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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 can’t see me roll my eyes. I’m certain Czarenah’s going to tell me I’m too young. Too inexperienced. But how can one gain experience if they don’t get the chance to try?

      “This is the first time you’re living on your own.”

      “It’s been three years.”

      “Yes, but you’ve also just started trauma therapy. You’ve worked at Jelena’s Hope. You understand that as you begin to work through what you’ve experienced, you’ll likely experience many strong emotions. Ones that may cloud your vision. I’ve known Slava for a long time, and although he’s a trustworthy Dominant⁠—”

      “Shouldn’t that make this a good move?” I interrupt.

      “In ordinary circumstances, yes. But what you are going through is far from ordinary. I don’t want to see you make decisions that may be clouded by feelings and emotions. It could end badly for both you and Slava. I’m begging you to give yourself some more time.”

      Czarenah’s come to mean a lot to me both as a mentor and a friend. I’ve always welcomed her advice. Which makes what I’m about to do that much harder. “I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve taught me. You’ve made sure I’m prepared for this next part of my journey as a submissive,” I say and clear my throat, hoping to hold back the tears that threaten to fall. “But if you’re not going to support me with this, I think it’s best to part ways.”

      “Svetlana, please. Don’t shut me out.”

      “I have to go. Slava will be here shortly, and I don’t want to keep him waiting.”

      “Is there anything I can say to get you to wait?”

      “You’ve been very good to me, and I hate that things are ending this way. But I refuse to walk away from Slava without exploring what’s between us.”

      “I see. I’ll be here if you need anything.”

      “Goodbye, Czarenah.” I disconnect the call.

      Czarenah’s made her case, and we’re no longer on the same page. I know she thinks I’m being stubborn and reckless. She’ll probably run right to Papa, but I don’t care. I’m no longer a child. I’m an adult who’s fully capable of making her own decisions. She and I have come to an impasse, and it’s time for us to go our separate ways.

      How long does she expect me to watch from the sidelines before I take the next logical step—beginning to vet a Dominant. And why not Slava? We didn’t seek one another out. It happened by chance. I like to think fate had a part in bringing us together. He’s well-known and respected in the community. To me, it only makes sense that if we’re interested in playing or having a dynamic, we should be able to do so without interference.
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      From the moment Jelena was taken, we have been one step behind—a position I do not like to be in. If not for Svetlana’s ability to retain so many vital details—No. I cannot think about the disadvantages we would face. Knowing Gavriil and his father are involved is a crucial piece of the puzzle. Unfortunately, Rudolf Sergin has left nothing to chance. Within minutes after Svetlana mentioned Gavriil’s name, my men were out looking for him. Being the son of a mob boss, he was able to disappear quickly. But no one can hide forever.

      It took several hours, but Timur and Igor found the boy and brought him to one of my facilities. I intend to extract my daughter’s whereabouts from him. Timur pulls into the gravel parking lot outside the building. I do not wait for the vehicle to come to a complete stop before throwing the door open. I storm into the room where they’re holding Gavriil.

      “Where is she, you son of a bitch?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” he laughs. “That bitch is one hot piece of ass.”

      My fist connects with his face. Blood splatters from his now broken nose.

      “I am going to ask you one more time. Where is my daughter?”

      Gavriil spits on my shoe, infuriating me. “You are a dead man.” I pull the gun from my waistband, click off the safety, and aim at his head.

      Timur hurries to my side. “Boss, if you kill him now, we’ll never get the information we need.” He keeps his voice low. What he says may be true, but I remain poised to kill. “Maxim, you’re not thinking clearly. Take a step back, and let us handle this.”

      My body shakes with uncontrolled rage. Killing is part of my life. It is something I have done many times. If it is the choice between them or me, I will pull the trigger without hesitation. But I have never felt bloodthirsty. I have never been blinded by such hate that I long to pull the trigger—until now. I want the satisfaction of watching the life drain from this piece of shit in front of me. However, Timur is correct. Gavriil is the only link we have to Jelena’s whereabouts. If I kill him, the trail will go cold. That is a chance I cannot take.

      With a click, I put the safety back on and lower my weapon. “Do whatever you need to get him to talk.” I give the order and then summon every ounce of self-control I possess to leave the room. I do not stop until I am in my makeshift office, where I call my wife.

      “Did you find her?” she asks as soon as the line connects.

      “Not yet. We are questioning Gavriil.”

      “Max, I’m so scared.”

      “I know, vozlyublenny.” I am equally as scared, but I do my best to keep my voice calm and even. “Jelena will be back in our arms very soon. I need you to have faith.” Faith enough for the two of us.
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      Sitting here alone, not knowing what is happening in the other room, is killing me. Several times, I have gone to the door with the intent to rejoin the questioning. But Timur was right. I am too close to this situation and will only hamper their efforts. I hire only the best men, a fact which I must trust.

      It feels as though an eternity has passed before Misha walks into the office. “Where is she?” I ask, jumping to my feet.

      “His father taught him well. He wasn’t prepared to give up any information easily,” Timur responds as he pulls his bloody T-shirt off and tosses it into the garbage before going into the closet to grab a clean shirt. “Once we employed some non-traditional methods, he broke quickly. The kid gave us two names—Valery and Boris. Says they’re brodyaga in his father’s organization.”

      “Where are they?”

      “They landed in Serbia about two hours ago. Igor made a few calls and got footage from the security system at the Belgrade airport. We were able to confirm Jelena was with them.” I grab my phone to call Irina. “I’ve already contacted Obrad Radovanović. He has boots on the ground tracking them.”

      I tap the green call button, and the line connects.

      “Did you⁠—”

      “Have my bags packed. I am going to get our daughter.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Six hours later, the wheels of my jet touchdown on a private airstrip. Radovanović is waiting for us on the tarmac.

      “It’s good to see you, Solonik. Although, I wish it were under better circumstances.”

      “As do I.”

      We waste no time walking to waiting vehicles. While we walk, Radovanović fills me in on the progress his foot soldiers have made. “We tracked the men and your daughter to a holding facility. I was with my team when they arrived, but we were too late. They were already gone.”

      “Chert voz’mi.” We have been doing everything right, yet they continue to slip out of our grasp.

      “They’re traveling amidst a known trafficking ring,” he explains as we get into the back of his black Mercedes S Class. Misha rides in the front with the driver. “That is both a good and bad thing.”

      “How much do you know about the group?” Misha asks.

      “We know the operation and have been on their trail for years. Each time we find a warehouse, we close it down. But they are very organized and have underground networks of their own.”

      Misha’s cell rings. “It’s Timur.” While Misha is on the phone, Radovanović shares more information about this trafficking ring.

      “Where are we?” I interrupt him when the car stops in front of a tall wrought iron gate.

      “This is my home.”

      “What are we doing here? I need to be out searching for my daughter.”

      “Our combined forces will continue searching. But you are exhausted. You need a few hours of sleep and a good meal.”

      “Like hell I do,” I argue. There is no way I can rest while my daughter is out there, alone.

      “Maxim, you cannot go after these men when you are distracted by physical exhaustion.” He gets out of the car and waits for me to follow. “You must trust in our men.”

      “Jelena is my daughter. I need to be out there,” I yell and step closer to Radovanović, preparing to challenge him.

      “You will be out there as soon as you can think straight.” He remains calm despite my anger. “I have known you for many years, Solonik. I can tell when you’re off your game. If you go out there like this, you’ll get yourself or someone else killed.”

      I do not want to admit his observation is correct. I am so tired I cannot form a clear thought. I am reacting instead of responding, something I always warn my men against. That is when mistakes are made. “Fine. An hour. Then I join the search.” I concede.

      We spend the next three weeks chasing in Serbia, chasing Jelena and her captures around the country. Each time we believe we are closing in on them, they outsmart us and get away.

      Tonight’s intel is solid. Jelena was seen at this location, which turns out to be no more than a flophouse, this morning. Hopes are high that tonight, the tables are about to turn in our favor. I am ready to have my daughter safely back in my arms.

      I know we are too late as soon as we breach the entrance and are not met with resistance.

      “Boss. Up here,” Misha calls from a room on the second floor.

      I hurry up the steps, hoping my assessment is wrong and that he has Jelena. But that hope is gone when I find Misha holding the pink sweater Jelena was wearing the day she was taken. He hands me the now dirty sweater that is still warm from being worn. “Fuck,” I roar.

      “What’s wrong?” Timur rushes into the room with Radovanović on his heels.

      I hold the sweater close to me. “She was just here. We are too late again.”

      We go back downstairs and meet up with Radovanović’s men, who are returning inside. “We found an underground tunnel in the shed. I sent a group down to track them.” He looks to his boss. “These tunnel systems are intricate. They could be anywhere.”

      Tonight was supposed to be the night. Jelena should be with me on my jet, flying home. Instead, the trail has gone cold, and I am returning home empty-handed. As much as I do not want to leave Serbia, I am confident they are no longer here. We are back to square one, relying on technology to locate them. This part of the work can be done from my home.

      I hold onto Jelena’s sweater. It is a reminder of how close we got. It is a hope that she is still alive and a prayer that next time, we will find her.
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      Ecstasy is packed. The energy from the people in attendance is electric.

      “Are we going to do a public scene tonight?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “It is our first scene together,” he explains. “I want us to have privacy to take things at a slower pace rather than being concerned with putting a show for the onlookers.” I’m disappointed, but I’m afraid he’ll back out of the scene if I argue. “I’ve reserved a room if you’re ready.”

      Slava takes my hand and guides me up the stairs to the club’s second floor, where the private rooms are located. Although I’ve played with a few Dominants at this club, this time feels very different. I went into those scenes knowing it was a one-and-done deal. Tonight, all options are on the table. The door closes behind us, blocking out the thumping bass from the music in the main room. Now it’s just Slava and me.

      “Sit down. We need to go over the rules first.”

      My heels click on the polished concrete floor as I make my way to the leather sofa. Slava follows, sitting next to me. I’ve never been in any of the private rooms Ecstasy offers. I take a minute to admire the room’s ultra-modern design with minimalist furniture and clean lines. Three walls are covered in creamy white textured wallpaper, while the wall behind the black metal bed is painted a deep purple. Against the wall across from the bed are glass shelves. Various paddles, crops, floggers, canes, and whips are laid out neatly on the shelves. The ceiling boasts several skylights that, during the day, would allow for natural light. Tonight, the recessed lights are dimmed, adding to the dark and dangerous feel of the room.

      “Do you have any experience with impact play?”

      “Yes. While I was mentoring under Czarenah, I expressed a desire to experiment with it. She oversaw several interactions with a Dominant who introduced me to each implement.”

      “What were your conclusions?”

      “It was a few strikes with each, but I enjoyed it very much.”

      “Good.” He smiles. “Let’s discuss limits.”

      “I don’t have any,” I answer quickly.

      Slava snickers. “Moya nevinnyy malysh, I can assure you that you do have limits.”

      “I guess I haven’t encountered them yet.” I shrug.

      “I will tell you my limits. I feel comfortable using a flogger, crop, or paddle. Whips and canes are off the table.”

      “Why?”

      “You don’t have a good gauge on where your limits lie.”

      He nods. “How do you feel about bondage?”

      “I’ve never experienced it.”

      “This will be a good first, then. Do you have anything you’d like to request?”

      “Yes. I want to be blindfolded and gagged.”

      He studies me for a moment. “Why?”

      “I want to experience everything.”

      “I’m not comfortable with that tonight.”

      “Why not?” I want this. I need this.

      “I get a great deal of pleasure giving a willing submissive pain. However, your inexperience and this being the first time we’re playing together is not the time for experimenting with such extremes. I’ve seen it too many times. An eager sub who doesn’t know their limits or who wishes to impress their Dominant agrees to more than they’re going to be able to handle. Oftentimes, they don’t safeword for fear of disappointing the Dominant or ending a scene.” He pauses.

      “I’ve also witnessed the aftermath of physical and emotional injuries. I’ve witnessed both Dominants and submissives leave the lifestyle because of the damage done. I don’t want that for you. After this scene, I want you begging for me.”

      “You have years of experience. Doesn’t that make me safe with you?”

      “Ah, moya nevinnyy malysh. I will do everything in my power to keep you safe, but I’m only human. I can’t foresee everything and refuse to leave your safety to chance. Do you agree to my limits?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      Slava sets safewords, and once he’s sure we’re on the same page, he gives his command. “Strip and kneel.”

      I bring my hand to the zipper on the front of my dress. His eyes follow as I drag the zipper down slowly, allowing the fabric to slip from my arms, landing on the floor by my feet. The corner of his mouth lifts in a smile as he takes in my naked body. I lower myself to kneel before him. Slava stands and steps closer to me.

      “You like to be the one calling the shots, and you challenge anyone who tries to strip that control from you.” He gently strokes my hair. “Tonight, I’m going to show you just how good giving up that control can be.”

      I have to force myself not to move. Slava’s assessment of me is spot on. But I plan to show him I can submit to his demands yet remain in complete control. He unbuttons his dark blue dress shirt and disappears from my sight line.

      I can hear his footsteps and other sounds behind me. I’m certain he’s gathering items for our scene. Given his questions, I’m assuming we’re doing something with impact, but he’s not laid out the exact details. My mind races, trying to come up with possible scene ideas.

      “Stand and come to me,” he orders.

      I rise from the floor, mindful of being graceful, and walk over to where Slava stands next to the bed. That’s when I get my first glimpse of him, and what I imagined is nothing compared to what I see. His upper body has well-defined muscles that lead to a lean chest and abs. I follow the trail of dark hair that dips below the waistband of his jeans. My tongue runs across my lower lip, seeing the outline of his erection.

      “Put your arms out in front of you.” Slava reaches around me to the bed. “This is bondage tape. If, for any reason, you are uncomfortable and need to stop the scene, I can have it off in seconds.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      He wraps the thin plastic-like material around my wrists. It’s not sticky, and it adheres only to itself.

      “Are you ready to give control over to me?”

      I drop my gaze, unable to answer him.

      “Look at me.” Slowly, I bring my head back up. “When I ask a question, I expect an answer. Are you ready to give control over to me?”

      “No, Sir.”

      “No?” He raises an eyebrow. “Are you certain you want to proceed with this scene?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Bend over the bed and put your arms above your head.” Slava nudges my legs apart and lands his first strike. He continues spanking me with his open hand. “Your skin is the most beautiful shade of pink. Now that you’re sufficiently warmed up, let’s try something more impactful.”

      There’s a swoosh and then a stinging sensation across my upper thighs.

      “How does that feel?”

      “It stings. I like it.”

      He continues alternating between my thighs and my ass. Just as the sting begins to morph into numbness, he stops.

      Slava’s hand cups my pussy. “Are you wet for me, moya nevinnyy malysh?”

      I nod, and he removes his touch.

      “Are you wet for me?” he asks again.

      “Yes, Sir. I am.”

      He drags two fingers through my folds before plunging them inside my center. I’m so turned on by the spanking that I moan from the small amount of contact. He continues dragging them in and out until I’m a panting mess. Then, they disappear. I groan from the loss of contact.

      The next strike is an unexpected thuddy sensation. Slava alternates sides as he increases the intensity.

      “You need to relax,” he instructs.

      “I can’t,” I argue.

      Strike.

      “You can.”

      Strike.

      “No.” I grit my teeth, trying to hold on to the last shreds of my control.

      “Why not?” I gasp at the intensity of the next strike.

      “Because I don’t want to.”

      Strike.

      “I don’t believe that,” Slava challenges me. “I think there’s more to it.”

      “I can’t give up control.”

      “Why not, Svetlana?”

      “I’m afraid.”

      The paddle connects with my flesh hard and fast.

      “I’ll keep you safe. You don’t have to be afraid.”

      “It’s too much.”

      “What’s your color?”

      “Green.”

      “Give in to me.”

      “I don’t know how.” Almost without my consent, my body begins to relax into each strike, embracing the pain.

      “That’s it.” His voice sounds far away. Although I hear the noise of the paddle connecting with my body, I no longer feel the pain. “Let go, moya nevinnyy malysh.”

      Everything has faded away, and I’m weightless. The constant thoughts in my head are silent. There’s no pain or fear. I want to stay here forever.

      “Svetlana. It’s time to wake up now.”

      I blink a few times, trying to get my body to comply. Finally, my eyes open, and Slava’s face comes into focus. I’m captivated by the deep blue in his eyes.

      “Welcome back.”

      “What happened?”

      “You finally allowed yourself to give in and allow me to have control.” He smiles. “And you experienced subspace.”

      Tears begin falling. “I don’t know why I’m crying.”

      “It’s the extremes of the emotions you’ve just experienced." He reaches out and pulls me close to him. “Stay the night with me. Allow me to care for you.”

      I agree to return to his hotel, where he spends the night and the entirety of the following day, tending to my every need. He’s tender and kind, ensuring I’m not only physically but emotionally cared for.

      It’s so difficult to walk out of his room knowing he wants me to stay with him again. Unfortunately, I have a presentation for school I need to finish working on.
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      “How was your weekend?” Masha asks as I take my usual seat in her office.

      “It was good.” I keep my voice calm and don’t go into detail. I’m not ready to dissect what may be developing between Slava and myself.

      “Where would you like to start today?”

      “I guess we should pick up where I left off.”

      “As long as you’re comfortable with that.”

      I wouldn’t say I’m comfortable, but it seems to be what makes the most sense. I take a deep breath and adjust my position on the couch as my thoughts transport me back in time.

      “Over the next few weeks, our lives became even more unrecognizable. Papa hired triple the number of guards for our property. The little time he was home, he spent in his office with the door closed. Most of the time, he was out with his men searching for Jelena.

      Mama was home but very much gone at the same time. I could hear her crying when I walked by her bedroom door. I tried to open it several times but couldn’t find the courage to do so. How was I supposed to look her in the eyes, knowing I stood by and watched while those men took Jelena away?”

      “Hey, kiddo,” Dimitri says, sitting beside me on the stairs.

      “Dimitri’s my cousin,” I explain. “He was staying with us for a few weeks before he had to return to Ukraine to serve his conscription.”

      “I see,” she says and jots some notes down.

      “Hi,” I mumble.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Sitting.”

      “I see that.” He elbows me jokingly. “Why are you sitting on the steps?” I shrug. “I can see something’s wrong.” I continue counting the marble tiles on the foyer floor while I debate telling him what’s bothering me. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

      “I was in the kitchen with Olga when Misha and the other guards brought Gavrill back here.” I was in the kitchen helping Olga get dinner ready. We were peeling potatoes when the SUV stopped, and I froze with the potato peeler in my hand. I couldn’t take my eyes off the scene outside the window. “When Olga saw what I was watching, she shooed me from the kitchen. Told me I was slowing her down too much.”

      “I see.”

      “Gavriil was handcuffed and beat up.” I look at Dimitri. “Papa’s going to kill him, isn’t he?”

      “Of course not.” Dimitri’s voice rises an octave, giving away his lie.

      Masha holds her hand up, stopping me. “Was this the first time you witnessed something like this?”

      “My papa having someone brought to our property?”

      “Yes.”

      “It was. Papa never hid what he did from us, but he also didn’t allow business to be conducted in our presence. I wasn’t meant to see it this time either, but no one knew I was in the kitchen.”

      “That’s a lot of violence for a young girl. How did it make you feel?”

      I don’t answer for several minutes. I never stopped to think about how seeing that made me feel. “Regardless of what Papa’s job is, I always knew he was a good man. He would never set out to hurt innocent people. Gavriil wasn’t innocent, and Papa was only doing what was necessary.”

      “You’ve explained your knowledge of your Papa’s business,” Masha says in her usual calm manner. “But you didn’t say how it made you feel.”

      “I don’t really know.” I shrug. “I’ve always been immensely proud of Papa. He could do no wrong in my eyes. And Gavriil. Just saying his name brings back my all-consuming hatred for him.”

      “I’m not a baby, Dimitri. Gavriil was involved with Jelena’s kidnapping, and now Papa’s going to kill him.”

      Dimitri sighs. “We shouldn’t be talking about this.”

      “Why not?”

      “You’re a girl. You’re not involved in Maxim’s business.”

      All the emotions I’ve been trying to avoid boil over, and I shoot up. “I’m not involved?” I yell. “I was with Jelena when they grabbed her. It was me who ran and left her to be taken. But you think I’m not involved?”

      Dimitri takes my hand. “I’m sorry. Those weren’t the right words. I just meant that your papa doesn’t want you affected by the things he has to do.”

      “Well, it’s too late. I’m already affected.”

      “Those were some pretty big feelings for a little girl.”

      “I really believed my parents blamed me for Jelena’s disappearance, and that’s why they were avoiding me.”

      “You were very close to your parents. Those feelings of alienation must have been difficult.”

      “I was close to them. Then, almost overnight, they weren’t there anymore.” I wipe a tear from my cheek and take a second to compose myself. “The new year came and signaled a great deal of change for me. I wasn’t a foolish child making wishes to a fairy tale character. I did a lot of growing up and realized such things didn’t exist. What did exist were the nightmares I had about my sister being snatched from my side.”

      I look up at Masha, who’s no longer writing. Instead, she’s watching me intently while I tell my story. “A piece of my childhood was stolen when Jelena was taken. My childhood, the time of viewing the world through naïve eyes, was over. I started seeing the world as it truly is—cruel and unforgiving. I realized I could never return to the person I was before that day.”

      Papa got in late last night. Something I wished for because today’s my eleventh birthday. Mama and Papa always make a big deal out of our birthdays. We get a special breakfast and a big party. I wasn’t expecting a party this year. I don’t need a party. I’ll be happy to get to spend the day with my parents. I race downstairs to the dining room for my special birthday breakfast with my parents. But when I get inside, I find the room empty.

      “I’m sure they’ll be here,” Olga says as she sets my plate of Syrniki with cheese and honey on top in front of me.

      I give her a polite smile, but I know they’re not coming.

      “I don’t like remembering that birthday because of how lonely it was. I hadn’t seen Mama. I assumed she was in her bedroom. And although Papa was home, he spent the day in his office with the doors closed. Every time I went by and asked the guard if I could go in, he told me Papa was busy and couldn’t see me.”

      “This seems to evoke more emotion than witnessing the violence.”

      “I never thought about it that way, but I guess you’re right.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that.” Masha tries to reassure me. “It’s just an observation.”

      I nod and continue. “When it was time for dinner, I assumed I’d be eating alone. So, I was surprised when I walked into the dining room and saw Dimitri and Pyotr sitting at the table.”

      “There’s our birthday girl.” Dimitri gives me a big smile.

      I sit across from the men who do their best to carry on a conversation with me. But neither of them is used to spending time with a girl, so we don’t talk about more than the weather and how good Olga’s cooking is. All through dinner, my eyes are drawn to the doorway, hoping to see Mama and Papa, but they never come.

      After the meal, Olga emerges from the kitchen carrying a pink frosted cake with eleven candles.

      “Don’t light those yet,” Dimitri says and makes a quick exit from the room. He returns a short time later with Mama and Papa, who apologize for running late.

      Although everyone has smiles on their faces, I see beneath the masks to the pain they try to hide. After singing Pust’ begut neuklyuzhe, I blow out my candles. Dimitri cuts the cake while Olga passes out the plates.

      “Classes resume tomorrow,” Papa says as we eat.

      “Yes, they do.” I’m looking forward to finally being able to leave the house.

      “Pyotr will be accompanying you.”

      I drop my fork. “I don’t want a guard at school.”

      “I did not ask if you wanted one,” Papa says sternly. “You will have one.”

      “Fine.”

      “I must return to work.” Papa stands. “S dnem rozhdeniya, moya babochka.”

      Mama walks out right after Papa, leaving me with Dimitri and Pyotr once again.

      “Thank you for trying, Dimitri.” I manage a small smile.

      “They’re doing the best they can right now.”

      “I know.”

      “That day marked twenty-one days that my sister was missing. I remember thinking Mama and Papa looked and sounded like the parents I knew, but that’s where the comparison ended. No one was the same.” I swipe at the stray tear that escapes and look at Masha. “I was scared and sad. I felt invisible.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Maxim (Ten Years Ago)
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      The door to my office flies open, banging against the wall. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “Did you forget what today is?”

      “What are you talking about?” I’m annoyed by my nephew’s unwelcome intrusion.

      “It’s Svetlana’s birthday. The kids spent the entire day alone. Pyotr and I just had dinner with her, but what she needs is her parents.”

      How could I forget my daughter’s birthday?  “I will get Irina. We will be right there.”

      “I’ll walk with you.”

      “I do not need a babysitter.” Yet, Dimitri follows me anyway.

      “Uncle Max, this has to stop. Your men are more than capable of carrying out this search on their own. You’re neglecting⁠—”

      “Enough.” I slice my hand through the air, stopping my nephew in his tracks. “I will not have you telling me how I should or should not conduct the search for my daughter. Do you hear me? Jelena is my daughter.” I start walking away but stop and turn around quickly. “When you have walked in my shoes, you may tell me how to do my job. Until that time, keep your comments to yourself.”

      I take the steps two at a time, needing to put some distance between Dimitri and myself. When I get to our bedroom, I find Irina in the same position she has been in for weeks. She is lying on the bed with her back toward the door.

      “Irina, I need you to get up.” I grab her robe that is draped over the back of the armchair. “It is Svetlana’s birthday.”

      “I can’t go.”

      I sit next to my wife and stroke her forehead. “Moya vozlyublenny, we have both forgotten about Svetlana’s special day. She is waiting to have cake with us.”

      Slowly, Irina pushes to a sitting position. Her complexion is pale from lying in this dark room for weeks. I offer my hand to help her stand and am alarmed when I notice the nightdress hanging off her shoulders from the weight she has lost. Now is not the time to bring that up. Instead, I help her into her robe and then take her hand as we go to the dining room.
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      We are gathered around the table to celebrate my Svetlana’s eleventh birthday. It should be a day to celebrate the life of our special little girl. Looking around the table, I see it is not a celebration. My wife sits beside me, but her mind and heart are absent. Rather than Svetlana laughing with her sister, Dimitri and Pyotr are talking with Svetlana, trying to make this as normal as possible. And there is an empty chair where my Jelena should be sitting.

      I attempt to interject myself into the conversation. “Classes resume tomorrow,” I say.

      “Yes, they do.”

      “Pyotr will be accompanying you.”

      She drops her fork. It clangs off her dish. “I don’t want a guard at school.”

      “I did not
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