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Chapter 1 – December 1992
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“Nook? You call this a nook?” Olga has been following me faithfully through at least twenty minutes of twists and turns in our home cave system. It’s been months since I’ve seen her. I know she’s been busy setting up a branch office to satisfy my erstwhile boss, Sam Stone, so the latest ancillary to his empire will run efficiently. Not that the stress is apparent in her face. The complexion that had glowed previously is now truly radiant, and the twinkle in her eye is ever-present.

“It’s the smallest library space I’ve found here. And it’s so beautifully finished. It’s like a master mason went through and chiseled shelves between stalagmites and stalactites. It’s cozy, too.” There are a lot of benefits to my new home, so it’s easy to wax lyrical.

“If you say so. I think this is larger than some of the community libraries I’ve visited. You must have lost your sense of scale along with your fear of being underground.”

I eye her closely. She must be teasing. 

The walls curve graciously and the sandstone forming their backbone is a warm color, highlighted by alabaster insets that manage the perfect amount of light to keep the setting intimate, while creating a comfortable reading ambiance. 

I still haven’t managed to uncover the secret of our lighting system—and it’s complicated by the fact that there are several intersecting types of lighting. I’m most fascinated by the clever use of mirrors to redirect natural light deep underground. The oil lamps don’t ever need replenishing, and the other lamps seem to operate on some arcane variant of electricity, since I know we don’t have a generator or switch box anywhere—and we’re off the grid according to the local authorities.

Ivan had dismissed my worries about having to pay for heating and cooling and lighting and all those conveniences by sharing that news. 

How they work is a mystery for another day. For now, it’s time to focus on what could help us resume our alternate forms. “Look. I found this card catalog; it seems each library space has its own, with each only intermittently cross-referencing the others. It would be the work of a lifetime just to create a unified system here.”

Olga’s eyes take on an entirely different gleam—she’s as obsessed with books as I am. “Job security, right?” She winks. “Show me what you’ve found so far.”

“Here, look at this bank. If I’m reading that word correctly, this whole set of drawers has cards dealing with transformation.”

It’s the topic that most obsesses me these days. Natasha, the girl-woman Igor and I rescued from Chernivtsi, who sacrificed herself to close the power vortex in Manpupunur, can’t have died in vain. If she really died. And yet, none of us—the four dragons who returned to this cave system near Omsk—have control over our alternate forms. It feels like it’s urgent that we figure this out, given the extreme Natasha went to, to allow us all to transform that first time.

To say nothing of how easily we could be entrapped and enslaved by the FSK, given how little we understand about our basic physiology.

Either that or I’m looking for excuses to avoid the depth of connection I now share with Ivan, my mate.

At least he’s stopped bleeding dust since the power vortex closed.

Olga peers carefully at first one card, then another. Finally, she pulls out an entire drawer and carries it to an ornate table set under a large wall sconce that seems to have been made for a closer assessment of the contents of the catalog. She has a strange, preoccupied frown on her face.

“What’s wrong? Did I misinterpret?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know this language.” Her forehead is furrowed and she’s rubbing her belly as if there might be some magical inspiration available from the budding life inside her. She told me on the way here that part of what had driven her and Andrei’s quick and quiet wedding was their first child, due in seven months.

“What? You’re kidding... right?”

“Why would I do that? This is important to you and I’m trying to help. But these are pictograms unlike anything I know of even in ancient Russian script. I think we should take this back to the others to get their opinion. And I think you need to reassess the scope of your changes if you can read and understand what these scribbles and curlicues mean.”

I grumble. “You just want to force me to go back to be close to Ivan.”

“No, but I think he and Igor might have some insights that would help resolve the puzzle.” She’s rubbing her belly again.

I can see it’s flat, but she’s definitely thinking about what’s going on inside her.

“Are you sure you’re okay with all this walking? Do you want me to call the boys to carry you back?”

“Don’t be silly. Walking is good for me.”

“I’ll carry that drawer, then. I remember when my sister was further along how hard it was for her to do anything other than waddle. She used to walk everywhere with her hands pressed against her back.”

“See.... Now you’re being mean. I know this won’t be easy. But at the end we get a baby.” She’s so happy she’s beaming at me.

“I’m glad that from what I can tell, I won’t have to face that problem.”

“And there’s another benefit to your transformation.”

We laugh but fall silent again soon enough. I’m struck by how wildly my moods have been vacillating in the past six weeks. I can scream and laugh and cry all in the same hour—and do, multiple times a day. I’m beginning to annoy myself with all this emotionalism. It’s not rational. It’s out of character. 

I’m startled out of my thoughts as we turn another corner and all but run into Ivan and Andrei.

Olga skips and throws herself at her husband. “Did you miss me?”

“Of course! That’s why we came looking for you.” He caresses her face as if she were a rare, wild mink who had only barely allowed itself to be touched. 

It’s difficult to watch, but I resolutely keep my eyes away from Ivan. Instead I focus on the semi-precious stones inlaid at the curve of the wall into the ceiling. They are more beautiful and intricate than I had previously appreciated. They look like living scales.

“Let me carry that for you.” Somehow Ivan’s next to me, insinuating his arms under the smooth wood of the card catalog drawer.

“I was doing fine, bearing the burden myself.” I’m grumbling again.

Ivan is unfailingly kind and helpful, but I don’t like being coddled.

I like the sense of accomplishment that comes from completing a task on my own. And I suspect additional strength and endurance are part of my new self, since I know from my old life a full drawer like this can weigh as much as twenty-five pounds. I haven’t even broken a sweat, hefting it for a twenty-minute walk. I feel refreshed—as if my muscles appreciated the unaccustomed use. Something else that’s new and different.

Still, Ivan is now carrying the drawer—with the same ease I had experienced. He walks by my side without any additional attempts at conversation, and we hear Andrei and Olga cooing at each other as they lag behind us, whispering in that lovers’ language that has always eluded me.

I watch our feet as we walk. We’re in sync. It’s so easy when it’s just our bodies left to do their own thing. But my sister has always been such an example to me about how badly things can go when you just let your bodies direct all the action, so this isn’t as reassuring as it might otherwise be. We’re still groping toward a meeting of the minds, and I’m still fighting the baggage of a lifetime that tells me I’m too difficult to be a good partner.

Instead of returning to the dining room, we head to the main library cavern. There are lower tables and more comfortable seating arrangements, and Igor is enjoying an after-dinner tea with Vasily and Fyodor. It’s nice to see my erstwhile research associate and my only other remaining link to Sam and the outside world—even if we were never more than cordial in our relationship.

“Hi, Igor! You took so long settling in, you missed us at the table. Are you okay? How’s your heart?”

He flaps his hands at me, making shushing noises. “It’s no big thing. I’m just feeling my age these days with all the chasing around we have to do to get the office established. I closed my eyes for a few minutes, and then Fyodor showed up with a dinner platter that would feed an army.”

“You’re not that old. You should tell Sam if he’s overworking you. He should let you hire additional help to take care of the heavy lifting. I know he knows about your heart condition. He should watch out more for his friends!”

“Don’t be unkind. He’s careful enough. It’s just the travel is more than I’m accustomed to.”

“Hmmm. I think you’re making excuses for him. You drove quite a bit between your dacha and the university in Moscow.”

“I’ll be fine. Now, what do you have for us?”

Peering closely at his face it seems his eyes might be puffy but his lips don’t carry any unhealthy blue tinge. His thick glasses could hide some remaining details, but his carelessly mussed hair and wrinkled clothes look characteristic.

I forge ahead, “I found another alcove with an extensive library. I’m pretty sure the legend on this particular drawer of cards indicates that these books all relate to transformation. I thought Olga might be able to confirm that, but now she tells me the writing doesn’t look like the ancient Russian I had assumed.”

Ivan settles the drawer on the low table in the center of a small circle of leather couches. Despite my intention of maintaining some distance from him, we’re seated together, with Olga leaning against Andrei on the couch to our right, while Fyodor and Vasily share the couch to our left, and Igor holds court on the couch opposite us.

Igor spreads a handful of cards in front of him, as if he were an old-school mystic trying to divine the pattern they convey. He shifts one up, another one to the side, and a third to the middle. He reverses one end for end.

We’re all mesmerized into silence watching his careful maneuvers.

“Well, what do you think?” The silence had grown too weighty. I need to prompt him to words.

“I think Olga is right. How did you find words in these symbols?” His question sounds accusatory to me. But it’s possible I’m just overly sensitive to his statements given the one-ups-man-ship we’ve danced around since I first arrived in Moscow three months ago.

I shake my head. “What do you mean? They were perfectly clear to me—if antiquated.”

“I think these are Chinese symbols. Not even as modern as traditional Chinese. There may even be bits of poetic Chinese, with pictorial elements combined with ancient precursors to symbols representing abstract ideas. The real wonder of it is how well-preserved this paper is—and if it’s modern paper, how does it hold such ancient writing? Unless... I wonder if we could take one of these to a lab for analysis?”

Igor is prodding and poking at the little cards from the catalog drawer, now caught up in his own speculation, muttering in the abstracted manner of a scholar intent on a new mystery. That used to be me. Now I’m more focused on the information we could potentially glean from the words on those pages.

“Look. I’m sure we could sacrifice a corner of a card to an assay, but let’s stay focused here. If that’s Chinese, how could I read it? I don’t know Chinese! Is there any way we can confirm the meaning? And if I understood enough to interpret that, is there any way we can figure out how to push us back to dragon form?”

Igor hrumphs as I pull him out of his reverie. “I don’t know. How about you read what you see, and we’ll take notes. If we’re all listening, maybe we’ll figure out the riddle that stumped you.”

“It wasn’t a riddle. I just thought I understood a word here or there and you could help me translate.”

Ivan jumps in. “I think that’s one of the ancient dragon languages. Maybe if Fyodor and Vasily back me up, I can access our ancestral memory to interpret.”

Olga shoots me a meaningful look. “See? It was worth asking.”

I pout and mutter. “You don’t have to rub it in.”

She chuckles while the men disregard our commentary as they rearrange themselves so Fyodor and Vasily can stand behind our couch, each putting his right hand on one of Ivan’s shoulders. The scene reminds me of old Cossack dances, with Ivan crouched down and intent on the surface in front of him.

I half expect the chanting Natasha had started up while we were in the dungeon at Manpupuner, but all I feel is the sensation of ants running up and down my arms and legs. It’s disconcerting, and I brush vigorously at my limbs to shake the sensation.

Not that my activity disrupts the intensity building around the men, but I decide to stand and move away just in case.

As I do, Ivan’s hand shoots out and grabs mine. His grip is insistent.

I’m sucked into a vision of a sky full of wings—solidly colored butterflies on a macro scale. There are so many more colors than the red, gold, and purple versions I had seen during Natasha’s transformation ceremony. Individual wings filtering sunlight through the thin membranes makes the mass of individuals flying through the air look like a rainbow come to life.

They’re wheeling about in an aerial dance, sometimes in close formations, sometimes pulling off in freewheeling arabesques that remind me of prima ballerinas enjoying their solos.

It’s impossible to count numbers or understand color groupings in the frenzy of movement and I half suspect Ivan is projecting his dearest dream onto me. I want to make a run for it, when one of the largest detaches itself from the group and lands in front of us.

As he back-wings to land, my eyes are drawn to the lethal rows of teeth that are now within striking distance of us.

I’ve almost forgotten we’re safe in our subterranean library, his iron-gray presence is so real—and overwhelming. I would never have suspected an individual of this hue from the range still flitting in the sky above us. There are claws and horns and spikes that could impale us at any moment. It’s like being the mouse trapped in the eagle’s gaze, all trembling stillness, fear, and awe.

“Be still and focus, children.”

Wait. Is he talking to me? I’m not a child. Being addressed with this kind of insolence reminds me of my backbone.

“Yes. You too. You are all children in the terms of our race. You have much to learn so gather closer and absorb my knowledge.”
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Chapter 2 – Awakening
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When I come to, I find I’ve been moved back to my bedroom and groan at the thought of having lost more time. “What’s it been, a few weeks since your last black-out? You were obviously overdue.”

My grumbling brings activity at my door as Olga pushes it open and walks across the vast space that is my boudoir. She’s moving slowly, but I don’t see any appreciable change in her belly, so either it was another short session or a very long one.

“Don’t dawdle. How long was it this time?”

She sighs and hurries the last several meters. “You’re really awake this time? You won’t bite me?”

“Seriously?”

She holds her hand out to show me suspicious scratches. “I think I startled you, trying to make sure you stayed fed, but your teeth are a lot sharper than they used to be.”

“Geez. I have to see this.” I climb off the confection of coverlets and pillows that had formed into a warm wallow around my body. Expecting the knock-kneed state a bout of unconsciousness leaves me with, I keep a hand on the high platform and stand. Once I’m sure I won’t topple over, and Olga is supporting my other side, we make our way to the elaborate dressing table set up along the far wall of the room. There are enough mirrors there to satisfy any woman’s vanity, at whatever magnification she might desire. I don’t care which one it is, so I grab the nearest and hold it up to my mouth for an unflattering view of my tonsils and nostrils.

With help from Olga and the other mirrors, the razor-sharp edges of my incisors come into clear relief. “Holy cow! I hope I don’t ever bite my tongue again—I’d lose it to those monsters!”

Olga titters. “You’re a hard friend to have, you know?”

“I’m sorry. Somehow I’ve got to get a handle on what I’m becoming so accidents like this don’t happen again. Did we at least share anything interesting once the old dragon started talking to us?”

Olga laughs a little more. “We all got an almighty shock when Ivan held your hand. It was as if we had all touched a Van de Graaff ball at the same time. It didn’t feel much different in our bodies, but our hair was all standing straight up—which is more uncomfortable than you might think when you have long hair. We thought about trying to record the noises you were making, but Igor pointed out that would likely be futile with the electrical charges running wild through our bodies.”

“Wow. What a waste.”

“Not entirely. We did try asking you questions. For the first evening it was as if we were talking to human statues. You didn’t even look comfortable, standing so awkwardly together. The second night was when you started making noises and moving. Though I’m not sure I could describe the movements you made. It was as if you were doing some cross between calisthenics and isometrics. One big movement, then frozen in space again. It was eerie how coordinated each motion was. As if you were in perfect synch with some instructor who was giving you directions on how to maximize your work-out. At the end of five hours, you were all drenched with sweat. We decided to give you sponge baths.”

“I hate this more and more. You guys aren’t supposed to be waiting on us hand and foot. How are we ever going to manage normal living if we go into that kind of odd stasis on a regular basis?” I rub at my arms, chafing them at the thought of being still and at someone’s mercy for so long.

“We still don’t know if this might not be normal already. For all we know, our human efforts interrupted something that comes naturally to your kind. After all, there are plenty of earth-bound species that hibernate—especially in the deep of winter.” Olga speaks gently.

“At least I didn’t lose months.”

“No. The third night you each walked yourselves to your private chambers, and this is the fifth night since you entered whatever trance that was.”

“You still had to feed us?” It’s horrifying to imagine being an adult and having my friends try to get food into my mouth. A mouth newly dangerous with such sharp teeth.

“We did try. We weren’t successful. And since you all seemed comfortable once you were in your beds, we thought we would just maintain a discrete watch and be ready to feed you once you were awake. There are sandwiches in the dining room—though nothing to the gourmet scale your men can make.”

“Oh, stop. I’m sure they’ll be fine. Now that you mention it, I am peckish. Let’s go see if anyone else is awake.”

The lighting in the hallways is subdued, and I wonder if some of it feeds off draconic wakefulness. When we reach the table, none of the men are around, so we settle in for what turns out to be a midnight snack. I won’t tell Olga that egg and pickle sandwiches aren’t my favorite, and I might have snapped at the smell if that’s what she had been trying to feed me during my catatonia. At this stage of hunger, though, I’m able to swallow them while she pokes at my memories with questions.

“Do you remember what you were doing before you zoned out?”

“Sure. Igor was saying the language on the cards was some variant of Chinese and Ivan was using Vasily and Fyodor to see if they couldn’t access draconic memories. Ivan grabbed my hand and pulled me into it. I saw a vision of a sky full of dragons and the oldest of them landed in front of us. He addressed us as children!”

The memory of that epithet still makes me scowl.

“We knew the race was long-lived from what Natasha had told us, so thirty-something human years is unlikely to impress any elders.” Olga is picking out bits of pickles from one of the sandwiches and munching them absently while keeping close watch on my face as I answer her questions.

“Yeah. But he didn’t have to make it sound so condescending. After all, we were looking for a source of knowledge or insight. That’s not childish behavior.”

“Maybe you’re just sensitive.”

I stick my tongue out at her. “Now you see childish behavior.”

Our laughter brings Andrei and Igor hurrying into the room. “You’re awake.”

“Quod erat demonstrandum.”

Igor snorts and says, “The men are all still non-responsive. Maybe if you try, you can get them to waken?”

I glance at Olga. “Do we know it’s necessary for them to wake up? Olga made a cogent observation earlier. We don’t know what the norm is for these beings.”

“You are one of them, so you should stop talking that way.” Igor hasn’t lost his habit of injecting the last word into a conversation—and subtly trying to prove his male superiority.

“Fine. I’ll see what I can do. But if their teeth are as sharp as mine, I’m staying at least an arm’s length away.”

Igor laughs and Andrei looks pained, gently rubbing his wife’s hand. 

I march purposefully out the door and hesitate in the hallway. Which way should I go? Whom should I attend first? The politics of our relationship indicate I ought to put Ivan last, but my feet have other thoughts and are directing my steps to his room. How annoying. I turn around to find the others trailing me, like uncertain ducklings after their mother. “Let’s try Fyodor first. Which one is his room?”

Igor shakes his head and points in the other direction. We walk another hundred yards before a new branching gives us options left and right. “Fyodor is down the left hall, while Vasily is down the right. The bedroom suites seem to come in pairs. Ours are down the hall on the other side of the dining room. While, obviously, yours is closest to Ivan’s.”

Olga whispers, “You haven’t done any exploring except to find more libraries in the six weeks you’ve lived here?”

“Well... it’s their private space. I know I don’t like to have my privacy intruded upon, so I was leading by example.” It sounds lame even as it comes out of my mouth.

Her eyes crinkle with the small smile playing around her mouth. “Whatever you have to tell yourself.”

I give Olga a dirty look as Igor pushes open a door to a masculine room. Its scale is every bit as grand as mine, dominated by a massive bed and more of the pervasive Kazakh rugs. I’ve always liked Oriental rugs on a singular basis. Using them piled on top of each other has the effect of wild patterns that has taken me a while to get used to, but they’re certainly effective at softening a space and spicing it up with dashes of reds, blues, greens, and cream colors.

Fyodor is curled up in the middle of the mattress, arranged not dissimilarly to how I’d awakened. I’m not sure if I should touch him. He looks innocent and young in his sleep. The firm lines of stubbornness I know from Ivan’s face are not yet graven into his skin. His hair is spiky with sweat, and I can see his skin glistening. Maybe it would be good for him to be woken up. Sweaty sleep is never restful, and if he’s stuck in a nightmare, maybe I can save him some horror.

I reach out, tentatively. Before I make contact, a visible arc of light connects us, sending an uncomfortable shock back through my body and jolting Fyodor into sitting position.

“Wha? Anna? Why are you here?”

He’s reverted to the formalized version of my name. It’s something that has annoyed me since I first woke up in these caves. Something about their Russian memories inspires them to give me an extra syllable when they want to be respectful. I would poke him, but that electrical arc was more than enough to get him moving.

I turn to see Andrei with his arm around Olga, protecting her with his body, and Igor is holding up the wall. “Why are you guys all the way back there? Fyodor will need some help standing up, I would assume.”

Fyodor peers into the semi-dark. “Andrei? Igor?”

Igor clears his throat. “We’ve been watching you rest, unresponsive for five days now. We thought Anne might be able to wake you up. We didn’t expect an explosion.”

I snort. “You guys and your teasing. It was just an electric shock; stronger than most, since we could see it, but there was no force involved.”

Olga is shaking her head. “It was like back in the dungeon with Natasha. We were pushed away from you as soon as you had contact with Fyodor.”

Blinking, I try to adjust my mental model of our interaction. We might honestly not be safe for our human friends. “Honestly. We need to figure out some way of studying these effects without beating up on you guys. I hate that you’re just trying to be helpful and keep ending up in harm’s way. I told you, you should abandon me to my fate.”

Olga dismisses my concern. “Don’t be a martyr. This is as much about a unique research opportunity as about taking care of my friend. Though I might start wearing a padded outfit to make sure I don’t fall hard from one of these pushes.”

Andrei murmurs, “Maybe you should listen to Anne? What happens if all this activity causes a miscarriage?”

Olga blushes. “I’ll be fine. I’m healthy and young. The doctor didn’t anticipate any issues with carrying the baby to term.”

“He does have a point. I couldn’t live with myself if I caused you to lose the baby.” I’m halfway across the room, anxious to reassure her.

Of course, since I’m talking about the next generation, Ivan shows up with Vasily in tow. “You came here first?”

I can hear the hurt in his voice, and mutter defensively, “Fyodor is the youngest. It’s been five days since we last ate, so I thought he should be the priority.”

Ivan relaxes marginally. “So. Let’s eat. Andrei, did you get a chance to restock our supplies?”

“Sure, I’ll show you where everything is.”

Somehow I’m left trailing behind. It’s annoying to see the men don’t appear to have the unreliable legs I get after a few days out of sync with the rest of the world. Maybe it’s because they were born dragons.

I’m dragging my feet rehashing the arguments about how unfair this situation is when Olga tentatively touches my arm. “It’s okay, really. You’ve brought too much good into my life to be a real threat to me.”

“I hope that’s not a naive assumption. Remember how bloodthirsty Natasha was? She talked about eating people. I would hate to imagine that I might be capable of that too.” I’m twisting my fingers into complicated knots trying to make sure I don’t reach out with more force than necessary. Or intended.

Olga pales, but resolutely hooks her arm through mine. “You’ve already eaten. And you prefer some space from Ivan still, yes? Let’s go explore again.”

“That turned out so well, last time. What happens if I shock you?” I’m still dragging my feet, slowing us further.

“Then you’ll figure out how to call the men to you and you’ll fix whatever the problem is.”

“I don’t know how I earned such faith from you, but I like the idea of exploring more. I think I was still hoping my transformation was just temporary, so I let the books call to me and didn’t search out any other aspects of this cave system.” I stare at the curlicues of tiles running along the top of this section of the hall. They sparkle subtly, and always catch my eye. This time they distract me from the embarrassment of having to watch a friend look at me like I’m crazy.

“You let the books call to you?” Olga follows my gaze.

“Sure. It seems like one of my new senses is to be able to read what the rocks are telling me. When I asked them for specific kinds of research materials, they guided me along
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