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Chapter 1 – April, 1996
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Being curled among other scaly bodies is easier and more commonplace than I had expected. The little ones are growing quickly enough that changes are noticeable from one day to the next, and they’re more lovable than I’d expected any offspring of mine to be—not that I’d thought I’d ever have my own, even four years ago.

The caves in the rolling hills near Omsk see to our needs and make it easier to raise them than had I remained solely human, at home in Chicago. Still, we’re west of the Urals and north of the Kazakhstan border; fair to describe us as being remote in the western Siberian plain.

The holes in my life’s timeline have even ceased to irritate me. Our home caves will never be routine, given how our ancestors’ dust animates the space to meet our needs and the seemingly never-ending supply of rare books, folios, and manuscripts they house. But I’ve changed enough that while I treasure the knowledge they represent and am happy taking on research assignments from Olga’s branch of the Stone Institute, I’m obsessed with the inner beast Igor awoke within me during his abortive attempt to kidnap our babies. It teases me with snippets of knowledge, catching me off-guard most of the time. I haven’t figured out how to integrate it, since it feels so separate from my waking consciousness. I may be a dragon, but I’m still more inclined to think in the terms my human life instilled in me. 

Even though, really, dragons aren’t safe from humans, either.

For all the warnings about our dragons’ beastly pasts and inclinations, though, it’s the guidance from this aspect that seems to help the most in keeping our children manageable and happy. If I could just figure out how to adjust my perspective to allow insights from a different, ancient wisdom from a mythical species to mingle more seamlessly with my daily life, the random, scrolling visions it shares with me wouldn’t startle me so.

Just last night, I stepped away hastily from what appeared to be a herd of stampeding reindeer and had to compensate with a flying hop when my son Kirov yelped about having gotten caught in my evasive maneuver.

Anastasia rustles her wings; our daughter is more sensitive to my thoughts than our sons are. 

I must have been thinking too loud again. I look across the pile of young dragons and see my mate Ivan’s eyes slit open, gleaming gold in the faint light of pre-dawn filtering down the long air shaft above us, barely adding to my ability to see the rough stone walls that surround us. 

Anna. His mental voice whispers across the short distance between us. Help me re-weave our family’s energies. They grow best when they are sleeping. When they are not asking questions. 

As far as that goes, they definitely take after me. 

I don’t remember my nieces having been as inventive with their questions. 

Ivan’s patience with them as they learn about the caves and the resources available to us is all the more impressive for the sadness I sense in him for his early loss of innocence—and his missing brothers. His father Gennady’s help is still accessible under the right circumstances, but it looks like both he and his mate Natasha have decided—or otherwise been forced—to let us make the hardest parenting decisions on our own.

So far, my decisions have been ad hoc. 

The memory of the maniacal gleam in Igor’s eyes, and his uncomfortable fate of being lucid but condemned to only be able to communicate in the ancient dragon tongue keeps distracting me. He can try telling his FSB superiors what he knows of us and the caves that sustain us, but nobody will understand him and he is doomed to a future in a mental institution.

Visions of my former colleague flash across my inner eye. How he operated as an energetic vampire at our dinner table, siphoning off the love between my friend Olga and her husband. 

Worse is the contrast between the man who had been my former boss’ friend and the man he became after his heart attack. How did the FSK—or whatever the agency’s name was when that happened—put an evil mind behind a friend’s face? Igor must have died in truth when he had his heart attack. It doesn’t make sense that such a gentle academic could have been subverted in such a short timeframe. Unless the papers our Chinese colleagues told us about meant that underneath it all he was truly convinced of the Communist ethos.

Or was he killed? It’s hard to tell how far this daughter version of the KGB would go to advance its aims, but Olga’s overt worry speaks to our ongoing need for vigilance against infiltration.

I need to learn more about our innate dragon magic to see whether there are other ways for us to protect ourselves. The stakes are immeasurably higher with the three treasures slumbering beneath our watchful eyes.

Ivan’s golden stare recalls me to my energy-weaving task. Stay focused, please. 

I don’t know why it’s so hard when I have a lifetime as a researcher to hone my information-ferreting skills. When I have a family of my own to safeguard.

We don’t have the classic travails of new human parents, since our energetic ties allow us to enforce sleeping hours on our brood.

Yesterday afternoon Ivan interrupted their irritating stream of questions with the suggestion that they play chase. He spread his wings wide so the sunlight filtered red light through the thin membranes of his wings and hopped just beyond their reach into the broad air shaft above us. We all laughed together as they took their first hops airborne, and Ivan was in his element demonstrating draconic pirouettes against the backdrop of the spring sky. His sadness won’t be healed, though, until he’s reunited with the rest of his clan.

I hope Vasily and Fyodor are safe, too, wherever Shr-Zen has hidden them. She may be an inscrutable ghilen, an ambassador from the Elder Gods, and someone who intimidates and enrages me at once, but she’s as much a key to dragonkind’s survival as we are. It’s been two seasons since she disappeared Ivan’s brothers behind that silent rock fall, but their loss is another component of his melancholy.

Shr-Zen had helped us find Vasily’s mate somewhere in a prison in China and had mentioned there were other dragons even further east. Extrapolating from the early research I’d done with Igor, the regimes able to entrap dragons all seem to have been Communist. I’m guessing we’ll need to explore North Korea before too long to find the mate that would bring about what remains of the possibility of Fyodor’s restoration.

That country is so isolated. I’ll need all the wiles of my new, beastly self to pull off a rescue, bringing me back full-circle to the mouse-wheel spinning through my mind. How do I integrate my inner dragon to pull off the final component of saving my new family from the enslavement that hangs over all our necks?

If we can’t counteract whatever tools the KGB successor agencies—right now, it’s called the FSB, but just a couple years ago, it was the FSK—have perfected to bring us all to heel, it will happen. Even if the actors are other countries’ Communists. The ancestral ties to these caves mean we’re bound here to a greater degree than is comfortable, given the people who already know this location. But maybe deepening my understanding of our ties with them will help fortify our position.

Ivan rustles his wings and drapes them over the younger ones in a further effort to protect them from my overly loud thinking. 

I’m glad he doesn’t have any other commentary on my obsession—but he was the one who claimed to be happy with my insistence on digging at questions and staying alert to possible entrapment. I focus on him for the moment, thankful someone appreciates my sometimes prickly, always inquisitive nature. The heat that flows constantly between us flares up and I feel the bubbles of arousal sparking up my spine.

When I see the smoke begin to seep out of Ivan’s nostrils I duck my head. We may be dragons, but I have certain limits of decorum. The kids are right here, curled up between us.

Our mental connection is strong enough now that I see the suggestive pictures Ivan is building in his head, and I’m about to combust when Kirov pounces on my front claws. “Ow. What do you think you’re doing?”

“Momma was going to explode, so I wanted to prick you to release some steam.” His eyes are so solemn looking up at me, I’m reminded of the meltingly large Japanese anime renderings of that feature.

How can you not laugh at such innocent nonsense? Even Ivan is snorting at the silly picture, effectively rousing the other two. All three of them start jostling between us, clamoring for attention.

“Momma? Can we fly?” Ana fans her wings and hops, eager to test them again, but overbalances against Ivan.

“Momma? I’m hungry.” Max is always hungry.

“Were you really going to explode?” Kirov sounds legitimately worried.

The questions are coming fast and furious and my neck is getting a cramp from whipping from one young face to the other, trying to decide whom to answer first. “Quiet. Let’s get untangled first. Ana, you’re on Max’s tail. Kirov, step off my foot. You’re too heavy to stand on me that long.”

Abashed shuffling follows my edict, and I look out the open ceiling of our cave. The sun has lightened the sky enough that we should be able to stretch our wings for some early morning exploration. “Kirov, you first. Show me how strong you are: Leap to the sky.”

Our silver boy prances forward and kicks powerfully with his hind legs, reaching with his wings to become airborne. As soon as he’s cleared the upper limit of the cavern, I nod at Ivan and he follows. “Max next. Follow your father.”

Max isn’t as flashy, but he’s strong and effective. “The best for last: Ana, you go first, and I’ll follow.”

Anastasia’s frame isn’t as bulky as her brothers’ and watching her gain altitude reminds me of ballerinas I had seen in the past—all twirls and glittering motion, mesmerizing to watch. 

She will inherit whatever remains of my burden—rebuilding the dragon population—so her rarity makes her doubly precious. Her golden scales catch the rising sun and sparkle.

At least I know to listen to Ivan’s warnings about our draconic limits. A month ago, Max badly damaged his right wing trying to climb a tree in his dragon form, despite multiple cautions not to let his wings get fouled in the stout branches. It doesn’t seem to be bothering him now, and the pain he suffered for his trouble seems to have made him somewhat more inclined to heed our guidance. I’m not holding my breath, though.

I fly, chasing my family vaguely northward, avoiding the small settlements near the Irtysh, heading for the even more sparsely populated forests of the central Russian low-lands between the Urals and the Central Siberian plateau. While we’re dragons, and prefer the heights that mountains drive us to, the swampy floodplains discourage human occupation, especially once we’re past the confluence with the Ob. Further north, but not as far as the Arctic Circle, guarantees good light and plenty of space for fun for the children.

Even the early spring wakening of the mosquito hordes can’t bother our hides, and it’s good for the children to learn to hunt on the smaller prey of the region.

On top of which, an hour or four of flying high and fast does much to burn off their inquisitiveness and allow Ivan and me some stolen time. That moment of pre-dawn awareness between us requires a response.
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Chapter 2 – Growing Up
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Strange buzzing intrudes on my lassitude. It’s not the droning of the pervasive bugs, nor any other recognizable sound, and I’m forced to peel back an eyelid to investigate. Startled at the sight of three young humans, I rear back, tripping over Ivan in the process. His awakening is no less extreme than mine and we both eye the teens in front of us.

That’s when the buzzing resolves to high-pitched voices.

“Momma? What happened? How did we lose our bodies?”

The girl has spoken. Is that what my heart’s daughter looks like as a human? Coltish but elegant with chestnut hair down to the middle of her back, Ana’s human eyes are dark brown and solemn as her face reflects my confusion. 

I hadn’t expected them to change form yet, had even accepted that they might never change. Having been born human I don’t know if this is part of a dragon’s puberty or if there’s something sinister at work. For a moment all I can do is gape. My babies have changed. 

The air shimmers as Ivan changes form. 

I feel the sly poke of Ivan’s thoughts. Anne, just relax and let the children’s presence unwind you into your other self.

Easy for him to say. He’s mastered the magical clothing effect and shows it off once more with this transition. 

Transitioning for me has always needed a magical tool for assistance—first Natasha’s ceremony, then the magical stele in the library. I’m not sure I’ll be able to change or generate clothes with the magic. I’ve never been so comfortable in my own skin that I’d be willing to run around naked in Siberia’s spring chill. Not when there’s a thick crust of ice riming the edge of the Ob as well as any smaller puddles of mud not yet convinced the sun has enough energy to provide the warmth necessary to melt anything this far north. 

Not with the mounds of snow still providing a more direct cooling effect.

Still, I feel the energy crawling up my back from the base of my spine. It compresses my talons into fingers and my scales into skin. My tail retreats into my spine. That easily, I’m human again. And clothed, thank God. “Why was it always so difficult before? The first time Natasha had to freeze us into position around that beryl, and every other transformation has been governed by the caves.”

My questions are overrun by my children’s questions. “Why did we change?”

“How are we going to get home?” Kirov is the practical one.

“Where did our clothes come from?” Ana would notice that trick.

“When can we eat again?” Max’s reliable need to satisfy his hunger makes me smile.

“Quiet, everyone. We need to get our bearings. If we can find an entry to any local caves, we should be able to make our way back home.” I remain mum about my worry regarding the relative distances involved. I have no survival skills and practicing on the kids is high-risk.

The children need to understand that our ability to remain alive depends on returning to dragon form, but I don’t know how to broach the topic without frightening them. And their human forms are like a feast for my greedy eyes. I can’t stop homing in on my children’s human details: Max has his father’s ears. Kirov is a strange echo of the distant memory of my own dad. They all look refined in a way I never felt at a comparable age, reflecting some alchemy I wish Shr-Zen would come back to explain.

“Do you remember what you were doing before you transformed?” Ivan’s question breaks me out of my visual cataloguing and is useful, but not cogent to the more urgent point. He catches my eye and shakes his head minutely.

“We had just chased a whole flock of brown, wading birds with long beaks. We each got good bites, but the birds were too small to be more than a snack.” Max’s assessment breaks me away from my worry for the moment.

“You always think with your stomach first. Your uncles would appreciate that.” I think I’ve caught on to Ivan’s tactic. It won’t do to worry the children at this point. The fact that they were able to transform without any ceremony means it’s natural for them, even if I have no idea how to spur them on.

Ivan gathers Kirov and Ana, one under each arm, and is shepherding them southward, avoiding the worst of the muck. “Did I ever tell you the story about how Vasily and Fyodor went foraging in the depth of winter?”

“No. Tell us.” The kids are all but hopping, forgetting their earlier questions.

Ivan is a compelling bard, and I’m absorbed in the humor of the tale for a while, until I note the westering sun is uncomfortably close to the horizon, and we’re still in the middle of nowhere. There’s no way to candy coat our danger. 

Once the sun sets, the temperatures will plummet. We’ve been kept warm by our even pacing, and likely some remnant of our dragon metabolism. But I haven’t seen any variation in the landscape that might point to a refuge for the night—let alone a return to the subterranean vein leading to our caves. And I still remember how chilled Vasily and Fyodor were when they tried their ill-advised trip into the wintry night.

Then we’re surrounded. Ragged-looking individuals brandishing swords, lances, and stout branches have emerged from the vegetation like medieval throw-backs trapping large game. They’re wearing bulky furs that have no relation to fashion, and look heavy enough to limit quick movement, should we need to make a run for it. 

Ivan holds out his hands in a placating gesture and spreads a wide smile across his face. “Hello! No need for alarm. We’re just passing through—albeit further from home than we’d thought.”

I can’t reliably tell the sexes of the six people who’ve hemmed us in, except that two of them have long, white beards—not that their sword arms are wavering in their offensive positioning.

Subtly shifting position, I herd Max toward Anastasia and Kirov. At least they’re somewhat protected between Ivan and me, but I feel their curiosity bubbling—regardless of the fact that we’re all in human form, and the kids are still getting used to their alternate selves. If they can contain themselves for just a few minutes, maybe Ivan can charm us out of our pickle.

“Who are you and why are you here?” The self-appointed spokesperson in this group is a woman—though I wouldn’t have known it for sure until I heard her voice.

Ivan shifts slightly to address her directly. “I’m on a hike with my wife, Anne, and our three children, Maxim, Anastasia, and Kirov. We were hoping to catch a glimpse of the Plovers and Sandpipers in their native habitat, but I’m afraid our transportation has failed us.”

That’s an interesting piece of bullshit to my ears; unfortunately it seems to alarm our interlocutor even more. “How many are visiting? Will they return? Does the government know of the visit?”

“Oh, no, no. This is purely private. Our children needed a broader education than what’s available through the library, but our conveyance went astray so we’re trying to walk back to our starting point.”

This glib-tongued series of lies is an entirely new aspect to my lover—though I had seen some evidence of it in his last interaction with Igor. He’s walking a fine line, stretching the truth to avoid admitting the vanishingly slim chance that any rational family would have volunteered to explore the Vasyugan swamp. Luckily, he’s distracted this woman enough she hasn’t tumbled to that thought just yet.

My logic seems to infect his return volley of questions. “My understanding was that nobody inhabited these lands. Do you live close by? Is there any chance we could stop for the night before contacting some friends to arrange for alternate travel?”

She stiffens and pulls her shoulders back to jut out the over-broad shelf of her chest in indignation. “Who are you to be asking the questions? We have you surrounded.”

Ivan flattens his hands and makes patting gestures, trying to tone down the firmness of her voice. “Please, do not take offense. I’ve been worried about caring for our children in the uncertain spring weather and thought you might be a lifeline for their well-being.”

His obvious play on the Russian national obsession with caring for kids does manage to marginally soften her military bearing. She leans forward and squints to confirm that the youngsters are not imposters who might somehow imperil her group. Her eyes dart between Ivan and Max, pausing to note the echoes between father and son. Her head swivels again to compare me to my daughter. An audible sniff later, she spits to the side. “I suppose they really are your children.”

It’s not quite a question, but Ivan responds. “Yes. They are just old enough to get themselves into trouble if we leave them unsupervised, so we try to take regular family outings to direct their curiosity in more productive channels.”

I’m surprised the squawk of laughter doesn’t come from the kids; instead, the old Babushka is suddenly understanding. “Spoken like a true parent. Come. We have a shelter not far from here. You should at least be able to stay warm in the night, even if we can’t let you contact any outsiders while you enjoy our hospitality. I am Agnessa, and I will vouch for you that far.”

Something about that phrase makes my skin crawl. It throws me back to the creepy castle administrator at Khotyn so long ago; I hope this group isn’t as malevolent as he was. Come to think of it... How do we know these aren’t a splinter group of the FSB, also interested in trapping dragons? Her specific questions about government awareness could be read in so many ways—and few of them are benign.

My internal panic communicates itself to Ivan, even as I try to catch his eye and warn him against trusting too easily. “This area is normally a swamp, yes? How is it you have chosen to live where spring comes so late? I grew up south of here and spent a number of years in Moscow before returning home to Siberia. How did you come to be in the area, Agnessa?”

I feel the subtle thread of truth-telling power behind his words and hope for the best, given her prickly reception of us earlier. I’m not accustomed to forcing truth-telling on the people around me, so I watch carefully as Ivan’s energy reaches out to her. I see her eyes widen and the blood rush to her face. 

She falls to her knees and shrieks, “You’re back!” She frantically beckons to her cohorts and prostrates herself in front of Ivan, ululating.

I stumble to a stop and grab my children close in the face of the inexplicable.

Ivan looks as perplexed as I’m sure I do. I feel the slack in my jaw and snap my mouth shut. 

He cocks his head and leans forward. “Are you okay?”

“Didn’t recognize you. Profound apologies. We forgot you had human form as well. We have remembered the prophecy about the stranger in the moor, but have been deceived too many times to let just anyone pass.”

Agnessa’s mumbled phrases send another chill down my spine. If she knows we have an alternate form, she could well be another FSB informant. 

I clutch at the almost-teenaged forms of my babies. It’s another confusion of dragon time that they could already be this big, when they only hatched six months ago. The intensity of our intervening time together has awoken the sleeping beast in me, and I know that if their lives are in danger, I will not hesitate to kill or to sacrifice myself for their survival.

Ivan responds to the rising power within me and turns to placate me before I annihilate what could be our best route back to our home caves. He steps close and circles my shoulders with his arms, leaning in to whisper in my ear. “Anna. Deep breaths, please. This woman knows more of what we came searching for.”

His entreaty pushes the red from the edges of my vision, but I’ve still stepped farther back from the noise and confusion emanating from the group now on their bellies in front of us. The monster inside me revels in their groveling. They should be afraid. The terror I taste in the air further appeases my rage, and I subside, still holding onto my precious babies.

Satisfied that I won’t eat these peasants, Ivan backs away from me slowly, finally turning to face Agnessa. “Dear woman. Be not afraid.” He tries to raise her from the boggy peat, but only succeeds in bringing her to her knees. “We’re here in peace. We truly just wish to return home with our children.”

Agnessa sniffs the air currents again, and her eyes widen. I see the tremor in her hands as she clasps them in front of her mouth. I barely hear her as she whispers. “The next generation is upon us.”

She scrambles backward, crawling quickly to her cohorts, whispering instructions to the most mobile of them, who scamper away. She crawls toward me, holding out a hand toward my children and I step forward, baring my teeth at her. 

Ivan intercedes again. “It’s best if we leave Anne and the children alone for the moment while we determine where we will all be safe tonight.”

I see the fear warring with something akin to hope on Agnessa’s face as she reluctantly backs away again, one hand still held out in our direction. “You will truly stay with us? You will certainly be safe. My sons have gone for the litter and we will carry you in the most appropriate style for your welcome home.”

Shaking my head at the madness, I nonetheless catch the last portion of her statement and finally speak up. “This is not our home. We just need to rest in order to be able to return home tomorrow.”

“What do you mean this is not your home? We have your artifacts here. We’ve saved them for your return. We were told to stay here until you came back to us. You are dragons; of course this is your home!”

Ivan











































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
TONYA CANNARIATO

A RED SLAVES NOVEL





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





