend from the sky. She’d been away from it for so long, and there was so much of it to traverse. Centerhead saw sandy deserts the size of oceans and towers so great, they could have scraped the goddess’s belly. There were harbors the size of nations. There was a city of white marble so small, it fit within a single set of walls. Cascading waterfalls, and jungles so dense that whatever walked the floor may never have seen the sun.

The sun was the real trouble in divining how long Goddess Polárka remained in the sky. She tended to fly so high that there was little notion of when dawn broke, or how many dawns broke. Instead, Garrodigh’s whole sense of days broke.

Eventually she returned to the land she’d blessed. Kardoša welcomed her with pianos and dragonsong. Likely, many citizens of Winged City feared a renewed doomsday. Even Centerhead held his breath on her descent. But she wrapped around the underside of Winged City, from its narrowest parts to its outskirts. Her final coil circled the city limits, becoming a living wall. In this way, the goddess embraced her city.

The first gift the citizens could return to her was removing those blasted blinders from her eyes. Convincing any humans to climb aboard her great body and do the demolition work was laborious. All the dragons in Winged City cuddled against the goddess’s jaws to pacify her for the surgery. The task required an engineering crew of over two hundred people, and many more loud tools. The first man to scale her body for the effort was a one-armed amputee who loudly proclaimed, “I’d lose the other arm if it meant being the first to welcome her to my city.”

Bit by bit, they numbed the tissue of her eyes, heated the metal, and bent it, extracting shards. Centerhead would never have the patience to do such a thing.

He did have the patience to wait for one particular laborer, though. All three heads watched the procedures from the ground until he broke away. Upperhead stretched up for him, acting as a living elevator to bring him down from the goddess.

To everyone else, Gáspár Kardoš was a simple old man with thinning gray hair and a patchy beard. That’s why so many people gawked, because Kardoša’s one talking dragon was keeping a random citizen company. They walked together along one of the outer roads, taking the long way to the barn.

“It’s going to take weeks to get all of it out,” Kardoš explained. “Goddess Polárka only has so much time she is willing to sit still and let us pluck at her eyelids. I hope she understands that it’s all gratitude. We want to do something for her.”

Bottomhead nuzzled at Kardoš’s shoulder. “Yurk. She deserves it. She is a good goddess and a good bed. Few people are both.”

Kardoš gave a phlegmy chortle. “Yes, I guess you’d know.”

Centerhead was more thoughtful. “Is it because she’s scared away our enemies?”

Kardoš said, “It’s because she’s the inspiration for us being here at all. The reason dragons have flight. And, yes, scaring off the FFR hasn’t hurt.”

Centerhead felt the other heads twitching their wings. They were still sore as hell, but he thought he could get back up in the air for a patrol given another week. “The FFR deserves to be afraid for once.”

“Yuh,” said Bottomhead. “They need manners.”

Kardoš grinned up at the wall of scales the goddess’s bulk made up. “They can’t magically leap ships here anymore without her. They’ve lost their naval base. And if they move into this area, the goddess will have words with them.”

Upperhead cleared his throat, craning up as though he wanted to look over the goddess’s side and into the ocean. “And you’ve had no further sightings? No ships encroaching?”

“Oh, there are ships inbound.” Kardoš stuck his hands in his pockets. “Just not from the FFR.”

Centerhead bared his teeth. “From Leonia?”

Upperhead asked, “Other human troublemakers?”

“No. People in need of a place to belong.” Kardoš smiled at the road beneath his feet, as though he could see through it and had spied ships sailing closer. “Of a home like the one we’ve built. And thanks to you, it will still be here when they arrive.”

Bottomhead pushed out in front, sniffing at the fork in the road that would take them to the barn. A crew of shirtless men braved the cold to sweat and haul new panels up to the roof there. Three dragons were assisting, doing the heavy lifting while the men slid beams into place and nailed them steady. Wreckage of the old roof had been cleared into a pile out back, which a few children climbed on, pretending it was their own private dragon they were riding to adventure.

Centerhead watched the children for too long, wondering if once upon a time Rania and Oleksiy had made up games like that. It was uncouth, imagining oneself as a garbage heap. No dragon could be comfortable with such indignity. To be a dream come true for children who grew up to thrive, though, wasn’t so undignified. It had to start somewhere.

That was the truth of it. Once, he’d detested all humans. It was hard to think about the person he’d been back then. Now he had refined tastes.

Kardoš chortled. “I know that face. Thinking about how all humans are the enemy again?”

“Perish the thought,” said Centerhead. “Only some are the enemy. Most are merely obnoxious.”

Oh, the old man laughed at him over that. The laughter must have been what got Upperhead’s attention, turning him from the construction site to look at Kardoš.

Upperhead asked the man, “The citizens still don’t know you’re among them, do they?”

Kardoš took a breath through his nose, fingers playing with his belt. “Skakulecova recognized me immediately, as did some older members of parliament. Doubtless, there are assistants who have pieced clues together. Word will get out, eventually.”

Upperhead said, “If you wanted, you could take over this entire country. They long for the return of their legendary leader.”

“This place has grown and changed without me. I should change to fit it, not reveal myself and force it to change to suit me. It’s been Eliška’s labor now for so long, keeping the nation together under constant siege. She deserves to run it in peacetime.”

He called her “Eliška.” Did anybody else in this city call Skakulecova by that name? And he said it so casually, like their familiarity wasn’t remarkable. There was no question he cared about her.

Yet Centerhead suspected something. Maybe it was an instinct left over in his psyche, some fragment of Lefty that knew better. He asked, “She’s worked hard. But is that all?”

“Not all. See, I’m tired.”

That made less sense. Centerhead asked, “Tired? You spent all morning pulling metal shards out of a goddess’s eyes.”

The man’s hands dropped from his belt to his side, to the hammer hanging from a loop in his pants. “I’d like to be a simple Kardošan for a while, before I’m Kardoš. Let me help build this place from the bottom, rather than the top. After being stuck with the FFR for so long, that’s restful to me.”

Bottomhead twisted his head at Kardoš. “Yurk. This place likes you.”

Upperhead agreed. “And Kardoša could use its heroes.”

Kardoš smiled so thinly, his mouth could have disappeared. “This country is its heroes. That’s how it survived. When I’m finally comfortable telling them I’m here, it will be because they know me as a neighbor. That’s all I want to be.”

Centerhead had to ask, “You want to live a lie until then?”

Kardoš reached up with a blotchy, hairy hand, resting it on the scar tissue where Lefty’s neck had once grown. “My old friend. You’re not going to judge me about not being ready to let go of a mistaken identity, are you?”

Centerhead did Kardoš the enormous favor of not devouring him on the spot. Instead, they had a little laugh together, between neighbors of a shared land.
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Chapter 63

A FROWNING STARFISH AND OTHER WOUNDS

They said that when a chunk of ice from another world breached the atmosphere and hit the land, it had an impact that could be felt on the other side of the world. Centerhead had personally witnessed two white airship explosions and wasn’t sure any “comet” could be greater than that. He’d seen dragons run full sprint into each other and collide to show who was most dominant. There was perhaps no great force he had not witnessed.

All of those paled before the impact of Rania slamming into him. She went at full speed, arms splayed at her sides, reckless with how her legs were flinging her forward. When she smashed into his face, her legs flung right off the ground and wrapped around him.

“Garrodigh!”

He sustained numerous kisses on his snout. At least three platters of charred meat chunks got dumped on him at various points. Strings of flowers pelted him until he could have been a garden.

The first head to sprout from this dragon garden was Bottomhead, who ignored the offerings of burned meat in favor of pushing under her armpit and sniffing at her side. He wouldn’t let her push him away. The head demanded to prop her up.

Centerhead envied his bluntness. With Bottomhead already probing her for signs of infirmity, he let himself be more verbal. “How is your side?”

“It’s going to leave a scar like a frowning starfish,” she said with a mirth not befitting describing a gunshot wound. “The physicians were shocked I made it back here like that. But I think some credit could go to the dragon who got me home safe.”

Bottomhead said, “Yuh. You’re welcome.”

Rania scritched underneath Bottomhead’s chin, then looked at his legs.

“What about you?” she asked, gesturing to his left foreleg. It was stuck in a cast-iron sleeve again, so rigid he couldn’t bend his knee an inch. All the locks on its side clanked as he tried to rest some weight on that foot.

Centerhead bumped a corner of his snout against the irons. An old habit of disliking confinement, but none of the heads had even chewed on this one. “The surgeons said it was broken in three different places. They’ve operated once, and might have to again. Zayd isn’t sure if I’ll ever be able to walk without assistive tools.”

Rania reached over and scritched under his chin next. “What do you think?”

“I don’t care.” It was the truth. “If I can limp on it or roll around with a wheelbarrow strapped to my knee, then I can keep going.”

“That’s my dragon! I’ve already started drawing up your physical therapy regimen.”

Above him, Upperhead hummed. “Good. Because all the handlers are cagey around me now. They regard me differently. Almost as though I’m one of them.”

Centerhead tried to shrug his one-third of their shoulders. “They’re unnerved by a talking dragon. Most of them won’t even address me directly.”

Bottomhead added, “Yurk. One soiled herself when I asked for extra breakfast.”

“Really?” Rania pursed her lips in thought for a moment. “All my neighbors can’t wait to meet you. They think you’re a miracle from the goddess.”

Bottomhead was eating charred meat off the ground and didn’t pause mid-chew as he said, “Yuh. I am a miracle.”

Rania dropped both hands on Bottomhead’s face and scritched his scales. “Yes. You. Are.”

With the scritching distraction, Centerhead took the opportunity to share a look with Upperhead. That head looked deeply conflicted, as though he longed for head scritches of his own and yet couldn’t let go of something else.

Like one paw cleaning another, Centerhead roamed over and rubbed against Upperhead, a side of a snout against a side of a snout. He wasn’t the only one predisposed to dispatch comfort. Still rubbing at Bottomhead, Rania smiled up at them.

“Word is that some tamed dragons have started talking. You can’t tell what’s gossip, what’s riders seeking attention, and what’s the truth. But there are people offering entire wagon loads of crispy burned bacon for just one word.”

Bottomhead perked up. “Uhm? What do I get for sentences?”

Centerhead had seen his share of admirers trying to coax chatter out of annoyed dragons. Any nuisance they’d caused the tame nockholes by exposing dragon speech was fine by him.

No. Not fine. Much better than fine. Even now, the thought made him laugh.

Upperhead stirred at that laugh, giving him a sidelong glance. “It’s odd, to think I might speak freely, not as a freak, but as a peer.”

Centerhead tried to sound playful. “Speech isn’t just for humans, you know.”

Rania said, “You’re not a beast that speaks. You’re a person. You always have been.”

Then Upperhead descended, nuzzling at Rania’s chest. He retrieved all the head scritches he could possibly have wanted.

“Thank you for seeing it in me,” he said. “Do you think any of the other dragons have spoken?”

Rania kept working her fingers along the creases of Upperhead’s brow. “Oh, a few. One has, for sure.”

Centerhead tilted at her. “How do you know?”

“Because Cosmos wouldn’t lie to me.”

Now Centerhead tilted so much that he was lucky his head didn’t come unscrewed. “Emerald Shadow? She got over herself and coughed up words?”

Rania leaned across Upperhead like the story was so good, it was melting her legs. “Right when Cosmos came to collect Emerald Shadow and fly the charge against Goddess Polárka, saving us from certain death. Cosmos says she was the first rider in the barn, and that Emerald Shadow was basically standing at attention on four legs.”

Upperhead huffed out a clot of smoke. “What did she say?”

“That she’d missed her.”

That green nockhole had torn Garrodigh apart in the barn over suggesting she missed her rider. It made Centerhead shake with mingled doubt and indignation that she’d been in denial the whole time. He’d known it. He was always right. Anybody who doubted him deserved to die of shame.

He asked, “She said it that way?”

“No, I think she used language strong enough to strip the paint off the walls. But the sentiment was there.”

Well. At least Cosmos had gotten sworn at, too. That was a little consolation.

Upperhead nudged at Centerhead’s side. “You were right about her, after all.”

Centerhead stuck his nose in the air. “I’ll be sure to rub this in the next time I see her. She’s a dirty human sympathizer.”

Upperhead seized up, then laughed so hard he belched flame. Rania rubbed at the side of his neck before hugging Centerhead’s neck. She squeezed both arms around him until she hoisted herself off the ground. By human standards, she was probably trying to squeeze the life out of him. “You are a trendsetter. We have to celebrate. I am going to give you the bath time of your life.”

Bottomhead said, “Uhm? Please, no? I am swearing off water. It drowns people. Give extra head scritches instead?”

Relinquishing her death hug, Rania dropped down to her feet. She dug her nails into the top of Bottomhead’s brow and scritched with vigor. “You’ve got it. But first, I need your help.”

“Uhm? Help?”

“There’s something really important coming up.”

Centerhead tilted down at her. “What’s the matter?”

“I have a date.”
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Chapter 64

THE DATE

Oleksiy wore a velvet jacket of purplish burgundy that flattered the pattern of burns on his face. It was as though he’d selected his skin from the same wardrobe as his clothes. Most of his bangs had grown back in, and he wore darkly tinted spectacles that obscured his difficulty in closing one eye and looked so stylish that several onlookers begged for identical pairs just for fashion’s sake.

He tipped his glasses at a bunch of giggling pedestrians. “It will be a shame when I finish healing and lose this look.”

Rania wore an outfit that Centerhead had never seen on her before. The jacket was stiff, the buttons all polished brass. It was unusually modest of her to wear only two layers of skirts. Less fancy than it was strong and dignified, which she deserved. Centerhead could guess where she’d borrowed all of it, given everything from her scarf to her socks was the same shade of green.

Together, Rania and Oleksiy dined at a new bistro that had just opened up underneath a thirty-yard fold in Goddess Polárka’s scales, where her flesh heaved up against the city limits. It provided a great deal of shade, and according to the proprietor, the minerals in this patch of soil reflected the goddess’s body heat in a specific pocket that cooked steaks perfectly without the need for an open flame.

The earliest available appointment at any of the bistro’s tables was months away. Word was that Gáspár Kardoš could return and still not get a table.

But Garrodigh brought his own table and set it on his back. Rania and Oleksiy sat on chairs balanced precariously atop his ass, while Bottomhead menaced the chef into showing his gratitude with a couple entrées.

It was what the humans wanted, which was what mattered. To Centerhead, such large plates with such tiny portions of food were appalling. Nothing was even burned. It was “elegant” and “refined” and “an experience.” If Oleksiy called it “an experience” one more time, Centerhead might fling himself off the edge of the city. He wouldn’t have sat on top of anyone to eat such cuisine.

But the two humans weren’t doing it for the nutrition. He could follow what they were really getting out of it.

Afterward, the two took a short walk to a sporting event. Not a proper league so much as a group of unattended children who laid claim to an empty street. They constructed a game of throwing waxed balls of yarn at each other and attempting to hit them with an antique table leg. If the ball was struck, the table-leg-wielder ran to touch as many doors on the street as they could before someone caught the ball and touched them with it.

It took both Centerhead and Upperhead to restrain Bottomhead from catching and killing the ball. They had to promise him several more balls of his own, in the future, which he could kill as much as he wanted.

Rania took one turn with the table leg. Her swing sent the waxed ball halfway to heaven itself. Somehow Oleksiy got hold of the ball and, despite walking with a cane, caught her. From the noises she made, getting caught by him was her favorite part of the sport.

After such a successful date, the three heads left Rania and Oleksiy at the residential area. They deserved privacy.

Also, Garrodigh’s left foreleg ached so badly that Centerhead wondered if his limb inside the iron cast had been replaced with nails and spikes. It would make more sense.

He lumbered into the restored barn, his head held high. As obnoxiously high as he could keep it, so that the likes of Emerald Shadow would see him coming. He didn’t bother to address her. He’d annoy her about squealing to Cosmos another time. Right now, he just wanted all these stuck-up fools to know that he was back from another day of being a terrible dragon.

No sooner did they lie down than Bottomhead was snoring, with a bubble of molten stone snot growing from one nostril. The faint glow from the molten stone was charming. Sometimes that feral weirdo was an inspiration. Centerhead cozied up beside him, ready to join him in dreams.

He was about to slip away when he heard something. A human breathing raggedly, like they were running for their lives. The sound was consistent, too. Maybe someone running in place?

Next to him, Upperhead grunted. “What?”

Now that he was paying attention, was it one voice, or two voices? What was going on outside?

Yes, it was two voices, like they were in feverish competition. They were just outside the wall of his salon, somewhere outside.

The ruckus made Bottomhead blink his way awake, peering up at Upperhead. The two heads stretched on their necks to check outside the window. Whatever they found, Bottomhead seemed so unsurprised, he could have dozed off right there on the sill.

But Upperhead reeled away from the sight, as though he’d been stabbed in the eyes. “Seriously? Again?”

Centerhead asked, “What is it?”

Except now he recognized the higher-pitched voice. He’d know Rania panting anywhere.

He could guess her companion’s voice from his moans, too.

“Yurk,” Bottomhead said. “It’s true love. Boring stuff. Go to sleep.”

Upperhead whisper-yelled down at Centerhead. “We left them at their home, where they have beds, curtains, and privacy. Why on earth would they do this here? Now? Tonight?”

Centerhead flicked his eyes up at the window and thought about rising for a gander. No, he didn’t want that. All he wanted was to close his eyes and get some rest. Bottomhead even returned to the mounds of coins, snuggling up against Centerhead’s side.

Upperhead loomed over his fellow heads, staring at them as though, despite all the sounds he was hearing, their apathy was the thing he most disbelieved. “Why are they doing this? What is wrong with them?”

Centerhead wriggled to get comfortable against Bottomhead while leaving space for the third head, whenever he was ready to lie down. There was ample treasure to share.

He yawned so widely that silver coins spilled into the bottom of his mouth. He let them melt. As drowsiness set in, he told Upperhead, “Even if they explained it, we wouldn’t understand.”

“Yuh,” said Bottomhead. “It’s a human thing.”

The End
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They say you folks aren’t fashionable, but you slay.

Now, on to the mammals.

My health has been exceedingly challenging during these last ten months. There were many days where pain prevented me from being able to think straight; it’s something I have in common with Garrodigh. While I loved writing every sentence of this book, my editor, Aranya Jain, made several of those sentences readable. When the copyeditor praised how clean the manuscript was, I said that they should really forward that praise to Aranya.

If you see me in person and ask me nicely, I will tell you what the original title was for this book. I was in love with it. However my wise agent, Hannah Bowman, talked me out of using it for very practical reasons. Thanks, Hannah. I wound up discovering one we both like better!

Between coming up with the two titles, I became obsessed with creating Garrodigh and his personas. Soon, I was rambling the way a rain cloud leaks. Thanks go out to the supportive ears of Vanessa McKittrick, Nathanael Sylva, Meg Frank, Cass Williams, and Christine Wiswell. Christine also goes by the name “Mom” in our house, and I have never seen her so excited about a book I was writing. She’s known I’d eventually do something with dragons since before I learned to read.

Books don’t reach readers without help. Thanks to everyone at DAW Books in the U.S., including Aranya Jain (who deserves the second mention), Laura Fitzgerald, and Eugenia Woo. Thanks to everyone at Arcadia Books in the U.K., including Anne Perry, Alex Haywood, and Gaby Puleston-Vaudrey. The gorgeous covers for this novel are by James Fenner (in the U.S.) and Stephen Player (in the U.K.). The audiobook is produced by Audible and narrated by Zura Johnson, who has been an absolute delight to text with for the last several months.

While my health has been a challenge, readers have shown me great comfort and kindness. Many of the darkest days of the last year have been brightened by readers reaching out because they enjoyed Someone You Can Build a Nest In or Wearing the Lion. That my stories touched you, in turn, touched me. You do not know how much a kind word can matter. Thank you for the emails, tweets, skeets, DMs, memes, and further expressions of kindness. I wrote this book for y’all. Happy dragons, everybody.
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