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      Aria

      There aren't many days where I can relay amazing news to a patient's family, but today I can. Christmas is coming up in a couple of days and this is the perfect gift for them. I only wish I could be giving more patients and their families the same great news.

      The phone rings four times before Sam's mother finally answers. "Hello?" There's obvious concern in her voice. I'm three days late on making calls, especially to patients who are receiving good news. I tend to call the patients who need my help quicker than the ones who are doing well.

      "Hello Mrs. Jackson, it's Dr. Zuyev. Is now a good time?" I try to sound as calm as I can, only wanting to reassure her, but there's a sense of urgency in my voice.

      "Yes, it's as good a time as any. What sort of news do you have, Dr. Zuyev?" There's undeniable fear in her tone, just like all of the other parents of my patients. She's wondering if her child is getting sicker, or if he's getting better.

      I take a deep breath before I say anything else. This news is going to be life changing for everyone in her family. She's only ever received bad news from me, so in the back of my mind, I'm sure she's naturally expecting it to be bad.

      I swallow hard and prepare to tell her the greatest news she's heard thus far. "The last round of chemo worked phenomenally, and I don't see any cancer in his scans. I've personally looked at it three separate times, wanting to be sure."

      She lets out a gut-wrenching sob on the other end of the phone, voice shaky and trembling. "Are you saying what I think you're saying?"

      "Yes, Sam is cancer free. He's in remission," I smile widely as I tell her. Joy and relief wash through me as I say the words for the first time.

      "He's in remission," she repeats, voice still shaking.

      "Yes," I confirm.

      "What do we do now?"

      I smile, happily going over what our next steps will be. "As of right now, I'm going to let my team know to reach out so we can get Sam's port removed. You'll come back every three months for a PET scan just to make sure nothing has come back. If everything's in the clear, after two years he'll only need a PET scan once a year."

      "I can't believe this," Mrs. Jackson had a horrible time with Sam being diagnosed, and her life completely fell apart. She was married to Sam's father, and he seemed nice at first. But, he wasn't the man he appeared to be. After four rounds of chemo, he walked out on Sam and his mother, saying he couldn't deal with it.

      She was an absolute wreck and I remember when he sent her a text message relaying the news. She was in Sam's room at the hospital and was crying quietly. I couldn't refrain from asking if she was okay, and then she told me what happened.

      Sadly, it's not the first time a woman has been left to deal with her sick child. Many men leave because they can't handle their kid being sick, and it's very seldom I see men sticking around every step of the way, even if it is what they should be doing.

      I've worked in pediatric oncology since earlier this year. I might only be twenty-four, but through those years I've accomplished so much. I graduated high school when I was fourteen, began my pre-medical program by the time I was fifteen, and graduated with a 4.0 GPA when I was seventeen.

      I took a year off from seventeen to eighteen and was accepted into Harvard's Medical School, where I tore through their curriculum and graduated early. I passed every test they put in front of me with flying colors, and I'm now a resident at one of Chicago's busiest hospitals.

      "Thank you so much for calling me, Dr. Zuyev. I can't wait to tell Sam!"

      Mrs. Jackson and I chat for a couple of minutes longer and then hang up the phone. I pack up my office, gathering my coffee cup, laptop, phone and, notebook. As I'm putting everything in my bag, my phone begins ringing.

      I glance at the caller ID and see that it's my father calling. A mix of surprise and curiosity fills me, as it's unusual for him to call unless it's a major holiday or my birthday. Figuring I should find out what he's calling about, I know I'm going to answer the call. With a swipe of my finger, I press the phone to my ear.

      "Hey, Dad," I greet him, keeping my voice relaxed. I don't want him thinking I'm overly excited to be hearing from him. He was never involved much in my childhood, so we're not very close.

      "Hey Aria, how are things going?" His thick Russian accent radiates through the phone.

      I almost smile to myself, feeling like he could actually be interested in how life has been for me lately. I haven't heard from him in probably three months. "Good, nothing I can complain too much about. How are things with you?"

      "Good. I was wondering if you'd like to have dinner tonight,"

      I'm trying to think of any excuse I could use to get out of it, but I don't have any excuse that could work right now. "It's a little last minute," my reply is the best thing I can come up with in the short term.

      "I know, but I'm in the mood to see my daughter."

      I scoff, unable to hold back my sudden annoyance. "Ironic, considering you never wanted to see me when I was a kid."

      He sighs heavily, "When will you let me off the hook? Things were complicated back then, Aria. Your mother was insistent on keeping you away from Tatiana and your siblings,"

      Tatiana, my father's wife. My mother was his mistress, determined to rip his family apart. She thought she'd be successful in her endeavors, but she was sorely mistaken.

      If I'm being honest, I don't know if I'll ever forgive him for being such an absent father. I'm not a horrible person. I understand my mother put him in an impossible situation, but that shouldn't affect me at all.

      He should have been there.

      He should have made it a point to show up and get to know me.

      He didn't. Instead, he left me to navigate the chaos that was my home life by myself. It was always me, my brother, and my mother. Her parents--high born Russians–disowned her when she announced she was pregnant with Nikolai Zuyev's child, my older brother, Sasha. They knew he was married, and tried to get my mother to abort him. I'm glad they weren't successful in their endeavor. I don’t want to imagine what my life would have been like without my older brother.

      Ever since I was born, it's always been me, my brother, and my mother. My father paid for everything and we never had to struggle, but that doesn't mean we didn't have our tough times.

      I grew up fast, faster than I should have, but I came to realize that's the price you pay for being a Russian gangster's daughter. His only daughter. I have three half-brothers and one full-blooded brother.

      As a child, I took on the responsibilities of an adult at a fairly young age. It became a survival instinct after I was almost assassinated when I was nine. I guess in a way I used it to protect myself. I felt like it was better to be conscious and aware of the situation, rather than not pay attention because I was a kid.

      Now, here I am, standing in my office at the hospital, trying not to let my hurt feelings from the past take over me. A part of me wants to shoot him down and say it's too late, that I don't owe him anything and I won't be going to dinner with him. While the other part of me wants to sit down and talk to him, to get long awaited answers to the questions I've never had the opportunity to ask.

      I know there's so much I should probably forgive him for, but it hurts. He chose to prioritize his other family over us. I can understand picking Tatiana over my mother. She's his wife. Mom was his mistress...but there is absolutely no excuse for never being there for me and Sasha.

      Sure, he was there financially, but that's bullshit. You can't buy your child's love.

      I don't know about Sasha, but the fact he prioritized his other family made me feel like I wasn't loved. I was an afterthought, a chain tying him down, a reminder of a grave mistake he made being with my mother. By the time I was born, my father and mother were no longer in a relationship.

      I take in a deep breath, trying not to be bitter, but it's fucking hard. Maybe tonight could be the night where I can give him a chance. Maybe, just maybe, tonight I can get some long awaited answers.

      "Okay," I finally answer him. "When and where? I'm getting ready to leave the hospital for the day as we speak."

      There's a brief moment of silence on the other end of the line. "How about in an hour? Come to Antonio's." I almost laugh. How ironic is it that Russians are going to an Italian joint?

      "Sounds good. I'll see you then,"

      My father and I say our goodbyes and just as we end the call, I'm calling my brother. Or rather, the only brother I have a relationship with--Sasha.

      He doesn't answer at all, so I blow up his phone with text messages. I send each of them individually, hoping the influx of notifications will force him to call me quicker.

      To: Sasha

      CALL ME BACK.

      911.

      Not kidding!

      You're a shit brother if you ignore me right now, asshole!

      Within five minutes I'm getting a call back from him. "Fuck, Aria. What's going on with you?"

      "You are going to lose it when I tell you," I start off, leaving my office and locking the door behind me. I make my way through the hallways of the hospital, waving my goodbyes for the day as I speak to Sasha. "Dad called me."

      "That's odd, considering it's not your birthday or an important holiday." Sasha was given the same treatment as I was growing up, even though he's not a woman. Sadly, women are treated quite a bit differently than men are.

      "I know, right? He wants me to go have dinner with him in an hour, at Antonio's."

      "Hmm, that's odd. He only takes us out for our birthdays, or around Christmas. Maybe it's your Christmas visit with him?"

      I laugh, thinking Sasha could be right for a brief moment, but I don't think he is. "No, this is something different. I don't know how to explain it. I have this feeling in the pit of my stomach."

      "You want me to come crash dinner with you?" I appreciate the offer, but it's not necessary.

      "No, I'll be okay." I make my way out of the hospital and head for the parking garage. Since I work here, I don't have to park too far away.

      "You sure? You seem like you need some sort of support." I love Sasha. He is the best older brother in the world, and I have four of them.

      I'm not close with any of my father's other children, and I blame that on the fact my mother and Tatiana never wanted us to be around each other as children.

      "Yeah, I'll be okay. I'm not an easily intimidated, scared little girl anymore. I am going to call you as soon as I get finished with dinner."

      "Fuck calling me. Come on over to my place. I don't have any plans and I'll be home. Hell, I'll go out and get our favorite wine and beers now."

      I chuckle lightly as I reach my car. "Okay, that sounds great."

      "Cool, I'll see you then."

      Sasha and I hang up the phone and I get inside my car. As I buckle up, I take a moment and lean back against the seat. Vanilla air freshener wafts through the car and I'm stuck trying to decipher what's going on. It is odd, and this feeling in the pit of my stomach is telling me something is up.

      I start my car up and leave the parking garage, soon exiting the hospital's grounds. I navigate my way through the city's bustling streets. Wherever you turn there are people honking their horns, yelling at drivers to get a move on it, and sirens are distant in the background. Oh, the joys of driving home in rush hour.

      I conveniently live ten minutes away from the hospital, which means I can change out of my work outfit and put on something a little more relaxing. I'm one of those people who hate going out in the clothes they've been working in all day.

      I reach my apartment building, park my car, and make my way inside. I don't live in anything too fancy. There's no doorman or anything like that, but you do need to have a key code to get into the building.

      I input my key code and gain entry to the building, making my way straight to the elevators. My shoes echo against the freshly cleaned hardwood floors, clicking and clacking with every step I take.

      The elevator doors open as I approach, and once I step inside, I press the button for the fifth floor. It takes me no time to make it to my apartment, so I slide my key in the door and head inside.

      First things first, I need to get out of these stuffy clothes and put on something a little more relaxing. I head straight back for my bedroom, walk over to my walk-in closet, and look at the plethora of outfits I already have put together.

      It doesn't take me long before I settle on a pair of skin-tight jeans and a long-sleeve tight-fitted t-shirt. I grab a faux fur jacket to put over it and grab a couple pieces of jewelry to complete the look.

      I tie my hair up in a messy bun and decide to only add a little bit more makeup. What I have left on from this morning seems to still be okay. It just needs a little touching up.

      It's not time for me to leave yet, so I head into my living room and sit down on my oversized L-shaped couch. My living room is a testament to my style: modern. The walls are a soft, neutral gray, which goes perfectly with my sleek furniture.

      I don't have too much color in the space, preferring to only use color as accent pieces. My plush cushions are a deep navy blue, and the throw blanket draped over the back of the couch is a deep mustard color.

      The coffee table in front of me is a work of art itself, crafted by a local artist. It's black marble with geometric gold accents located throughout the stone. It was one of the largest purchases I've ever made, but after graduating from medical school, I felt like it was a good way to treat myself.

      Across from me there are floor-to-ceiling bookshelves in a charcoal color that matches this couch. It showcases the wide variety of romance novels I’ve purchased and smaller art pieces I've picked up at some local art festivals. I'm a bit of a bookworm, so every book on my shelf is strategically placed by series, author, and in alphabetical order. It's a little bit OCD, but that's the way I've always been.

      I watch my phone for a bit and finally decide it's time for me to leave. I get up, grab my keys, slip on a pair of heels, and head out the door.

      As I make my way to the elevator, a flutter of nervousness spreads from my chest through the rest of my body. Meeting my father for dinner so unexpectedly is nerve-wracking. Seeing him at any point in my life has always been complicated. There's always been unresolved emotions and so much tension. I'm afraid the moment I sit down at the table the tension will cut right through us.

      The elevator doors open, revealing a polished mirrored interior with deep mahogany red carpets. I step inside, pressing the button for the ground floor, and listen to the calming elevator music in the background. The music calms my nerves slightly, but not enough.

      What is going to happen tonight? Is he going to try to get me to be a peacekeeper in the family? The last time we spoke he told me that as he's getting older, he wants all of us siblings to communicate and get to know each other.

      I think that will be a little bit hard to do considering we never grew up together. Our mothers made it impossible. It's the only thing that immediately pops to mind when I think about it. This dinner has to be about my siblings.

      Maybe my father spoke to Sasha about it too and he wasn't willing to speak to them. Dad's always known Sasha respects my opinion. He might be using me...and it would make sense.

      I get in my car and drive down the street until I reach the parking lot for Antonio's. When I pulled in I noticed a blacked-out town car sitting in front of the restaurant, knowing damn well it's one of my father's cars.

      I suck in a deep breath as I park my car and try to ready myself as much as possible. This dinner is going to be fine.

      Whatever he needs to talk to me about, I can take it.
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      Maxim

      "If you don't get your fucking shit together, I will make sure your useless ass doesn't suck up any more oxygen!" I scream into the phone while reading emails and writing down some notes.

      I don't understand why people are so fucking idiotic these days. It's like they can't grasp or complete the simplest of tasks. I'm not asking for a lot here. All I'm asking is for them to do their fucking jobs.

      I'm starting to think it's just New Yorkers, but my sister assures me this isn't the case. I've been in New York for three months, helping my sister manage one of our father's largest corporate office buildings.

      He's the head of the Bratva and owns many companies in the United States, but the office building I'm at currently is for his largest, a company called LifeMed. Not only is it a  pharmaceutical company. It's also a medical and dental insurance company as well, which branches out under another one of his many LLCs.

      "Sir, with all due respect, if you had been in my position for as long as I have, you'd understand the limitations." All I hear is more bullshit from him. I continue jotting down some notes, scrolling through emails from my staff members.

      I've determined that Alan is nothing more than a pathetic bitch. He's the kind of man who wants you to accept the fact he's lazy as fuck. I'm not doing that, and I never will.

      There is nothing more that I can't stand than someone who wants to make you feel sorry for them. No. He could be getting answers, but the problem is he doesn't man the fuck up and do it.

      "I've been here for three months and can see how you're not thinking outside of the box. You should be getting these answers, ensuring these results, but what are you doing? You’re a lazy fuck who sits around twiddling your thumbs up that ass of yours!"

      "I'm over here telling everyone who doubts you to give you a fucking shot! No one at the company respects you. All they think is that you're some egotistical bastard who doesn't know jack shit about anything. We don't have any clue how you were named CEO."

      At some point during his speech, I manage to break off the tip of my pen. Ink begins oozing out of the pen and onto the paper I've been writing on, completely obscuring all of my notes.

      There are two ways I can handle this. I can simply fire him, or I can reveal to Alan why I got the job so easily.

      "Alan, tell me something, do you know who I am?"

      He scoffs on the other end of the line, "Obviously. You're the CEO of the company, Maxim Anikin."

      I chuckle, ready to light his world on fire. "You're partially right. I'm Maxin Anikin-Volkolv, the son of Ruslan Volkolv. Not only am I his son, I was the CEO of a similar company he owns in Russia, which means I have over ten years of experience pulling companies like this from death's doorstep. If people like you would listen to what I'm fucking saying, you'd realize I'm trying to save your jobs."

      Alan doesn't say another fucking word. Typical.

      I clear my throat and continue, "I'm feeling like there's an immediate need to make some cuts for the betterment of the company. Alan, pack your fucking shit and get out of here within the hour." I'm doing my best to keep anger out of my voice, even if it's incredibly hard to do so.

      At that exact moment, my sister sneaks into my office and shuts the door behind her.

      I slam my phone down and look up at her with frustration. Even though my emotions aren't directed toward her, she knows better than dig too deep right now.

      Vera has her straight blonde hair perfectly positioned as always, not a strand out of place. When American women think of Russian women who intimidate them, Vera is the woman they're thinking of.

      She's strong like our father and has a resilient demeanor about her like our father. She might only be twenty-six, but her intelligence is beyond her years.

      "Do I even want to know?" She takes a seat in one of the two armchairs across from my desk.

      "Nothing much to tell. I fired a problem employee who has immense difficulty following the chain of command."

      "So, you're talking about Alan."

      I raise my brows, "Yeah. Has he been a problem for you?"

      Vera cackles, "Oh, yeah. He's a miserable piece of shit who wants to get paid but never does his damn job. I knew as soon as Dad sent you out here you'd want to fire him. So, how'd he manage to last three months?"

      For being a smart woman that doesn't mean she isn't immature. She plays games like this. Games I'm not too fond of.

      "I never go into a company and fire someone. Our employees rely on their jobs, and I do my best to ensure they have a steady paycheck so their families can still have a roof over their heads," Vera easily forgets there are people in this world who struggle with finances. People who are about to get kicked out of their homes if they can't come up with quick cash.

      She nods and leans back in the armchair. "I understand, but you need to stop being so soft with people. Alan hasn't had good production or followed up on things we've needed him to for months. He should've been one of the first ones you terminated, not the fifteenth."

      I see what she's saying, although I do try to give everyone a chance, even if they don't deserve it.

      "You do your job the way you want to, and I'll stick to doing my job the way I want."

      Vera smirks and giggles lightly, "Didn't realize I was getting under your skin, brother."

      "You're like a parasite, Vera. You manage to get under everyone's skin."

      Vera's lips curl into a sinister smirk, "Yeah, it's necessary for my own protection. You don't understand the difference in being a man versus a woman. You don't see what's right in front of you, and how if I act like a normal woman it's dangerous for me." This unsettles me greatly, making me wonder about the things she's experienced that I don't know about.

      "You're a Volkolv, Vera. No one in their right mind will mess with you."

      She whips her head around and locks her gaze with mine. "Do you think that being a Volkolv protects me? No, it puts an even bigger target on my back." Most people wouldn't be able to notice, but Vera's voice is trembling with anger, mixed with fear. I never realized how dangerous being the daughter of Ruslan Volkolv could be.

      I decide it's best to change the subject, "So, why are you sneaking into my office? You need a break from some bullshit?"

      Vera is the one who handles the board most of the time, keeping them happy while we still complete the tasks our father requests of us. For the most part, the two of us work together and he keeps his head out of our business, focusing on his other branches of income, and prevalent mafia issues.

      "I'm here to give you a heads up. Father called me an hour ago and said he's in town." It's like my heart physically stops beating. Why is he here?

      "He's in New York?" My mind races with all the possibilities for his sudden arrival.

      She nods, her eyes focusing on one of the newer art pieces I added to my office. "Yes, he is. Without any warning in fact."

      "Don't you think it's odd he's randomly showing up here?" A chill runs through me as I try to figure out the sudden reasoning behind his arrival.

      "I do, and it's making me wonder what he wants. He never just shows up. He always gives us a week's notice, at least."

      My father and I never had a great relationship, especially when I was growing up. He was much more present in Vera's life, but even then, she didn't have a great experience either.

      I grit through clenched teeth, "That isn't like him. What the fuck does he want? What sort of game is he playing now?"

      Vera shrugs and gets up from the chair, walking around my office, running the pads of her fingers along every surface. "All he told me was family business. I was hoping you'd have some idea,"

      I don't. I don't have the slightest clue. I wasn't expecting him for at least a few more days. He tends to fly in right before Christmas to spend a day with us, then returns back to Moscow shortly thereafter.

      I shake my head, "I don't have any clue. He usually gives us both a heads up, so this strikes me as odd."

      Vera stops all of a sudden and looks right at me. "Do you think he's come all this way to get your help?"

      I furrow my brows, not understanding what she's trying to say.

      "Does he really think you'd help coerce or convince me that a marriage is the best choice?"

      Ah, now I get it. My father could easily be using me as a pawn. She's twenty-six and it's well past time most Russian women have their husbands chosen for them. Her arranged marriage is overdue, two years overdue. It wouldn't surprise me at all if our father is using me to push his agenda. Although, the thought of him springing this on me does make my blood boil.

      "It's possible. Do you know when he's coming?"

      Vera shakes her head, "No, only that he'd be in town today. I suspect he's already landed."

      "Okay, then leave for the day. Go do something fun and when he ultimately reaches out to me I'll handle it and let you know what the reason is."

      She raises both her brows, shaking her head in protest. "You're serious? You want me to leave for the day?"

      "If I didn't, I wouldn't have said it to you."

      "Okay, I'll see you later. Let me know what happens." Vera heads for the door of my office and stops, turning back to look at me. "Thank you, Maxim."

      I chuckle lightly. "Don't thank me yet, I don't even know what's going on."

      Vera leaves my office and shuts the door behind her. I spend the next couple of hours going through the plethora of emails I have, responding to them, and making sure all of my t's are crossed and my i's are dotted. By the time I'm finished, it's around lunch so I take the first break of my day.

      I make my way through the floor my office is on, waving at my assistant as I begin to walk by her. "Mr. Volkolv, do you need something?" She rises immediately, her voice laced with concern. There isn't any need for it. Everything is fine.

      "I'm stepping out to grab some lunch," I announce, my tone calm like it's always been when I chat with her.

      All the color drains from her face. "I can take care of that for you. What are you in the mood for today?"

      I flash her a smile, dismissing her offer with a wave of my hand. "There's no need for you to do that. I need a break from my damn office and it looks like this is my only opportunity. Did you want something while I'm out?"

      Regina has only been working for me for about a week. I fired her predecessor who was an incompetent fool. Alice thought it was acceptable to be using my office as a porn studio. And no, I'm not even exaggerating.

      Regina's expression falters, her brow furrowing as she struggles to come up with a good response. "I'm okay," she finally replies, but her voice wavers slightly. "I really appreciate the offer, Mr. Volkolv."

      I take a quick glance at her desk, my eyes landing on a clear, see-through hot coffee cup. It's about halfway gone. "How about a coffee? That's probably cold by now, huh?" I motion toward her drink.

      "It is, but it's okay. I'll be fine."

      I cock a brow and chuckle softly. "You know, this could go a lot easier if you just tell me what you like."

      I might have a reputation as a strict, no-bullshit kind of boss, but one thing I am not is heartless. Underneath my tough exterior, I am a decent guy. Most people don't get the pleasure of seeing it.

      Regina sighs and smiles, her eyes lighting up a little. "Any kind of hot latte, toffee, vanilla, caramel. It doesn't matter. I'm not picky at all,"

      "Okay, I'll see you in a little bit," I walk off, heading for the elevators and make my way down into the building's lobby.

      I make my way into the elevator, which is thankfully already open, and listen to the soft music that plays in the background. The ride isn't long and soon enough the doors are opening to the lobby.

      As I step into the lobby of the towering building, a sense of freedom washes over me. I make my way through the lobby and head outside.

      The cool, fresh air hits my face, rejuvenating my spirit after being confined to the walls of my office for hours on end. The bustling energy of the city engulfs me, distracting me from the mundane tasks that seem to make up most of my days.

      I navigate through the throngs of people walking down the street, each lost in their own world. I make my way toward the cafe across the street, knowing damn well that's the best choice to get our coffees. I'm hoping they have some good lunch options as well.

      As I walk in through their door aroma of freshly brewed coffee wafts through the air. There's a sweet scent to the cafe as well, and as I scan the space I see a multitude of sweet options and deli sandwiches.

      The quaint cafe stands nestled between two other office buildings, which is odd for being in the middle of Manhattan. I'm truly surprised someone didn't buy this building, just to tear it down, and rebuild something that goes up twenty or thirty floors like the others beside it.

      It's nice, though. A rustic charm that you don't find too often in major cities like this.

      I approach the counter and the barista standing behind it greets me with a warm smile. Her apron is dusted with powdered sugar and her eyes sparkle with excitement.

      "Hello, Sir. How can I help you today?"

      "A medium vanilla latte, medium toffee latte, two warm chocolate croissants, and two of your most popular lunch options, please."

      "Certainly. Is that going to be it for you?"

      "Yes, thank you."

      Within five minutes I've paid, have the food and drink order, and I'm making my way back into my office building. As soon as I step off the elevator, Regina's eyes dart upward. I walk over to her desk and give her the options. "Vanilla, or toffee?"

      "Vanilla, please."

      I hand her the vanilla latte, as well as a chocolate croissant. "Do you want a fire-roasted tomato and pesto panini with prosciutto, or a ham and Swiss panini on a baguette with roasted garlic aioli?"

      "Ham and swiss, please. Thank you so much, Mr. Volkolv. You didn't have to do this."

      "It's no problem. I know my reputation isn't the greatest, but I will always show appreciation for those who do their jobs."

      "Mr. Volkolv, your father showed up. He said he'd wait for you back in your office and I...I tried to get him to wait but he refused."

      "Don't worry about it, Regina. He doesn't take orders well."

      Regina smiles slightly and I walk off back to my office. I open the door and the second I do, I spot him sitting behind my desk. What a fucking egotistical bastard.

      "It's a bit odd you tell Vera you're coming, but fail to tell me." I grit, walking over to the small table in front of my window. It's useless to confront him about being behind my desk. Knowing him, he'll tell me it's his desk since he owns the company, and I don't feel like dealing with him.

      I take a seat and pull out my panini from the bag, unwrap it, and take a bite of the deliciously savory sandwich. It's insanely satisfying after the long morning I've had.

      "If I told you why I was coming, you'd make some excuse to avoid seeing me," There's an underlying bitterness to his voice, and the bitterness distracts me until the weight of his words sink in.

      I whip my head around to face him, taking in his appearance. He's in his mid-sixties and while most would suggest he might be powerless, there is so much unused power in his veins. His hair is as white as snow, which is a sharp contrast to his dark, piercing eyes. They're the deepest, darkest brown anyone has ever seen, though in the dim light of my office, they almost seem black.

      "So, why are you here then?" This has nothing to do with Vera and I know it. It's quite the opposite: it's something to do with me.

      "I've found a suitable woman for you to marry," I've always known he'd find someone, but he's never settled on anyone.

      "I take it she comes from a powerful family?" I ask in between bites of my sandwich.

      "Very powerful."

      "Is she Russian?" She'd better be. I could never imagine myself being with someone else. Italian, Irish, Mexican, it doesn't matter. The cultural differences within our relationship would cause it to suffer.

      "She is. She's the only daughter of Nikolai Zuyev,"

      I narrow my eyes into razor-sharp slits, "You mean his bastard child? You're marrying me off to a fucking bastard?" Each word comes out with as much venom as the last.

      "Yes,"

      "You expect me to marry a filthy bastard, and not someone with power?"

      He fucking lied. He just told me she came from a powerful family.

      "I do. The power she has is that of her family's, and I want it. So, you will do as I fucking tell you and marry the Zuyev girl."

      The thought of marrying someone lower than me causes bile to rise in my throat. I fight the urge to vomit, both furious and disgusted with my father's choice. How could he ever consider such an arrangement?
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      Aria

      I arrived at Antonio's ten minutes ago and I'm still sitting in my car. I can't shake the anxiousness that takes over me. Every minute that passes only makes it worse, but no matter how long I sit here, I can't avoid the inevitable. I have to go in and speak to my father. I have to face whatever this unexpected dinner invitation truly means.

      But, why?

      Why is it so hard for me?

      Why am I so scared of what this dinner might entail? It's probably because I know anything with my father comes with a price.

      Who knows, maybe since my father's getting older he wants Sasha and I to be closer to his other kids. Or, is there something else entirely behind this invitation? So many scenarios race through my mind, but the fact of the matter is I don't know.

      The only way I will know is if I go inside and face it.

      Fuck it, I can't hide in my car any longer. Even if my anxiety is making it hard to breathe, I have to go inside, and I need to do it right now before I chicken out.

      I take a deep breath, gathering my keys, purse, and phone before finally exiting my vehicle. As I walk away I lock my car and soon enough I'm stepping on the pavement, about fifteen feet away from Antonio's front doors. My heart is pounding in my chest, not slowing down in the slightest.

      Part of me wants to turn around and not waste my time, but there's another part of me that only wants answers.

      As I approach the restaurant, I can see through the large front windows the bustling crowd inside. The sounds of clinking glasses and lively chatter spill out onto the street, beckoning me to come closer.

      As I enter, one of the impeccably dressed employees greets me with a warm smile and opens the door for me. I make my way to the hostess station, where a young woman stands on the other side. "Good evening, do you have a reservation tonight? If not, we won't be able to seat you." There's a hint of sass in her tone.

      "I don't, but the other member in my party does. It will be under Zuyev," I reply, adding a bit of sass in my own tone.

      She nods and expertly navigates her iPad until she lands on his name. Her face pales a little bit and she plasters on the fakest smile I've seen in a while. "Ah, there you are. Please, follow me," she says as she leads me through the maze of tables and patrons.

      Every inch of the restaurant is touched by an elegant Italian theme - from the rich red curtains hanging from the ceiling to the intricate mosaic tiles lining the floor. My eyes dance over every detail as we weave our way through the bustling restaurant and up a short stairwell.

      We walk through a small hallway, adorned with framed photographs of Italy's famed landmarks. With every step, I can feel my anticipation growing. Finally, we reach a set of double doors that lead into a private dining room. Inside, my father sits at the end of a long table set for four with his wife, Tatiana.

      I swallow hard, not expecting her to be here. I haven't seen her since I was a child. They're surrounded by soft candlelight and plush velvet chairs. My heart swells with warmth as he stands to greet me with arms open wide, meanwhile, Tatiana stares at me, eyes pinned on my own.

      What in the fuck is going on here?

      "Hello," I greet them both, making my way over to the table. My heart clenches and an uneasy feeling settles over my entire body. The hostess shuts the door behind me and I'm tempted to turn around and bolt. However, my curiosity is getting the best of me.

      I can't, though. I have to know what he wants.

      "Aria, you look amazing! Have you changed your hair?" My father beams, laying on his compliment a little too thick.

      I shake my head, "No, not really. It's the same old thing."

      I make it to the table and he makes it a point to come up to me and engulf me in a hug. Over the course of my entire life, I have never gotten a hug from him. It's tight and full of force, almost like he actually gives a shit.

      Has hell frozen over or something?

      My mind is racing with questions as I try to make sense of his sudden change in behavior. Why is he acting like this? Does he need something from me? Or, has he turned a new leaf and honestly wants to create a better relationship with me?

      He releases me and returns back to his seat, which is next to his wife. Tatiana stares at me coldly, forcing a smile. I used to have so much empathy for her as a child. My father betrayed her by being with my mother. It couldn't have been easy on her, but my mother's choices were her own. There was no reason to punish me or Sasha.
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