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      “Yes, Papa. Pyotr checked out the dorm. He was happy with the security,” I explain for the tenth time. My cell is propped on the small counter so I can keep the call on speaker while I finish putting away the groceries I picked up.

      “Does he have a key for your room? In case there is an emergency.”

      I love Papa with all my heart, but he tends to go overboard. “Yes, he has the key card.” I roll my eyes.

      “Would you consider him staying in the dorm for one semester? I will make the arrangements.”

      Putting some distance between myself and everything that comes with being a Solonik is one of the biggest reasons I wanted to come to New York City.  I thought going to Moscow would be far enough, but it wasn’t. Papa’s reputation runs far and wide, especially in Russia. I hoped by coming here, I’d have a fresh start as just Svetlana Solonik. If Pyotr lives in the dorms like he has in the past, it’s going to raise red flags with my classmates, and they’ll avoid me like they did in Moscow.

      “Papa, we talked about this. I don’t want Pyotr living in the dorm with me.”

      “I know, moya babochka,” he sighs in defeat. “I had to try.”

      The door to my dorm opens, startling me. An older man and woman walk in, followed by a petite girl with long blonde curls. “Papa, I have to go. My roommate just arrived.” I end the call and, slide my phone into my pocket, and am ready to introduce myself.

      “I thought you had a single room.” The woman whispers loudly.

      “They’re first come, first serve. I guess they ran out.” The girl turns to me and smiles. “Hi. I’m Natalie.”

      “I’m Svetlana. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “These are my parents, Charlo⁠—”

      “Mr. and Mrs. Clarke,” the woman interrupts.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you both. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Natalie goes to speak, but Mrs. Clarke steps in front and answers for her daughter. “We’ve got it just fine on our own.”

      Sensing the hostility from her mother, I decide it’s best to give them some privacy. “Okay. I’ll get out of your way.”

      The dorms at NYU are much different than in Moscow, where Mei and I shared a single space that was both our sleeping and study area. Here, the rooms are set up like small apartments with two private bedrooms that share a kitchen and bathroom.

      I go into my room and close the door. Unfortunately, the walls in our rooms are paper-thin, and I can hear everything.

      “I’m going to find whoever’s in charge here and speak to them. You need a room by yourself.”

      “I’m fine. I think it’ll be fun to have a dormmate.”

      “Did you hear her accent? She sounds like she’s from Russia or some foreign place like that.”

      What’s this woman’s problem? My impulsive side wants to text Pyotr and ask him to come over. That would definitely give her something to complain about, but I don’t want to ruin any chance of becoming friends with my roommate.

      “Charlotte, I think it’ll be good for Natalie to share the space.” Mr. Clarke makes his opinion known.

      Just like she did with her daughter, Mrs. Clarke overrules her husband. “You’re far too permissive, Stanley.”

      “I’ll be fine, I promise. If you guys don’t get going, you’ll miss your flight.”

      “Are you sure you want to stay?” Their voices grow louder. They must be in the kitchen. “It’s not too late to come home. You’ll be much closer to Thomas.”

      “I’m positive.”

      After what sounds like a tearful goodbye on the mother’s part, they finally leave. A few seconds later, there’s a soft knock on my door.

      “I apologize for my parents’ behavior,” Natalie says when I open the door. “They aren’t thrilled that I’m going to school here. They’re even less happy that I have a roommate.”

      “My parents weren’t exactly over the moon with me choosing NYU either. But why wouldn’t they want you to have a roommate?”

      “They, well, mostly my mother, are afraid I’ll be negatively influenced by people who don’t live the way we do.” She shrugs. “Other than the times they’ve dropped me off here, they rarely leave the smalltown I live in.”

      “Parents,” I chuckle. “There’s nothing to apologize for. Where are you from?”

      “Northmeadow. It’s a small town in Missouri.” I must look as clueless as I feel because I’m not sure where that is in relation to New York. “It’s in the Midwestern part of the country,” she explains. “Where are you from?”

      “St. Petersburg, Russia.”

      “Wow. What brought you here?”

      “I was looking to experience something different.”

      “New York certainly fits the bill for that.”

      “It certainly does.”

      “Would you like to grab a bite to eat?” she asks.

      “I’d love to. Do you know any place good?”

      “I know a little Russian restaurant a few blocks away.”
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      The restaurant is only three blocks from our dorm. Although the food isn’t exactly the Russian fare I’m used to eating, it’s not bad, and having food that’s somewhat familiar is comforting.

      “You said you were from a small town. How small is small?”

      “There’s less than one thousand people.”

      “Excuse me?” I nearly choke on my bite of food. “Did you say one thousand?”

      “Yep. It’s the kind of place where everyone knows everyone.”

      “I kind of understand that. St. Petersburg has over five million citizens, but our direct community is small.”

      “It can be suffocating,” she says.

      We finish our meal and start our walk back to campus just as the sun’s beginning to set. As much as I fought Papa to let me be more independent, being out alone is an unfamiliar feeling, and I find myself looking around to find Pyotr. I texted him before I left the dorm, so I know he’s following us. But just as Papa promised, Pyotr’s staying out of sight.

      “Is everything okay?” Natalie asks.

      “Yes. Why?”

      “You look nervous.”

      “A little. St. Petersburg may have a lot of people, but it’s nothing like this. I guess it’s going to take a little getting used to.” I don’t want to talk much about myself, so I attempt to change the subject. “What brought you here?”

      “My brother.”

      “Does he live here too?”

      “I wish. But, no. Michael committed suicide two years ago.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Thank you,” Natalie says sadly. “His death changed my whole perspective on life.”

      “Loss has a way of doing that.”

      “Before he died, my only plan was to marry my boyfriend and become a mother. I still want to do those things,” she says quickly. “But I also want to get my degree and have a job.”

      “What are you studying?”

      “Psychology. I plan to become a therapist.”

      “That’s terrific. I’m sure your parents are very proud of you.”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Why not?”

      “My parents expected me to get married right after high school like they did. They weren’t thrilled when I told them I wanted to attend college. Then, I told them I wanted to attend NYU. Mom was completely against it. If it wasn’t for my scholarship, I wouldn’t be here.” Natalie’s phone dings. When she checks the screen, a huge grin spreads across her face. “It’s my boyfriend, Tommy.” She holds it up, and I see a picture of a handsome guy with dirty blonde hair and a mega-watt smile. He’s wearing a sports jersey and holding an American football.

      “He’s gorgeous.”

      “He is,” Natalie says dreamily. “Give me a second.” She types a quick text and sends it off.

      “How long have you two been dating?”

      “Since we were fifteen.”

      During our meal, Natalie told me a little about Northmeadow, the ultra-conservative small town she grew up in. Now, all this about getting married and popping out babies immediately after secondary education. That’s a crazy old-fashioned idea—even for Eastern Europe.

      “Wow. That’s a long time. Does he go to NYU, too?”

      “No. Tommy would never leave Missouri. He got a full-ride football scholarship at Mizzou.

      “What’s a Mizzou?” I struggle with the word.

      “It’s the nickname for the University of Missouri.”

      “It must be hard being so far apart.”

      “It’s been challenging, but we’re making it work.”

      It wasn't easy only seeing Slava on weekends, and we weren’t even really dating. One of the reasons I didn’t sign another contract with him was because of the extreme distance my going to school in the United States would put between us. I give her a lot of credit for being able to handle a long-distance relationship.

      “Do you have a boyfriend?” she asks.

      “I was seeing someone back in Russia, but we broke up shortly before I came here. It’s all good, though. New York is a big city with lots of possibilities.”

      “I guess,” she says.

      “What do you like to do on weekends?” I ask as we arrive back at our dorm, hoping to get the scoop on places to hang out.

      “Except for a few local restaurants, I don’t go off campus.”

      I stop dead in my tracks. “You mean to tell me you’ve been in this city for over a year, and you haven’t gone to any clubs or bars?”

      “Tommy doesn’t approve of me going to places like that.” She shrugs, and before I can respond, her phone rings again. “It’s Tommy. I better take this. Hello?” Natalie answers her phone as she walks into her bedroom, closing the door behind her.

      Her boyfriend doesn’t approve of her going out? Something tells me he’s not sitting in his dorm every weekend worrying about her. Why should Natalie have to miss out on everything college life has to offer? The more I dwell on this, the more I decide I don’t like this Tommy guy.
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      Much to Maxim and Pyotr’s dismay, Alex and I moved Lana into her dorm a few weeks ago. They would’ve been happy if she had decided to stay with Alex rather than move onto campus. I understand her need for autonomy, especially given her father’s high profile.

      “You looked stressed,” Alex says from my office doorway.

      “It’s nice to see you, too,” I say as he walks in.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Svetlana.”

      Alex sinks into one of the chairs. “What did she do now?”

      “She didn’t do anything.” I close my laptop and sigh. “I’m nervous about seeing her tonight.”

      Alex is bringing Svetlana to Fire and Ice. I’m looking forward to it since I haven’t seen her in several weeks. We’ve kept in touch by text and phone and have gotten to know one another better. Svetlana’s an intelligent young woman with a mind of her own, which I’ve found surprisingly attractive. Nothing compares to spending time in person, though. My mind has been wandering all day, which makes working next to impossible.

      “That’s all?” Alex chuckles.

      “She keeps herself pretty closed off. I don’t exactly know what she’s hoping for between us.”

      “Svetlana’s a difficult one to figure out. Just when you think you understand her, she sheds a layer, and you have to start over again,” Alex chuckles but shifts his mood back to seriousness when he notices I’m not laughing with him. “Something tells me that’s not what you’re worried about.”

      “I don’t want to repeat past mistakes.”

      “What happened between you and Celia was a long time ago,” Alex tries reassuring me.

      “The past has a habit of creeping up on us when we least expect it.”

      “That night was awful. I’m not trying to downplay what happened. But it wasn’t your fault. You were young and didn’t know anything about the lifestyle.”

      “That’s not an excuse.”

      “I’m not trying to make excuses. You took the advice of people you were supposed to be able to trust. You were as much a victim as Celia.”

      “Don’t ever say that. Celia was the only victim that night.”

      “Brand,” Alex says, lowering his voice. “You suffered as much as she did.”

      “I shouldn’t have had that drink. If I didn’t make that choice, things would be⁠—.”

      “If I thought for a second that you weren’t trustworthy, I wouldn’t have agreed to let you pursue Svetlana,” Alex interrupts. “How she’ll react when you offer her a contract is anyone’s guess.”

      “She’s really not like everyone makes her out.”

      “Lana’s a challenge, and she’s often unpredictable,” Alex says thoughtfully. “But you’re right. Underneath her protective exterior is a kind and caring young woman.”

      “It sounds like your perspective on her has changed.”

      “Living with her all summer, I’ve seen a different side of her. There’s still plenty of days I’d like to wring her neck, though,” Alex chuckles.

      While Svetlana was staying with Alex, I was able to spend a good amount of time with her. Alex is right. She does a remarkable job of maintaining a prickly disguise, ensuring most people don’t stick around for long. For those that aren’t chased away, they earn the opportunity to see the real Svetlana. The one who’s fun-loving and flirty but who’s also incredibly vulnerable.

      “She’s complex,” I admit.

      “And I think you’re the right man to help her let her guard down once and for all.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      “Enough of the self-deprecating talk.” Alex waves me off. “Are you going to propose negotiating a contract tonight?”

      “I have a private room reserved,” I say, leaning back in my chair.

      “That sounds like it could be fun.”

      “Don’t get excited. It’s only so we’ll have a quiet place to talk.” Alex raises his eyebrows, clearly not believing me.

      As much as I miss seeing Lana whenever I’m at Alex’s, her being busy with the start of a new semester hasn’t been entirely negative. We’ve discussed the lifestyle and what we both want for our future. I know she wants a permanent Dominant, and she knows I’m interested in her as a submissive.

      Tonight, I plan to ask my little papillion to begin vetting and negotiating a contract.
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      Alex is running late, which means Lana is also running late. I alternate between leaning against the building and pacing back and forth on the sidewalk in front of Fire and Ice, waiting for them to arrive. My nerves are on a hairpin trigger, thinking about the many ways tonight could turn out.

      Finally, I see Alex’s car coming down the street. Viktor slows to a stop, and I step forward to open the backdoor and help Lana out. Once she’s on her feet, I allow my gaze to travel up and down her body. She’s wearing tight jeans that accentuate her long, lean legs and a black top that’s low cut and held together by several thin straps.

      “You look amazing.”

      “Thank you,” she answers.

      “Montgomery,” I greet my friend as he exits the car. He holds up a finger, and I see he’s on his phone.

      “He’s had that thing glued to him all afternoon,” Lana complains.

      “It must be important.”

      “It’s Papa. There’s information he needs pushed through the network.”

      “One minute, Max,” Alex says, moving the phone away from his ear. “You two go ahead without me. I have to go back to the office.”

      “Do you need a hand? I can go with you.”

      “I’d prefer if you stay and keep an eye on Lana.”

      She crosses her arms. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      That’s when I realize whatever’s going on with Max must be important because Alex doesn’t engage. Instead, he puts the phone back to his ear and slides into his car.

      “Shall we?” I hold the club door open for Lana and follow her inside.

      Like most other weekend nights, Fire and Ice is busy. The three stages have scenes in progress, and the private rooms are either in use or reserved. I’m glad I called ahead. “I reserved one of the suites. Are you comfortable with that?”

      “Of course.” She smiles.

      We make our way through the main area where the majority of the action is taking place. The hallway is empty as we walk down to room three. I swipe my member id under the scanner on the door, and the lock clicks open.

      Lana steps in and looks around. I reserved a role-play room that’s set up like a classroom with a blackboard, a teacher’s desk, and several student desks arranged in neat rows. Several of the desks have built-in restraints, and there’s a variety of paddles and rulers to discipline any deserving pupils.

      Lana leans against one of the desks. “Are you into a teacher/student kink?”

      “Not particularly. This room is the most conducive room for talking.”

      “Talking, right,” Lana says, sitting at a desk. “Where should we start, Mr. Carpenter?”

      “You can call me Brandon.” I grab the chair behind the teacher’s desk and drag it around to sit across from Lana. “How’s school so far?”

      “It’s been quite an adjustment. University here is much different than in Russia.”

      “How so?”

      “In Russia, we choose our major, but our classes and schedule are chosen for us. No changes can be made to the schedule. Classes start at eight a.m. every morning and don’t end until well into the afternoon.”

      “That sounds pretty strict.”

      “It is. But here, I was able to choose my classes and schedule. It’s a very different experience, but so far, I like it.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” My statement is followed by an awkward silence. I’m not sure what to ask or say next. When we’re texting or on the phone, we never run out of things to talk about. But sitting here alone together is a different story. I don’t know what to say next.

      Lana’s the first one to break the silence. “What are we doing here?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “This.” She motions around us. “We haven’t seen each other in weeks. You went through the trouble of reserving a private room. And you only want to talk.”

      “Yes.” The word comes out sounding just as uncertain as I’m feeling.

      “Look, Brandon, I’m really interested in you.”

      “I’m interested in you, too.”

      “Why am I getting the feeling there’s something you aren’t saying?”

      “There is.”

      “Tell me.”

      None of this is going like I planned. “I’m not ready to discuss a Dom/sub contract. I want to keep seeing you, but I understand if you aren’t interested.” The words come out fast, and they were not the ones I intended to say. What the hell was that, Brandon? I mentally chastise myself.

      “That’s all?” Lana gets up and walks around the desk until she’s standing before me. “I’m okay with that, for now.” She runs her finger down my chest. “So, do we have this room all night?”

      “We do.”

      “How about we put it to good use?”

      Even though I know I shouldn’t do this, I can’t help myself. My hands grip her waist, pulling her onto my lap. “Before we go any further, I need to know this is okay with you. That this is what you want.”

      “It is.”

      “What is? I want to know exactly what you want.” I allow myself to slip back into the Dominant role I’m most comfortable in.

      “I want you to fuck me, Mr. Carpenter.”

      Those words are exactly what I needed to hear. My lips crash against hers, and she opens, granting my tongue access as I deepen the kiss. She pulls away and slides off my lap. Her hands slide her shirt up and over her head. It lands on the floor. Then she moves to her jeans, unbuttoning them and shimmying them down her legs. She kicks them aside. Lana stands before me in nothing but a black lace bra and a scrap of fabric that covers her pussy.

      “How can I please you?” she asks seductively.

      “Turn around and bend over the desk,” I say in a low, deep voice.

      Lana’s graceful as she turns her back to me and folds herself over the desk.

      I grab the ruler off the teacher’s desk and bring it over to show her. “Is it okay to use this on you?”

      “I would love that, Mr. Carpenter.

      “If it’s too much, all you need to do is tell me to stop. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, I understand.”

      Lana’s already told me she loves impact play and that she craves pain, so I feel comfortable with the way this is going.

      The wooden ruler makes contact with Lana’s ass. I know it stings, but she doesn’t flinch. I do the same on the other side. Her pale skin turns pink. “How’s that?”

      “Not hard enough.”

      My strikes don’t have to be hard to make a significant impact. Instead, I hit her five times quickly, all in the same area. A soft mewl escapes her lips.

      I pause to pull my shirt over my head and toss it to the teacher’s desk. “Your ass is a beautiful shade of red, mon petit papillon. How does it feel?”

      “It feels good. May I have more?”

      “You’re a greedy little thing, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” she says.

      Without warning, the ruler makes contact with her skin. “Do you act this way with other professors?”

      “No, Mr. Carpenter. Only you,” she says in a breathy tone.

      “Good. If I’m fucking you, no one else better come near you.” Dropping the ruler, I take her black panties and pull. They tear easily, and I let them fall to the floor. Then, I reach my hand between her legs. “This pussy is all mine.”

      “Mhm.”

      “Say it, Svetlana. Tell me it’s mine.”

      “My pussy is yours.” I slide my finger inside her. “I’m wet for you.”

      “You’re dripping.” I add another finger, pumping them in and out. “Spread your legs.”

      I open my pants and free my dick. I line it up with her opening and push inside as far as her body can take me. Then, I pull out. Lana whimpers and my hand smacks her ass before I slide back inside.

      “Hold onto the desk, and don’t let go.” Her hands reach over the top of the desk and grasp it tightly. As soon as they do, I pull almost all the way out before I thrust into her hard and fast.  With my hands holding onto her hips, I repeat the punishing move over and over.

      I know I should slow down and ease up my hold on her. She’s going to have bruises from my fingers, but I don’t care. I want to mark her—make her mine.

      “Come for me, Svetlana,” I demand. “Fucking tell me your mine while you come on my cock.”

      “I’m yours,” she yells as her body squeezes mine, sending me into my own orgasm. “Oh my God, you feel so good, Mr. Carpenter.”

      When I pull out, I watch my cum drip from her pussy. It’s an erotic sight that I can’t take my eyes off.

      “Did I pass your test?” she asks, looking over her shoulder.

      “I think I can give you an A for today.” I take her by the hand and help her up. “Are you okay? I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “You don’t have to worry about hurting me,” she says. “Contract or not, I like it rough.”

      I don’t know how or why I was lucky enough to meet this woman. But now that I’ve had her, I’ll be damned if I let anyone or anything take her away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Svetlana

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      After straightening myself up in the attached bathroom, I return to the classroom where Brandon’s finishing cleaning up.

      “It seems we’ve missed tonight’s scenes,” he says.

      “I guess it’s good I didn’t come to see them.”

      “True. It wasn’t them you came for,” Brandon grins.

      “Was that a joke?” Brandon’s always so serious. I like seeing this side of him, too.

      “Alex texted. He’s still tied up at the office. If you'd like, I can drive you back to your dorm.”

      “I’m planning on staying at Alex’s tonight. Natalie doesn’t know about all this, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

      Our lives are polar opposites. It’s not only our geography but how we were raised. My parents live the BDSM lifestyle and have always been open and willing to talk about anything. Well, almost anything. Stanley and Charlotte Clarke are ultra-religious and conservative. Natalie was raised with such closed-minded views. It’s a wonder she’s as open as she is. Natalie’s sweet and innocent—I adore that about her. But she’s also very naïve. I’m afraid if I told her about this part of me, she’d run in the opposite direction and never look back.

      “That’s fine. I can take you there,” Brandon says, taking my hand in his as we walk across the club's main room. “I don’t have a fancy driver like your father or Alex.”

      I stop walking. “I don’t care about any of that stuff.” Brandon cocks his head. “I know you’ve been told I’m a spoiled princess, and in some ways, I guess it’s true. Papa’s job ensured I was raised with advantages not everyone had. But I don’t care about money or status. Actually, I think I’d be happier with nothing.”

      Brandon takes a few steps, closing the distance between us. “I don’t give a shit what anyone else thinks. I know what I see when I look at you, mon petit papillon, and that’s all that matters.”

      “What’s papillon?”

      “It’s French for butterfly. You,” Brandon cups my cheek in his hand. “Are a beautiful and mysterious butterfly.”

      “Why did you call me that?”

      “Butterflies symbolize hope, bravery, and transformation. Everything you embody.” Goosebumps cover my arms, and I shiver. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m good.” This is getting too personal, and I try to pull away.

      “No, you aren’t.” His hold on me tightens. “Why did that bother you?”

      I want to run, but for some reason, my mouth betrays me and opens, allowing words to spill out. “Papa and Pyotr have called me butterfly since I was a little girl. There’s no way you could’ve known that, yet you called me butterfly, too.”

      “Then, you know it’s true,” Brandon says. I lean in to kiss him and am interrupted by my phone rings. “You should answer that.”

      I nod and take a step back, then reach into my pocket to pull out my phone. “Hello?”

      “Hey. I’m sorry I got tied up here,” Alex says. “I wanted to check in on you.”

      “There’s nothing to be sorry for. Is everything okay there?”

      “Your father had some critical information that needed to get into the right hands. Thankfully, it did.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      “Brandon texted to let me know he’s driving you home.”

      “Is it okay if I stay at your apartment tonight?”

      “Of course.”

      “Thanks.” I smile.

      “I’m wrapping everything up here, so I shouldn’t be much longer. I’ll see you in a bit.”

      After I hang up, I join Brandon, who’s talking with Star. “Is everything okay?”

      “It is.” I’m not sure what, if anything, Star knows about Alex and Brandon’s involvement in Papa’s business, so I don’t say anything else.

      “I’m going to have you wait with Star while I get the car.” Brandon kisses my cheek before turning to walk away.

      I watch him until he’s out of sight.

      Most everyone has cleared out of the club. With the lights low and the music off, it’s quiet in here—too quiet. Star’s finishing some paperwork, but she keeps stopping and looking at me. I scroll down my social media, trying to appear busy. I hope she thinks I’m too busy to talk
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