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Maxim Krempenski shuffled his notes and hoped this study group wasn’t an entire waste of his time. Getting through his first several degrees quickly already set him apart from the other students, but if they knew his real secret, far more would be lost than mere hours.

His advisor, Stanislav Primakov, was forever encouraging him to have more of a social life. Somehow, Primakov thought interacting with his fellow students would put more context around Max’s research. Primakov had no way of knowing his star student was a dragon, attending university for the sole reason of researching whether there might be a reliable way to maintain legal status and protection for a hidden species in the face of ongoing efforts by the once and newly re-inaugurated KGB to enslave them.

Max shivered. It wasn’t often he considered the real stakes in his efforts, and it wouldn’t do to be in such a vulnerable state of mind as the others arrived. He needed to remind himself that he was here as a teaching assistant to focus the direction of their studies. It should be easy to efface himself in the mountain of statistics and other source materials they needed to review, organize, and prepare for analysis.

“Are you our TA this semester?” The brown-haired girl who was asking was one of those classically bouncy, outgoing types who, in Max’s experience, tended to disrupt discussions.

“I am. I take it you’re Oksana?”

“How did you know?” The girl giggled and looked over her shoulder. “You totally told him, didn’t you?”

Another girl followed her in, this one wearing a blonde pixie cut. “I totally didn’t. He’s just well prepared.” The blonde twitched her shoulders and settled herself at the table, pulling out her tablet before nodding at him. “Would you prefer that we call you Mr. Krempenski or Maxim?”

Max shrugged. “I’m not one for standing on formality, but maybe we should wait until the rest of the group gets here before establishing the ground rules for our semester together.”

The girl nodded and turned her attention to her wrist, effectively tuning out both him and her classmate. Another one who’s succumbed to the implant madness. Max shook his head minutely at his horror at the thought of an uninterrupted stream of data flowing through his brain. It was hard enough to avoid the digital blandishments offered by ubiquitous cellular devices. He absolutely needed the mental quiet of being able to lock those away. Who knew what that constant stream of electrons would do to his self-control?

On the other hand, her erect carriage and ability to focus was in distinct contrast with the slouching, distracted classmates who surrounded her. Max wondered what her background was to distinguish herself so immediately in this group.

He looked up as another group of laughing students pushed their way into the small, plain study hall. Max took a quick mental count and decided he could afford to wait another minute to see whether the final five would join them, while he sorted faces and names of those who were here now.

Once again, it seemed Primakov had weighted his group with more women than men, even though poly sci majors tended to be male more than female at this university. Max barely contained his eye roll. It wasn’t that he was opposed to relationships with humans, he just didn’t have time for them, and mostly humans of this age group were flitting, flighty things who wouldn’t be reliable as friends—unless Max were to change his habits entirely by becoming the kind of party boy who knew where all the best festivities played out.

Primakov also didn’t know Max had inherited his mother’s distaste for things that smacked of matchmaking. Regardless that her own fated mate had turned out to be a good man and father, Max had gotten long mileage out of teasing her about her resistance to the pairing. If one of these pretty young things were intended to be his—whether Primakov knew he was a puppet of the Elder Gods or not—he would find high irony in becoming even more like his mother, avoiding the trap of a life-long bond.

He drummed his fingers against the top of the table as he watched another trio of students enter the room, look for seats, and hastily whip out their tablets.

“OK. It’s now eight o’clock, the scheduled start time for our weekly meetings. You’ll find I like making myself helpful to those who show me the dual basic courtesies of not wasting my time by arriving late and of coming prepared for real discussions of the materials Professor Doctor Primakov has assigned our group. I do not stand on formality, so you can call me simply, Max. If we could go around the room, now, to introduce ourselves and share what prompted us to enroll in this particular class, that will allow us all to gain familiarity with one another.” He nodded to the blonde with the pixie cut, who had chosen the seat to his immediate right, and who at least seemed to have enough control over her implant that she’d been able to focus on Max once he’d started talking.

“I’m Yuliya Orlov and here to meet one of my major requirements for my poly sci degree.” She nodded at Max, then turned to her neighbor, who, surprisingly, wasn’t the giggly Oksana.

The girl next to her had longer blonde hair and looked up at him from under shaggy bangs, blushing as she stammered. “I’m Valeriya and also here for my major.” She looked down at her fingers and hunched in on herself as the rest of her classmates took their turns without further prompting.

By the time Oksana finished the litany of introductions, Max was ready to throttle his advisor. Several of the girls had flashed flirty smiles at him and hinted at their desire for additional one-on-one tutoring. He took a calming breath. Maybe it hadn’t been any conscious instruction on Primakov’s part, but Max needed to nip the groupies thing in the bud. “As I noted in my introduction, I’m here to help the group. I’m in the final countdown to my thesis defense, so I’ve been excused from office hours this semester. In fact, tomorrow is the preliminary oral argument phase, so my time and attention this week in particular is at a premium. Here’s the handout the Professor Doctor prepared for this circumstance, to ensure everyone is given the academic assistance they need.”

He passed a short stack of papers to his right to watch the students stare at it in bewilderment. Another deep breath. “I’ve created hard copies of the note Professor Doctor sent around when he assigned you to my group, because it is important that you are reminded of and acknowledge receipt of this information, given its unorthodox nature.”

Finally Yuliya grasped the pile and pulled off the top sheet before handing it on to her classmate.

You’d think they’d never seen words printed on paper. “From your reactions, I’m going to make an assumption and a recommendation: You have all stated you’re political science majors. I’m certain you’ve all taken the introduction to empirical theory and quantitative methods class. I will tell you now, to complete this course, you will need to expand your research methods beyond what has been digitized and familiarize yourselves with original source materials. All of which are available in the research stacks—but only in book and folio format. Get used to the dusty portion of your research now, because most of what you will be referencing will be in books that are only accessed infrequently.”

The pile had finally gotten around the room, leaving Oksana with the last piece of paper. She eyed Max. “But isn’t there a comprehensive digitization process underway?”

“There is. However, to be able to conduct effective research, you must be comfortable with original source document assessment. This class is designed to avoid anything that has been included in the digitization program.”

He heard a few scattered groans and looked around the room. “Get used to it, or seriously consider changing your major. Being comfortable with antique manuscripts, their fragile bindings, and the unique print and editorial decisions of a diverse set of publishers—or even the private letters and diaries collections of some of our greatest leaders—is as important a skill set as any.”

The room was silent as the students let his words sink in. Then a thoughtful voice piped up next to him. “I know the Russian Military-Historical Society is responsible for a great deal of the Soviet-era materials our library houses. Are there any other specific collections or sources you would recommend for this course?”

Max focused on Yuliya and was encouraged to see her steady gaze indicated open curiosity. Her earnestness would be attractive, if he were looking for the distraction of a relationship. “I’m glad to see at least one of you has already gained some familiarity with the collections we have available here. However, the University is tied in with the Russian National Library as well, so don’t ignore the possibilities that are opened up to you by inter-library loan.”

Yuliya nodded, then cocked her head. “You didn’t actually answer my question.”

Max smiled. “That would be doing too much of the work for you. Each piece of our library network has its own specialties, and it will be incumbent on you to find the ones most appropriate for the research paper you’re to produce by the end of the semester.”

There was more generalized grumbling as the rest of the students flipped through the syllabus for the class and realized Max had just given them a preview of the workload they could look forward to. Max contained a sigh. He’d assumed senior undergraduates and first-year Master’s candidates would have been infected by some sense of seriousness in their studies. This motley collection appeared more focused on just skating by on the least amount of work possible. Max wished he’d pushed harder to be excused from this duty.

Except Yuliya, who was assiduously annotating something on her tablet.

Max took the opportunity to regain control of the conversations bubbling around him, shuffling his notes to draw their attention. “If you all have your syllabus open, you’ll notice the Professor Doctor has asked that we begin our survey with the Bolsheviks. What can you tell me about them?”

Yuliya was again first to pipe up. “They were the starting point of the world’s first communist society. They followed Vladimir Lenin and during the October Revolution of 1917 founded the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic.”

Max squinted at her as he nodded slowly. She sounded like one of the students indoctrinated under that old system with her facile recitation—even though the last of those students would be in their eighties now. “As far as that goes, that is correct. However, this is a Master’s level class. What can you tell me that we couldn’t find on Wikipedia?”

Yuliya blinked, and the rest of the class remained silent.

Max glanced at his notes before launching into a well-rehearsed introduction. He loved this class in particular for its parallels to the research his mother had done shortly before his birth. “The Professor Doctor would like us to look at the roots of Bolshevism, not its culmination. What difficulties were the peasant classes facing, and how did the intelligentsia foment their discontent into revolution, civil war? Were the intelligentsia terrorists or revolutionaries? What were the parallels between Bolshevism and the religious convictions their successors tried to stamp out of the population? Particularly relevant for you as students, remember Myshkin’s statement at his trial that ‘the movement of the intelligentsia was not artificially created, but was the echo of popular unrest.’ What is it that drives the pursuit of knowledge and how is that knowledge applied for the betterment of our society?”

Some of the students were taking notes, while others seemed to be simply recording what he said. On the other hand, Yuliya seemed to have taken his redirection as a personal affront, as her jaw was clenched and he could see the faint pink of a blush creeping up her neck.

If she’s that married to such outmoded patriotism, she could actually be dangerous to me.

Max sighed and refocused on the rest of the class. “You’ve all been in the political science curriculum long enough that I shouldn’t have to reiterate one of our core tenets. We must be able to critically think, to assess both sides of history to understand the patterns in human behavior. Returning to my earlier point, without the primary source research I mentioned, you will never arrive at the independent assessments that will make you valuable to your employers or to society at large.”

He noted the students’ nods and looked at the digital time read-out on the back wall of the classroom. “OK. We’ve taken half our scheduled time on this introduction and overview. I suggest you pair up with a study partner and work on the essay on today’s topic due by Friday. I must prepare for tomorrow, so if you run into any trouble, reach out to the colleague assigned to you, per the matrix on the hand-out I gave you at the beginning of class.”

Max gathered his papers and satchel and hurried out the door before any of the confused students could think to detain him with questions.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


Max hurried through the hallways, stairwells, and alleys that gave him the quickest access to his favorite place on campus: The library. It was his home more than the twenty square meter efficiency apartment his parents had arranged for, though the rules of the public building didn’t allow him to bring food.

On cue, his stomach grumbled. I’m hungry. Again. Always.

Not that anyone could tell his voracious appetite from his physique. Even though he was fifty years from the shell, he was yet a young dragon. His dragon body had decades of growth ahead of it, even if his human body looked like a muscular man half his true age—and would for decades to come. His parents worried that his sacrifice of remaining in human form for such extended periods might stunt his draconic growth, particularly since he had to hide his nature in the middle of the polluted bustle of downtown Moscow, a teeming city of almost twenty million, according to the 2045 census.

He had agreed with his parents not to flaunt the family’s wealth or to draw attention to himself by having more than a normal student would have. However, they had also agreed a few well-placed bribes to ensure his request for a room to himself wasn’t denied, were more than appropriate—they were acceptable within the climate of controlled corruption the country had evolved to under the oligarchic rule of the Hundred Billionaires’ Club.

Max looked around. He was well-hidden in the stacks, somewhere in the bowels of the Lomonosov Moscow State University political science library. As he’d told his students, there was a unique scent to the place—a combination of preservatives, dust, leather, and paper. Muscovites took pride in the fact that their university had the largest library in all of Russia, but Max knew it was only a fraction of what his family had preserved in their holdings almost three thousand kilometers east, near Omsk.

A throwback in more than one way, Max was more comfortable with paper and the complexity of smells that came in this environment. His classmates’ preference for digital analogs over original documents baffled him. Tactile interaction with the smooth paper had led him down some research rabbit holes he never would have deduced via computer interface. No matter how sophisticated the AIs were that his fellow students relied upon.

He’d claimed this corner of the world for himself almost eight years ago as a nervous freshman, determined to carve out some rapprochement between his family and the human powers that be.

He’d been optimistic then. Sure there could be some way of forging a secret treaty to ensure his kind’s security.

But even his earliest classes in anthropology and sociology had revealed humanity’s capricious nature. Its incapacity to view minorities as anything other than slaves at worst, or nuisances at best. Max’s studies had convinced him that dragonkind’s best chance of survival was to find
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