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Chapter 1 – September 1992
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“You know I don’t believe in dragons. Russian or otherwise.” Even if I had really hoped for at least a little bit of magic in the world before I started college.

Sam Stone thumps the inch-thick dossier onto the conference table with enough force to fan back from my face the dark-brown bangs I’ve been trying to grow out, that had escaped my clip. He’s happiest making dramatic points. Stabbing his finger into the manila cover, he says, “Belief is immaterial. It’s a plum assignment. I want you to go. Anne, you’re my best researcher.”

I struggle not to roll my eyes and sigh. “You’re the boss.”

“I knew you’d see it my way.” He pulls out another small, colorful folder from the inner pocket of his suit jacket and snaps it down on top of the briefing book. “Here are the tickets. Your flight leaves in six hours, so you have just enough time to run home and pack. Expense anything you forget, but don’t get extravagant on me. This is a personal project as a favor to my friend Igor.”

“The one you met a few months ago at the conference in Bucharest?”

“No, no. We’ve known each other for at least fifteen years. Since long before the Berlin Wall fell and the current thaw in relations between Moscow and Washington. He’s old-school, so take it easy on him with the questions. And don’t worry about his eccentricities. I trust him.”

“So where are you sending me?”

“Moscow.”

I can’t contain my gasp this time. “How long?”

“It’s an open-ended ticket, so could go as long as six months.”

“No way! You know how important it is for me to be home for Thanksgiving.” Still, the thought of visiting Russia for the first time, the land of the fairy tales of my youth, holds a secret allure. Something about the Russian psyche, with its inclination toward the mystical, still appeals to me—even though I’ve fought to become methodical. Scientific.

“Then wow me with your efficiency.”

“But what do you have to go on? This has all the makings of a wild goose chase.” It’s good to keep the boss cognizant of the likelihood of research delays. Especially in a country with a well-known penchant for bureaucratic mania. At least I’m likely to have plenty of time to explore the cultural sites that have attracted me since I first read the translated tales of Vassilisa the Beautiful and Tsarevitch Ivan at least two decades ago. A country that has struggled to maintain its cultural icons in the face of Soviet repression has been on my bucket list for almost as long.

“That’s why I’ve collated this dossier for you. There are real men who have real amnesia and other verified symptoms that point to the paranormal.” The glint in his eye reminds me to stuff down my snort. Sam’s favorite kind of research involves out-of-place artifacts and other pseudo-scientific apocrypha—even if his company has built a solid reputation as one of the premier private research institutes. I’ve been trying to make the leap to senior researcher in charge of one of the linguistic divisions for the past year, so I remind myself, again, that personal attention from the big boss is a good thing.

Still, some of the ways he’s forced himself into my family’s gatherings have made my sister tease me about having a boyfriend. Since her example has been my object lesson in what not to do, that is not on my agenda—and I wouldn’t want my career advancement to be tainted by speculation that I only got there by spreading my legs in any case.

Though sometimes, it’s hard not to feel lonely and abandoned, watching the rest of the world roll by with partners and family while I hide in the stacks of yet another library.

I yank myself back to the present when I hear, “I’ve been in touch with Igor and let him know you’re arriving tomorrow, so you need to be sure to touch base with him as soon as possible. He has the contacts with the orphans who are the basis for our current work.”

“Wait. Orphans?”

“Yeah. It’s all in the dossier. There are rumors of kids being housed in sub-standard housing in one of the Moscow suburbs, so we could be looking at some future UN funding for human rights violations substantiation. Especially since it looks like some of the kids are being disappeared. Igor’s worried there’s something sinister going on and he wants someone who could be counted on as an impartial observer to be on-site as soon as possible. The other interesting element is the men who reported the situation. They aged out of the orphanages, so they have the kids’ trust, but are complete amnesiacs. Just read up during the flight, and you’ll be fine to continue the ground-based spadework.”

This is more my line. 

UN work tends to be long-term and could be the career-booster I’ve been looking for if I handle things properly, so it’s easier to start mirroring my company’s founder’s enthusiasm for an unexpected trip. Leaving on short notice again, giving me very little margin for error regardless of Chicago’s notoriously bad cross-town traffic. I glance at the clock on the opposite wall of the small, white conference room and stand up, shrugging off the hand Sam has rested on my shoulder in his enthusiastic brief. “I’d better run if I’m going to make this flight, then.”

“That’s my girl.” Sam claps me on the back as I heft the stack of papers into my arms, and walks me out the door with his arm around my shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll get to the bottom of this. Maybe we’ll even finally have proof of some of the paranormal creatures. If you can document that, you’ll definitely have earned a raise.”

I hold in another sigh and step out of the semi-embrace. “I’ll do my best.”

It’s an ongoing challenge not to let my agnostic inclinations knock heads with Sam’s mania for pseudo-history and related myths. I wonder whether he found this assignment just to test me.

As proud as the Scientific Library of Lomonosov Moscow State University is, and as great a breadth of natural science resources, modern facilities, and other conveniences as the Moscow Engineering Physics Institute Scientific Library has, I’m really not sure why Sam So-Sure-Of-Himself Stone is insisting that I start there for this particular investigation.

At least the L is running on time, the weather is the perfect crisp, cool of early fall, without the more typical wind and rain to complicate my walking routes, and home is between the office and the airport. It has to be with as much time as I spend on the road. I had been lucky to find an efficiency within a five-minute walk of the Irving Park station, nine stops north on the blue line from the downtown Chicago office of the Stone Think Tank, and only another six stops to get to O’Hare—my home away from home.

Looking at the disarray in my bedroom, I’m glad I don’t have to show it off for any love interest, because the mess is impressive. My suitcase is still half-packed from the trip to Rome last week, so I pull out the dirty underwear, grab some clean replacements and additional clothes suitable for conveying respectability in libraries the world over, stuff my toiletries bag and some extra shoes in the remaining corners, and unearth my dog-eared passport and other necessary identification.

I’m out the door in 30 minutes flat, still shrugging into my heavy leather jacket with the dossier safely tucked into my trusty brown leather messenger bag.

My transit luck holds, and even the international check-in procedures give me enough time to enjoy a final pretzel from Auntie Anne’s before it’s back to international cuisine. I can never resist the Auntie Anne’s franchise, given its faithful representation of my name. And the fact that my only likely call toward motherhood is being an indulgent auntie to my sister’s girls.

Which reminds me: There’s an open pay phone down the hall from the food court area. I dial mom’s to let everyone know I’ll be out of pocket again, but this time for longer than normal.

~~~
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The dossier is more compelling than I had imagined from Sam’s fanciful introduction. Even with the interruptions from a seatmate who seems compelled to share her travails with a cat she’s nursed through Spina Bifida for twelve years—complete with twice-daily urine and feces expression sessions—, I’ve compiled an initial set of research questions as the captain announces our imminent arrival at Sheremetyevo.

Since sleeping was a bust on the flight, my first order of business is to find my way from the airport, which is in the distant suburbs, to the downtown hotel I see Sam’s assistant booked for the initial phase of my trip. There’s nothing like a solid ten hours of recycled air to make your skin feel like aged papyrus and your eyes a close cousin to sandpaper. I usually build in an extra travel day to allow myself an opportunity to acclimate to the new time zone and weather. Sam, however, has me meeting with Igor Straslavski first thing in the morning. I know better than to eat anything heavy after the whirlwind of my past twenty-four hours, but am dismayed by the paltry offerings from the hotel’s room service as I check in and try to settle for the night.

Making my way up the creaking staircase, I almost walk into the chair where a severe-looking woman has positioned herself to monitor all comings and goings. The hallway duennas are still in place here, as but one hold-over from the Soviet mandate that being unemployed is illegal—and by extension, keeping the State uninformed... immoral. It’s creepy to me, and I have to remind myself to walk and breathe normally, without looking over my shoulder more than once to see how closely the woman is tracking my movement.

Safely installed in my hotel room, I go through the laborious process of checking in with the home office through the house telephone and international exchange. Despite the progress in the early Glasnost movement, I’m sure the lines are still bugged, so Sam’s guarded message reinforces my sense of the surreal. I guess Perestroika can only go so far when the vestiges of the State apparatus are still so firmly entrenched. His repeated directive to get in touch with Straslavski is just going to have to hold for a few hours while my mind catches up with my body.
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Chapter 2 - Straslavski
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The Moscow metro is an amazing network of antique underground trains passing through stations with magnificent mosaics, frescoed ceilings, chandeliers, and stained-glass paens to the People, unnoticed by the prols who are just looking for a way to help their families survive the byzantine governmental requirements for everyday living.

It takes me a good forty-five minutes of rattling around and enduring the confusion of the bus transfer to find my way to the side entrance of the Scientific Library. I approach the rickety, wooden desk where a middle-aged Babushka is the acting queen dragon guarding the gates of access.

After some shuffling back and forth, and halting discussion—taxing the Russian I had picked up in three semesters of undergraduate language study—of whether I have the right paperwork, a young, enthusiastic intern comes to guide me through the bowels of the building.

Straslavski either has no power in the bureaucratic hierarchy, or he’s a genius at avoiding oversight: His office is so buried in the basement that after many turnings I’m sure I’ll never find my way out alone. In fact, I’m somewhat concerned that the building is more decrepit than advertised, with cracks, rust stains, and dripping water from overhead pipes decorating the walls of our passage.

I imagine the structure collapsing on me while I’m trying to unearth factual support for Sam’s flight of fancy.

A small part of me wishes I could have a similarly out-of-the way office, to keep myself buried in the books and research that help me avoid having to be more involved with the people my research describes.

Straslavski turns out to be younger than I had imagined, given my boss’s long-standing relationship with him, but he’s still at least a decade older than my own thirty-five years. His indeterminate age is underlined by the stooped posture and nondescript visage of a habitual bookworm, complete with wispy brown hair and horn-rimmed glasses that look uncomfortable on his face. Surprisingly, his eyes have a lively sparkle and his English is good—if heavily accented. 

I even forgive him for fixating his gaze on my chest when he offers strong, black Russian tea out of his personal stash, and fresh-brewed in the samovar in the corner of his office. He seems as stunned by my presence and appearance as I am by his, but, nonetheless, gets right down to business.

“You don’t have to worry much about the bugs down here. I check my office regularly, and part of the reason I chose this space is because the water pipes make it difficult to understand recordings made here.” Straslavski’s heavy accent makes his speech difficult to decipher until I recognize his pattern of making his THes into hard D sounds.

It’s startling to hear someone talk so matter-of-factly about strategies to avoid intrusive oversight, and I almost smile as it reminds me of some of the old jokes about tinfoil hat-wearers. And the disappearing orphans who are the cause for urgency in this investigation. “Do you have to worry that much about being spied on? After all, this research is mostly about finding the antecedents of orphans who aged out of the system, right?”

“Russia, she faces so many challenges after Soviets fail. There are so many news stories of wild children. Even documentaries showing them abandoned. There is no more system to take care of them. They cannot find homes; they cannot be part of the new Russia. And they are mostly orphans. Nobody can explain, nobody knows where they come from. They, themselves, are almost adult, yet they have no memory older than five years... about the time they remember bureaucrats showing up to unchain them from the walls of their rooms.”

“I can see why that would raise Sam’s curiosity.”

He nods. “After we speak in Bucharest, I come home. I look for more information. Sam tells me, he reads of WWII pseudo-history and the Nazi obsession with the dark side of the occult. A footnote of one of his sources pointed him to Russia with a reference to Rasputin and some of his more peculiar spiritual practices.”

Straslavski’s didacticism reminds me of one of the briefing memos Sam had shoved into my hands. A hidden sect of nuns bridged the time between Rasputin’s death and the advent of Communist rule. They had established core mnemonic practices, which ironically made them more susceptible to early Soviet power-holders’ mind-control experiments. My seat-mate’s babbling about the razing of at least two-thirds of the Moscow churches echo these efforts to break the ties between church and state to eradicate any traces of religion or religious practices.

Sam had discovered, in an unexpected perversion of typical religious doctrine, that these nuns had seen it as their spiritual duty to bear children who would be raised in their traditions. They had taught their children from an early age to embrace such mystical experiences as precognition and other parapsychic effects.

Sam had made an intuitive jump at that point in his research, from these apocryphal children to those he had discussed with Straslavski.

“We spoke again, very late. Sam’s thinking was supported by increasing surveillance of me here, and many coincidences—people I meet the first time, new documents arrive. I asked for his best help to come visit.”

I wonder whether he’s playing up to me with that “best help” comment, but have to privately preen that I would have come to my boss’s mind in that context.

Reminding myself of Sam’s precis on Igor—that he had been fast-tracked under the Soviet system for the language and science skills he’d acquired in a state-run orphanage, I change topics. “Do you think some of your old contacts could help us with this?”

Straslavski glances toward the door and lowers his voice. “My connections are like surrogate family. Very loyal. But I don’t want to put the light of suspicion on them so early. Better to wait. Better to do what we can alone first.”

The squeak of a soft-soled shoe turns both of our attention back to the door. When a heavyset man carrying a trench coat, wearing an ill-fitting suit, and bearing the evidence of a poorly healed broken nose steps into the frame, I catch Igor cringing. The stranger’s booming voice is a marked contrast to Igor’s, and I barely catch the gist of the conversation as it flows past and around me in a staccato exchange.

It’s worrisome the number of times I hear “Tovarishch.” I thought “comrade” had gone out of style with the Communists.

At the end of it, the man attempts a grimace of a smile while doing his best to break my hand in a hearty handshake. I can only assume Igor receives the same treatment by the way he surreptitiously washes his hands together once the other man’s back is turned.

There’s an uncomfortable pause as we listen to the footfalls grow faint, then I look at Igor.

He leans forward to resume his soft-spoken warnings. “While I am willing to share these things I have found, is no good looking at them here. We too close to central government here. Is too easy for them to see what we do here. We must pretend you’re just old friend coming to visit, da?”

“I’ve never been to Moscow before, so some visiting is good. But I’d like to wrap this up and get back home for family Thanksgiving, so let’s not stretch this out too long, okay?” I’m only halfway teasing; some research assignments drag on three and six months, and we’re operating on thin information to begin with. As much as I like being alone, secluded with my research, quiet, the annual family gathering is not something I can miss.

“Harasho. Is good. We visit the Red Square today and we talk more. We must be crafty. We lay false trails for the authorities.”

Given that the visit from what I can only assume was one of the authorities has made Igor jumpy enough to keep swiping at sweat on his brow, I’m more than happy to play along.

Straslavski’s car matches most of those on the road, a black Lada that jolts across every crack and pothole in the road. The traffic seems sedate compared to Chicago or Rome—except for the sports cars that crowd everyone off to the side temporarily. Luckily, parking isn’t an issue with the special stickers pasted into his back window, so we’re unofficially on official business as we arrive at a public parking lot near the Red Square.

Exiting into the vast plaza of the square itself, he says: “This obsession with building strong ties to the human form, it continues from Rasputin through several generations of madmen. I worry we will find more bodies imprisoned, though the mentions of this practice are so distorted I’m not sure if I am, as you say, making mountains of molehills.”

The sky is blue but the temperature is cool and I suppress a shiver left over from close contact with Stalin’s preserved remains at our first stop. Our next stop in the square doesn’t help; it’s the location of the former Resurrection Gate. Straslavski’s starting to spook me with the symbolic place names and his dire warnings about being followed, although I’m growing more intrigued.

“Do not look over your shoulder so much. Only when we turn corners and is not so obvious. Or we tourists. We turn about slowly.” He subtly tilts his head at a man slouching against the corner of a building as he points to buildings and continues to talk, though his voice has again dropped lower and I have to lean in to catch his words. “You must read what I’ve found; decide for yourself. As I said earlier, here is no good. You must stay with me. No more official hotel, yes? You visit with me, yes?”

“I’m not sure... Do you have enough room?” At this point I’m worried about having to stay in one of those one-room apartments legendary because of Moscow's status as a space-strapped, over-populated, egalitarian city. I mean, I may rent space in an efficiency and spend most of my life in hotel rooms, but sharing that small of a space with an unknown man? 

Not going to happen.

He laughs. “I have Dacha. Is not so far outside the city. We will be undisturbed there. You will see all my personal papers. There is much space there; helps also to think clearly there. Much space, yes?”

I have to wonder whether this isn’t an elaborate set-up ploy, knowing Sam’s intrusive assessment that my spinster state is unwanted. Even setting aside the fantastical framework the two men are positing as my research’s starting point, the almost immediate move from formerly state-run hotel to private Dacha seems over the top. On the other hand, Sam did mention he would appreciate any efforts I made to keep my expenses minimal with an appropriate bonus; private housing would certainly fit that bill.

Depending on Straslavski for transportation into the city center could be an ongoing issue if his home isn’t convenient to a bus stop. The long day has me so fogged that the forty minutes it takes to get to his corner of the city passes me by in a haze. I hope I don’t actually doze off, considering my newcomer status—to say nothing of the fact that I really don’t know the man at the wheel of the car—but I have to wipe surreptitiously at drool on my chin as we turn down ever-narrower, almost rural roads. Paying a cab on a regular basis to commute this far could eat into whatever I’m saving by staying at this new location, so I hope his library is as extensive as he’s promised.

We arrive at a gingerbread confection of a house, just in time for dinner. The residence is situated on a large, heavily wooded property, with a picturesque river running behind the homestead. I have to take him at his word for that, since the gloaming, and my own weariness, have curtailed any ability to see much beyond the front door. Though I do manage a slow circle as I stand behind Straslavski’s car, peering into the darkness to see whether any other trench coat-wearing men might be hiding in the shadows.

Shaking off the paranoia that he and Sam have infected me with, it’s still an effort not to feel like I might have gotten myself in over my head. What if whoever is kidnapping the orphans extends that treatment to those who are aiming to help them?

Straslavski insists that, as we are to be house-mates for a time, I become comfortable with calling him Igor. Mentally snickering about googly-eyed helpers, I try to comply, but have to blame jet lag when I giggle at Igor’s helpfulness with my bags.
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Chapter 3 – Research
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A good night’s sleep in a clean bed will do wonders to reinstate your sense of perspective. I’m glad for the coarse black bread and preserves Igor says are locally produced, as well as the privacy he gives me to start the day. 

Morning is not my friend from the wake-up end of it, so not having to share space and a table with someone who might expect social niceties is a true blessing. I wonder if Sam has given Igor the heads-up, but then I find a neatly penciled note explaining that he has had to return to the city for his regular day’s work, and I am to make free of his library.

The library is a researcher’s dream. Floor-to-ceiling shelves line three of the four walls of a tidy little room. Large windows, overlooking the river behind the house, let in what light there is to be had at this northern latitude and frame a colorful view of trees wearing the red and golden leaves of the season. I admire the bucolic view and then settle in to read the annotated stacks Igor has left behind.

Several hours in, I have the unsettling feeling Sam and Igor may actually have been onto something. Based on the gaps in documentation, I suspect our next logical step is to visit the local colony of “lost boys” to probe what few memories they have to share. 

Making the arrangements with my spotty spoken Russian—to say nothing of lacking the proper connections or introductions to such individuals—is beyond my confidence, so I start documenting conclusions and questions in preparation for Igor’s return. 

Which turns out to be sooner than I had expected.

“I have made arrangements for a short leave of absence from my University.” He eyes my sheaf of notes before rushing over and grabbing them from me. “But what have you done?”

I’m at a loss to understand why he’s so excitable.

“You have written notes, yes?”

“Naturally. It’s part of documenting my findings for Sam.”

“This no good. This very bad.” He shuffles us into the sitting room, fires up the wood stove, and begins to feed my papers to the fire before my uncomprehending gaze.

“Known intellectuals are always watched. You must not leave traces of your thinking. You must not incriminate us to the government! They use any pretext to take us into custody.”

“I’m not used to this. How will I manage to keep my train of thought through a long and detailed course of research?”

“Solzhenitsyn was in prison, very long time. He wrote whole novels in his mind—partly because of the lack of paper, but also to avoid further incriminating himself under Article 58 for anti-Soviet propaganda.”

Grinding my teeth together to avoid yelling at Igor that this will extend my research timeline, I take a few deep breaths and move on to my conclusion of the early afternoon: “We need to travel to one of the ‘lost boy’ colonies. I need to meet these people and gather more evidence to know how to proceed.”

Igor proves to be an able organizer, and I soon find myself shepherded to his classic, black Lada 1500. We take advantage of the last few hours of daylight and make the trip back toward Moscow.

The city we’re headed for is called Khimki. Though it’s considered part of the administrative unit of Moscow, a city of nearly 9 million residents will naturally organize itself into small enough chunks to maintain a sense of neighborhoods within that area.

We make it by 4pm, in time to see the decrepit buildings in the dim twilight. There are whole packs of street dogs roaming the roads and alleys. They slink around the clusters of apartment buildings huddled by the strange combination of residential roads and parking lots cum playgrounds through which we’re driving, lending quiet escort to the car as it creeps forward in search of an appropriate parking spot. 

Litter is blowing in the wind, along with a few moldy leaves, and rubble makes the already pothole-ridden road even more unreliable. Igor has to swerve often to avoid hitting the concrete blocks strewn haphazardly in the middle of the street. It’s hard to imagine anyone living in this ramshackle state, but as Igor eventually finds the building number he’s looking for, we see signs of habitation.

Snarling dogs echo from an alleyway, escalating into what sounds like a bloody fight. The hackles stand up at the back of my neck, and I’m thankful I’m not walking through the gloomy twilight alone. 

Each open doorway into the standard Soviet-style concrete apartment buildings has its own odor, mixed of variations of excreta. In the dark corners, I can see men covered in newspapers, sleeping off their latest benders, in puddles of their own urine and vomit. It’s enough to make me gag, but Igor hurries me past. 

Striding purposefully toward the stairwell, to avoid being accosted by vagrants in search of handouts to cover the night’s drinks, we count landings until we reach the fourth floor. At the far end of the hallway is a simple metal door with a peephole. Igor rings the bell and exchanges low-voiced remarks with the person on the other side before we hear bolts and chains being withdrawn. After the dim light outside, and the darker stairwell we have just ascended, even the small table lamp in the entry hall is enough to require a minute of adjustment.

While the squalor outside is marked, this small space is almost cozy. Not that there is an overabundance of knicknacks, or even much furniture, but a plethora of Kazakh rugs hang on the walls and cover the floor to soften and insulate the one-room apartment.

I hang back and watch as the two men embrace, and trade back thumpings with their good-natured greetings. The height difference between them makes Igor look like a child dwarfed by how tall his compatriot is.

Still, when he turns around, his face is more relaxed and happy than I’ve seen yet. “Anne. Come closer. This is my friend Ivan Krempenski.”

For as much research as I’ve done and for as much as I’ve absorbed intellectually of Sam and Igor’s arguments, I’m nonetheless unprepared for the reality of this kind of man. Standing mute and still, I take in the intense personal charm and the volatile intelligence Ivan’s visage betrays.

“Anne?” Ivan takes a long step forward to reach toward me.

Shaking my head and offering a tentative smile, I reach out to accept his handshake, and am shocked, literally, by an electrical charge strong enough to make my arm tingle. Suspecting a strange practical joke, I surreptitiously shift my hand so I can see whether there are any telltale wires or batteries in evidence, but there’s nothing that would betray a mechanical origin to the sensation. “Odd.”

In my bemusement over this unconventional connection, I almost miss my cue, when Igor introduces me as Anne Crosby, an American research associate. After a slight hesitation, I respond with the usual well-mannered platitudes, trying out my schoolgirl’s introduction of “Kak dyelah?”

I’m fumbling my way to an explanation of what we’re looking for and why we’re here, wishing Igor and I had put more thought into coordinating our story, when Ivan interrupts me.

“Have you heard the firebird ... eh ... story?” His English is as broken as my Russian. 

“Sure. I’ve read most of the variations of the Ivan Tsarevich stories. But why?”

Ivan and Igor share the sly smile of co-conspirators. While I look back and forth between them, impatient for an answer, Ivan asks Igor to translate for him. He begins:

“Typically, the story represents an impossible quest, which has both good and bad outcomes.”

This feels like a bizarre waste of time, even though I’ve always enjoyed the fairy tales they’re describing. “Right: Mostly a loss of freedom for the bird and a magical gift for person who does as commanded. It’s a cautionary tale. The only parallels I can see between it and the dragons I’m meant to research is that both are magical and both are tied to the element of fire. How does this help me? And where are the lost boys?”

Ivan shrugs. “They here.”

I look around, baffled. We’re still standing in the entry vestibule though, so maybe that’s why we haven’t yet found our seats or made ourselves comfortable. Igor says, “They will join us shortly. Is better you hear first about Ivan, as he is oldest among them. He explains best what their experiences are.”

Ivan stretches out his arms and rolls up the rough cotton sleeves to expose the skin on his forearms. Pointing at the ropey scars encircling his wrists like ugly bracelets, he nods at Igor to continue translating.

“These scars were there when Ivan first became aware of himself and the passage of time. He woke up in a building not far from here, in an apartment with no intact windows, metal tracks hanging from the ceiling, dust everywhere, and very long hairs. It was 1988 from what he discovered when he left that place.”

Ivan shrugs his shirtsleeves back down and tidies his appearance with his face averted. He speaks softly and swiftly and Igor stops translating. I can barely catch a “da” or a “niet” in the volley of words the two men trade, and Igor is gesticulating with more excitement than I would expect from a short, mousy scholar. 

He reaches into a jacket pocket, and the last thing I expect him to pull out is a pocket knife. When they pass it back and forth a few times, I get the sense of a debate without knowing how the object plays into it.

My mind starts to wander. I shift my weight from one foot to the other and wonder if it would be rude to suggest we find seats to get more comfortable.

While the apartment had seemed cozy, it really is small, and there is only one window I can see, but it’s covered with some kind of light-blocking dark cloth. I see light from the table lamp catch on the blade of the pocket knife and step back. Then Ivan stabs his finger.

“Why the hell did you do that?” My hands shake, fumbling for a hanky, and I have to try a few times to successfully navigate the path into my purse. I’m at the point of accusing Igor of recklessness with a man who’s obviously already endured too much torture, but he grabs my face and directs my eyes to an unbelievable scene: a fine drifting of reddish dust filters from Ivan’s finger and is lost in the nap of the carpets beneath our feet.

Uncomprehending, I reach toward Ivan’s hand, but catch myself at the propriety that might offend. A minute of fascinated staring later, I blush deeply when I realize that not only is my hand still hanging in the air between us, but the men are all but laughing at my silent lack of manners.

Snapping my jaw shut and stuffing my hand in a jacket pocket does little to restore my sense of equilibrium, and I fall back on the trite, “How did you do that?”

Igor answers. “Remember I told you there was much dust in the place where he woke up. He explored the metal runners and cut himself. He explored the broken windows and cut himself. He has bled many times without blood. And yet, his teeth are strong. No cavity.”

When Ivan leans forward to shove his open mouth in my face, I step back again. “I trust you to know that; I don’t need to see it myself.”

Igor grabs
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