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      To those who’ve ever felt broken, this story is for you. For the moments you thought you couldn’t go on, for the strength you didn’t realize you had, and for the hope that love can mend even the most shattered hearts. Never stop fighting for your dreams.
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      It doesn’t matter that I’ve been here for three years. I still feel small and inconsequential each time I stand in front of the Moscow State University campus’s main building. The rich history and legendary stories surrounding the Soviet-era architecture are not lost on me. I still have to pinch myself to make sure I’m not dreaming. That I’m actually here, in Moscow, walking around on my own.

      Well, almost on my own. The only way I was able to convince Papa to allow me to live on campus was if Pyotr, one of his guards, came with me. It shouldn’t have surprised me. Pyotr has been my personal detail since I was a young girl. The last thing I wanted was for him to have to follow me to university. I was worried I’d stick out and be ostracized, but I should’ve known better. Pyotr is well practiced at when to be by my side and when to be discreet.

      Papa had assumed I’d stay close to home and attend St. Petersburg University. He should’ve known I wouldn’t do things the way he anticipated. But, after the shock wore off, Papa was elated knowing I took his advice and was pursuing a business degree.

      For the past few years, Papa’s been grooming me to step into a leadership role at Jelena’s Hope after college graduation. It’s a dream I thought I shared, but after completing two years in the business program, I waivered in my resolve. Without consulting Papa, I changed my major at the start of this year—something I’m still not sure how to explain to my parents. Which is one of the topics that keep me coming to room 207 each week. When I arrive, I find the door open, a sign that Masha’s not with another client.

      “Good afternoon, Lana,” Masha says when I enter her office.

      “Hello again.” I close the door, hang my backpack on the coat rack, and sit on her leather couch. Sure, it’s a bit cliché, but it’s worn in and super comfortable. Given the topics of conversation, I’ll take any comfort I can get while I’m here.

      “How’s your week been so far?”

      “It’s going well.” I can’t hide my smile when I think about the recent events that have made each day better than the one before.

      “You seem more upbeat than usual.”

      “A few weeks ago, I bumped into someone I know from back home.”

      “Would you care to elaborate on that?”

      “Not yet.” I’m already at odds with Czarenah, my mentor in the BDSM lifestyle. Even though Masha isn’t usually judgmental, I’m not prepared to discuss Slava with anyone else yet.

      “I’m here if and when you’re ready.” She pulls out her notebook and pen. “Shall we pick up where we left off last time?”

      “I guess so.” Until now, we’ve only covered the easy parts of my past—the happier memories. Last week, we ran out of time right before the awful day when everything changed. This is a big part of why I’m here, so I take a deep breath, forcing myself to return to the past. “It was the day before New Year’s Eve. I was ten years old and still believed in Ded Moroz. I was so excited I couldn’t contain my energy running round and round Papa’s office.” I smile and shake my head. “I was probably driving him crazy.”

      “Papa, may I mail Ded Moroz another letter?” I tug on his arm.

      “Did you not already send him three letters?”

      “I did. But—” I hold up an envelope that’s addressed and decorated. “—I forgot something.”

      Papa smiles as he stands and walks out from behind his big desk. Although I’m interrupting his work, again, he never raises his voice or gets angry with me.

      “Come moya babochka.” Papa leads me out of his office. I take two steps to keep up with each of his. “Where is your sister?”

      “She’s in the library.” Jelena’s five years older than me, and she’s super smart. She wants to be a doctor, just like Mama. When we’re on break from school, instead of playing and having fun, she spends all her time in our library reading. Mama says I should be more like Jelena, but who wants to read books when they can play and enjoy the school holidays.

      “Jelena,” Papa says as he steps into the room. “Would you mind taking your sister to the post?”

      “Of course not,” Jelena says as she sets her book on the table. She and Papa exchange smiles as she walks toward us. “Another letter to Ded Moroz?”

      “Yes. And it is her last letter. Is it not, Svetlana?”

      “Yes, Papa.”

      “Thank you, malen’kiy tsvetok.” Papa kisses Jelena on the head and goes back to his office.

      “Come on, let’s start bundling up.”

      Outside our window, snow’s falling, and I’m certain it’s freezing. But none of that matters. The only thing I care about is getting my most important request to Ded Moroz.

      I would’ve been perfectly happy to throw on my coat and leave. Anything to mail my letter out as fast as possible. But Jelena is much too responsible for that and won’t leave the house until we’ve put on our snow boots, hats, scarves, mittens, and heavy coats. It takes forever for us to get our winter gear on. But finally, we’re properly dressed and on our way.

      “What have you asked for this time?”

      “A puppy.”

      “You know Papa won’t let you have a puppy.”

      “That’s why I’m not asking Papa. I’m asking Ded Moroz.” I say as I skip down the sidewalk.

      Jelena laughs softly. “Hopefully, that works.”

      “It will. I know it will. Papa can’t say no to Ded Moroz.”

      “We got to the post office just as Radomir, the post worker, was closing up,” I recall. “I knocked on the glass door with my mittened hand and held up the envelope.”

      With a smile on his face, Radomir walks towards us and unlocks the door. “What a pleasant surprise this is. What can I do for you today, Svetlana?”

      “You must have visited the post office frequently if the employee knew your name?” Masha asks.

      “Everyone in our community knew us because of Papa. But that holiday, I did spend a lot of time at the post.”

      “I have an important letter to mail.”

      “Well, then, you best come in, and I’ll get it posted for you right away.”

      “Are you coming?” I ask Jelena.

      She looks up from her phone. “I’ll wait out here. You go ahead.”

      I shrug and follow Radomir inside.

      “Do you have another letter for Ded Moroz?” he asks.

      “Yep. I forgot to ask him for a puppy.”

      “I see,” he says as he puts the stamps on my envelope and holds it up for my approval before placing it in the mail bin. “I hope you get your wish.”

      “I’m sure I will.”

      Radomir walks me to the door. “Spokoynoy nochi.”

      “You, too.” I smile as I walk back outside and look for Jelena.

      She’s not out front on the sidewalk where I left her. I look around, trying to find her. Listening closely, I hear voices around the side of the building. I don’t want to be seen, so I walk as carefully as possible in that direction and take a quick look around the corner. Jelena is with Gavrill, and he’s kissing her. Yuck.

      I’ve snuck peeks at my older sister’s diary and know she has a crush on Gavriil. Papa has forbidden her to see him because Gavriil is the son of Rudolf Sergin, another Pakhan in the Bratva. Someone Papa does not do business with. Gavriil shouldn’t even be in our community. It could cause a lot of problems.

      I’m trying to stay hidden, but my nose gets that tingly feeling, the kind that happens right before I sneeze. I do my best to hold it in, but it’s no use. I sneeze loudly and give myself away. Jelena and Gavriil both startle.

      “Svetlana.” Jelena hurries over to me, grabbing me by the arms. “Don’t tell on me, please. I’ll talk to Papa about getting you a puppy,” she begs, trying to bribe me.

      I look over her shoulder at the brown-haired boy who’s leaning against the building. Gavriil stares back. His eyes are dark and frightening. I don’t like him at all, but I’d never tattle on my sister. She’s my best friend, and friends don’t tell each other’s secrets. “I won’t say anything. I promise.”

      “Thank you.” She grabs my hand, and we start for home.

      As we walk away, I glance back and see Gavriil talking on the phone. Something about the way he’s watching us doesn’t feel right. Papa says I should always listen to that little voice inside.

      “If we don’t hurry, Papa’s going to come looking for us.” Jelena tugs on my arm, trying to get me to move faster, but I resist. I want to stay outside, not hurry home and be stuck indoors.

      “I should have listened to her,” I say. “We didn’t even have a chance to argue about it because everything happened so fast. A van came out of nowhere and screeched to a stop in front of us.” I close my eyes, and the memories play like a movie. “The back doors flew open, and two masked men jumped out.”

      One of the men grabs Jelena. He’s wearing a mask, but his long, greasy hair pokes out of the sides. “Svetlana, run,” she yells.

      “Let her go,” I scream, trying to go to her, but the other man grabs me. I nearly gag at the smell of vodka on his breath.

      “Leave her,” the greasy-haired guy says.

      Vodka breath pushes me to the ground, but I jump up, knowing I have to save my sister.

      “Lana, run. Go get Papa.” Jelena’s fighting as hard as she can. Kicking and punching. Anything to avoid being pulled into the van.

      I don’t want to leave my sister, but she’s right. These guys are too big for me to fight. I’m too far from home and won’t get to Papa fast enough. I look around, hoping there’s someone who’ll help us. In the next block up, there’s a group of people getting out of a car. I’m sure they’ll help me. I run as fast as I can.

      “Help,” I call, but when they see what’s going on, they turn away and hurry into their house, closing the door. “No.” I try to scream, but nothing comes out. I’m left standing helpless on the sidewalk with tears pouring down my face.

      Even though it’s been ten years, the visceral memories of that day are so powerful I catch myself holding my breath from the intensity of my emotions. “I don’t know how or why, but I could hear Papa’s voice in my head reminding me to pay attention and memorize every detail. So, that’s what I did. I memorized as many details as I could and then ran home.” I wipe the tears that are sliding down my cheeks. “To this day, I still can’t stand the smell of vodka.”

      “Papa. Papa,” I call through my tears as I burst in the front door.

      “What is it?” he asks as he rushes from his office.

      “It’s Jelena. Men took her.”

      Papa gets down to my level. “What do you mean?”

      “We were coming home. There was a van. Men jumped out,” I choke on a sob. “They took Jelena.”

      Papa stands up and turns to Misha, “Gather a team, now.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I was so focused on telling Papa what happened that I didn’t hear Mama come in, but now she’s standing beside me crying. “Oh God, Maxim,” she whispers.

      “Moya vozlyublenny,” Papa says and puts his arms around Mama. “I will find our daughter and bring her home.” Then, he turns to me. “Svetlana, go to my office. I will be right there.”

      While I wait, I take off my coat and boots. I repeat the details in my head the entire time so I don’t forget them. It doesn’t take long for Papa, followed by Misha and a few other guards, to come into the office. Papa sits in his big chair and motions for me to go to him.

      “I need you to be a brave girl right now and tell me everything you remember.”

      “Jelena and I were walking home. She wanted me to hurry, but I was giving her a hard time. I wanted to stay outside.” My tears fall faster. “I should’ve listened to her.”

      “It’s okay, moya babochka,” Papa reassures me. “What happened next?”

      As hard as it is, I tell Papa how the men jumped out and dragged her away. That there were people. I called out to them, but they hurried into their house. “Why wouldn’t they help us?”

      “How many men were there?” Misha asks.

      “I saw three. Two men grabbed us, and another man was driving. He had a hat on, but I couldn’t see what it said.”

      “Do you remember anything else about them?”

      “The man who grabbed Jelena had greasy black hair. The other man, the one who grabbed me, smelled yucky, like vodka.”

      “Could you see their faces?”

      “They had black masks on. The kind that all the boys wear when we’re playing in the snow,” I say.

      “Did they have any scars or tattoos?” Papa asks.

      “The man who grabbed me had tattoos on his hand.” I think hard, trying to remember exactly what they looked like. “There was an ugly pig with horns. Next to it were some dots. And there were three crosses.”

      “You’re doing great, Lana,” Misha praises me. “Just a few more questions, ok? I nod. “What did the van look like?”

      “It was white, and it was old and rusty. When the back doors opened, they creaked really loud. And there were no windows.”

      “Do you remember the license plate?”

      I close my eyes again, trying to picture the van. “I don’t think there was one.”

      “That should be enough for us to start looking,” Misha says. “Do you need anything else from us, boss?”

      “No. I’ll be over as soon as I’m done here.” Misha and the men begin to file out of the room.

      Guilt gnaws at me, knowing I haven’t said everything. I don’t want to break my promise to Jelena, but I have to tell Papa. “Wait,” I call. Everyone stops and looks at me. “There’s one more thing. Gavrill was at the post.”

      “Gavriil? What was he doing there?”

      “He and Jelena were talking.” Fresh tears trickle down my cheeks, knowing I betrayed my sister by telling her secret. I curl into him, needing the safety of Papa’s hug.

      “Find the boy,” Papa barks out the order.

      “I’m on it.” Then, they disappear from the room.

      “I shouldn’t have left her, Papa.”

      He holds me away from him so I can see his face. “You did the right thing, moya babochka.” He kisses my forehead and then stands. “Go to your Mama. I will find your sister and bring her home. Do not worry.”

      “Even though I was young and didn’t understand the extent of the evil at play, something inside me knew I’d never see my sister again.”

      “That must have been very scary. Especially for such a little girl.”

      “It was the most terrifying day of my life.”

      “Given the traumatic events of the day. How did you remember so many details? Most adults wouldn’t have had the composure to manage that.”

      “You have to understand how we were raised. Our lives were never what anyone would consider normal. Danger’s inherent in Papa’s line of work. From a young age, the need to be aware and pay attention to details was drilled into our heads.”

      “It seems your parents’ efforts were successful.”

      “I guess.” I shrug.

      “You guess?”

      “I mean, yes, I remembered a lot of details. But there’s always been one thing I could never understand.”

      “What is that?”

      “They had us both, but they let me go. Why?” My body begins trembling. “Why didn’t they take me, too?”

      “Many people have similar feelings after experiencing a traumatic event. It’s called survivor’s guilt.”

      “I need to stop.”

      “Okay. Close your eyes and take some deep breaths.” I try to relax and focus on my breathing. “Svetlana, you have the power over your memories and emotions. It’s okay to put those into a safe place until our next session.”

      After a few more breaths, I open my eyes. “I’m okay now.” I get up and grab my backpack.

      “If you need anything, I don’t care what time it is, call or text me.”

      “I will.”

      As I leave the office, I push the horrific memories as deep as they’ll go, trading them for the anticipation of what’s to come tonight.
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      “Papa, Papa.” The desperate plea in Svetlana’s cry has me running from my office with Misha right on my heels.

      “What is it?” My heart pounds as though it already knows what my daughter is about to say.

      “It’s Jelena. Men took her.” Those words are something no parent is ever prepared to hear. I stoop down in front of Svetlana. “What do you mean?”

      “We were coming home. There was a van. Men jumped out.” She is crying and out of breath. “They took Jelena.”

      I stand and turn to Misha, “Gather a team, now.”

      “Yes, sir.” Misha wastes no time. He is already on his phone giving orders to my men.

      Irina has just made her way down the steps and is now standing next to our daughter. Tears are pouring down her face. “Oh God, Maxim.” Her voice is barely audible.

      Rage and fear are boiling inside me, but I cannot let my wife or daughter see my barely controlled emotions. “Moya vozlyublenny.” I wrap my arms around my wife’s trembling body. “I will find our daughter and bring her home.” I turn to Svetlana. “Go to my office. I will be right there.” Before I do anything else, I must comfort my wife.

      “Oh, Maxim,” Irina cries. “You have to find her.”

      “I will not rest until I do.” I hold her to me, not only comforting her but also using her physical closeness to ground my rapidly fraying emotions. “I will not allow harm to come to Jelena. You must trust me.”

      She nods and then pulls away. “You shouldn’t be wasting time on me. Go and find our daughter.”

      I hurry back to my office, knowing every second we are not out searching for Jelena is a second wasted.
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      My daughter has impressed me with the amount of information she was able to retain. She’s shown courage well beyond her years. If not for the details she gave us, we would not know where to start. I dismiss Misha and the rest of my men so they can get ready to go.

      Once we are alone, Svetlana lays her head on my shoulder, and her little body trembles in my arms. “I shouldn’t have left her, Papa.”

      I pick up her tiny frame and hold her so I can see her face. “You did the right thing, moya babochka.” I kiss her forehead and set her on her feet. “Go to your Mama. I will find your sister and bring her home. Do not worry.” I watch as she runs up the steps and disappears down the hallway before I hurry in the other direction to get to work.

      With each step, I allow the burning rage to become my driving force. When I get to my command room, I find only Misha waiting for me.

      “Where is everyone?”

      “Timur and Igor are already out looking for Gavriil, and I have two other teams deployed to search Sergin’s warehouses.”

      The world I live and work in is dangerous. That is a fact I have never ignored. However, in my world, there have always been rules. One of which is that women and children are off-limits. Rudolf Sergin does not seem to abide by such rules. He has blindsided me and stolen something very precious to me.

      “Fuck,” I yell and swipe my arm across the table, sending everything flying. I grab the edge of the round black table in the center of the room and drop my head. I have never been in a situation like this. For the first time in my life, I am terrified.

      “Boss.” Misha places his hand on my shoulder. “We will find her.”

      I lift my head and meet his stare. “I do not care how many people die. We will find my daughter,” I growl. I check my weapon, ensuring it is fully loaded, and slide it back into the waistband of my pants. With barely controlled rage, I press my finger against the sensor, unlocking the weapons room. I grab a second semi-automatic gun and holster, securing it in place.

      “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like?” I do not stop loading up with as much ammunition as I can carry.

      “You aren’t coming out. Not like this.”

      “The fuck I am not. Jelena is my daughter. I am not sitting home when she is out there somewhere.”

      “Boss, I don’t think⁠—”

      “Move the hell out of my way, or I will not be responsible for what happens next.”

      Misha must sense the seriousness of my words because he steps out of my way. “The Escalade is out front. I’ll drive.”

      I am getting into the passenger seat when movement catches my eye. Svetlana is standing on the porch. “Go back in the house,” I bark out the order, but she does not move. I do not like my little girl seeing me for what I truly am—a killer. Slamming my door closed, I turn to Misha. “Go.”

      I watch her in the mirror as we drive away. My heart shatters as she wraps her arms around her little body and drops to her knees. I force myself to look away, knowing Irina is there to take care of her while I am gone to bring Jelena home.
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      Pyotr is waiting in his usual spot, a wooden bench against a wall overlooking the opulent rotunda. Bright sunlight shines through the opaque skylights surrounding a stained-glass star, representing the old Soviet Union. I don’t know how the echoing of footsteps and voices doesn’t drive him crazy. I watch him for several minutes, impressed by his constant state of awareness. It’s only because of his presence that I can relax, knowing he’s in control. Even though I fought Papa when he insisted my childhood guard accompany me to university, I can’t lie. I’m glad he’s here.

      Pyotr gets up when he sees me coming. “All done?”

      “I am.”

      “Do you have plans for tonight?” The expression on his face implores me to say no, that I’m staying in. But he knows me better than that.

      “Actually, I do.” I grin.

      “I don’t like that look.”

      “Slava is in town. He’ll be picking me up at seven.”

      “Is he taking you to Ecstasy?”

      “He is.” And I can’t wait. We’re going to be doing a scene together.

      Shortly after I turned eighteen, I approached my parents with questions about the BDSM lifestyle. My parents have been in a Dominant/submissive relationship for many years. Mama modeled the grace and selflessness of a submissive, while Papa was an example of stern yet loving leadership. They never hid their involvement in the lifestyle from me, but like any other couple, they didn’t share what went on behind closed doors.

      Most of my friends would never have approached their parents with such a question. So many families in my country are still very patriarchal and don’t allow such openness. But my parents are different. They are open and willing to answer any questions I have.

      It didn’t surprise them that I would be interested in the lifestyle. Although Mama joked that she never thought I would be curious about submission. She assumed that with my more assertive tendencies, being a dominant might be more appealing to me. For a brief moment, I considered it. Except the idea of being responsible for another person didn’t interest me. Mama gave me an e-reader loaded with several quality books about the lifestyle and asked me to read them before we took any further steps.

      When I showed continued interest, Mama brought me to Noire, the dungeon she and Papa go to. She introduced me to Czarenah, another experienced submissive who would become my mentor. Where my parents and I have an open relationship, discussing specifics about their sex life or mine is not a topic either of us is comfortable with. I’ve enjoyed learning from Czarenah and consider her almost like a second mother. Currently, we have a difference of opinions, though.

      Shortly after I moved to Moscow, I started the search for a BDSM dungeon. It didn’t take long to find Ecstasy. I’ve been going there a few times a month for the past three years. There have been several occasions that I agreed to scene with a Dominant, but mostly, I’m just here to watch. That’s what I was doing last weekend when a man sat in the chair next to me.

      “Excuse me, are you Svetlana Solonik?”

      The use of my full name startled me. But when I turned my head, I saw a familiar face. “Slava?”

      “I thought that was you.” He smiles.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m in town on business. I read about this place while I was online looking for a club in the area. I thought I’d stop in.”

      Slava’s a Dominant I recognize from Noire. We seemed to hit it off and spent the evening talking. The club was closing for the night, but we weren’t ready to say goodbye. So, we found a local bar and had a few drinks. Before parting ways, we exchanged numbers. There was a text waiting for me the following day. Slava wanted to know if I’d like to do a scene with him next weekend. Of course, I said yes.

      I dated a lot in high school, but once I started mentoring, I stopped pursuing men who weren’t in the lifestyle. During my training, I was able to play with a few of the Dominants at Noire, who helped train new submissives. Several Dominants had expressed an interest in me outside of our training scene. At the time, Czarenah didn’t feel I was ready for anything outside of that strictly controlled environment.

      In my opinion, everything’s different now. I’ve grown and gained more experience. After I hung up with Slava, I couldn’t wait to call Czarenah and share my excitement with her. But, instead of being happy, she was the ultimate buzzkill. She expressed her strong disapproval of me even playing with Slava. Czarenah felt our age difference and my lack of experience are potential red flags. Both were things I disagreed strongly with. Slava is a respected and experienced Dominant. Which, to me, makes him the perfect candidate.

      “I assume he’s picking you up again?” Pyotr asks as we walk back to my dorm building.

      “He is.”

      “I’ll follow you in our car.”

      “You can stay home, you know. I’m safe with Slava.”

      “And have your father murder me when he finds out? Not a chance.”

      I laugh as I put the key into the lock of my dorm room door. “He wouldn’t have to find out.”

      “Not going to happen, little butterfly.” His mouth cracks in a rare smile. “I’ll stay out of your way, but I will be there.”

      “You should get yourself a submissive while we’re there. It might do you some good.” I hurry into my room and close the door before he has a chance to respond.
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      I’m still in the shower, rinsing my hair when my cell rings. I’m expecting a call from Slava, so I reach out and swipe to connect the call and put it on speaker.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi,” Czarenah says. “Do you have a few minutes to talk?”

      “Can you hang on one second?”

      “Sure.”

      I regret not checking the screen before I answered. The last thing I want right now is another argument about not seeing Slava. I hurry and throw a towel around me.

      “Sorry about that. I was finishing washing my hair.”

      “Are you going out tonight?”

      “Yes.” I may as well get this out of the way since I’m sure this is why she’s calling. “Slava will be here in an hour.”

      “Is there any way I can talk some sense into you?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Slava was at the dungeon earlier this week. He and I had the opportunity to discuss you.”

      “Okay.” I start combing my hair out, partially ignoring her.

      “I already told Slava my feelings, and now I’m going to tell you. I don’t think it’s the right time for you to move forward with him.”

      “I disagree with you.”

      “Tell me why you disagree?”

      “I don’t mean any disrespect. You’ve taught me well, but I’ve spent enough time being a student. I’m ready to find an interested Dominant and begin vetting.”

      “May I explain my point of view?”

      “I guess.” I’m glad we’re on the telephone so she
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