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        For Mark and Destiny—my heart and home.

      

      

      To my husband, Mark—thank you for being my unwavering anchor through this writing journey. It hasn’t always been easy. There were moments of doubt, silence, and frustration, but you never left my side. For over a decade, you've believed in me when I couldn't believe in myself. Your love and quiet strength have carried me further than words can say. I am beyond blessed to walk through this life with you.

      

      To my youngest daughter, Destiny—my light, my joy, my constant. You’ve challenged me, inspired me, and reminded me of my worth when I forgot it. In a world that sometimes turned its back, you stayed. You chose me just as fiercely as I’ve always chosen you. I am so proud of the incredible young woman you’ve become, and I know in my heart you’ll one day be an extraordinary mother.

      
        
        Mommy loves you—always and forever. [image: two hearts]
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        Jaroslav

      

      

      I built an empire with my bare hands—Zubakov Construction, the legacy my brothers and I carved from blood, sweat, and power.

      I control everything.

      Except her.

      Makenna Chloe Radcliffe.

      My best friend.

      My Almost.

      The one woman I could never have—but never stopped loving.

      We crossed a line once, years ago, in New York. Then life happened. Timing. Distance. Pride. She moved on… or so I thought.

      Fifteen years later, she's back in my office, managing the biggest project of my career. She has a boyfriend. I don’t care. I see the way she looks at me. She still feels it—the connection, the pull, the love.

      She was always mine.

      She just didn’t know it.

      But now? Now I’ll remind her.

      Because this time…

      I won’t let her go.

      Not again.

      Not when he’s hurting her.

      Not when every part of me screams that she belongs to me.

      She is mine to love. Mine to protect. Mine—forever.

      
        
        "It was always you... It had to be you."

        —Jaroslav
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      This novel is a work of dark, emotional, and gritty fiction that explores themes that may be disturbing or upsetting to some readers. It is intended for mature audiences (18+) due to its graphic content and emotional intensity.

      

      Throughout this story, readers will encounter elements including but not limited to:

      
        
          	
        Sexual assault and trauma
      

      	
        Domestic violence and abuse (emotional, verbal, physical)
      

      	
        Obsession, manipulation, and psychological warfare
      

      	
        Explicit sexual content and adult language
      

      	
        Violent mafia activity, including murder, threats, and torture
      

      	
        Power imbalance in romantic and interpersonal relationships
      

      	
        Themes of control, revenge, and redemption
      

      

      

      This book delves into the darker aspects of love, loyalty, and survival within a world where power often takes precedence over peace, and pain and passion sometimes coexist. The journey of the characters, particularly the heroine, includes harrowing experiences that may be triggering for those sensitive to intimate partner violence or sexual trauma.

      

      While this book does not glorify abuse or assault, it does depict it with realism and emotional weight as part of the characters’ struggles, choices, and growth. The themes are raw, and the consequences are real.

      

      If any of the above topics are distressing or triggering for you, please consider your well-being before proceeding. If you are unable to engage with these themes, we gently encourage you to refrain from reading this book. This is fiction, but for many, the pain is real.

      

      Take care of yourself.

      Always.

      Zapphire Zucca

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Russian Word Glossary

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a glossary of Russian words used in the story. Please review them so you won’t mix them up with misspelled words. Thank you!

      
        
        Russian Word and its Translation to English

      

      

      
        
          	
        Milyy -English translation: Darling & sweetie
      

      	
        Solnechnyysvet- English translation: sunshine
      

      	
        Sladkiy pirog- English translation: sweetie
      

      	
        Kotenok- English translation: Kitten
      

      	
        Moya Boginya- English translation: My goddess
      

      	
        Dorogoy-English translation: Dear
      

      	
        Devochka mladenets or Malyshka - English translation: These two words mean ‘baby girl’.
      

      	
        Malysh- English translation: Baby
      

      	
        Moya Lyubov-English translation: my love
      

      	
        Sladosti- English translation: Sweets
      

      	
        Da- English Translation: Yes
      

      	
        Krasivaya-English Translation: Pretty or Beautiful
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      Location: Originally from Moscow, Russia → Now based in Dalton Bay, East Coast U.S.

      Territories in the Lead: Southside and Eastside of both Dalton Bay and Boston, as well as the Southside of Moscow, Russia.

      Religion: Russian Roman Catholic

      Affiliation: Zubakon Construction Inc. & Russian Mafia (Bratva) – East Coast Division

      Family Status: Highly respected, feared, and tightly knit

      

      
        
        Tikhon “Renat” Zubakov – The Don

      

      

      
        
          	
        DOB: 03/04/1959 (Age 66)
      

      	
        Height: 6′2″ | Build: Broad-shouldered, lean but powerful
      

      	
        Hair: Silver-gray, slicked back | Facial Hair: Salt-and-pepper full beard
      

      	
        Eyes: Cold, piercing gray-blue | Skin Tone: Light, weathered
      

      	
        Occupation:
      
        	
        Former CEO, Zubakon Construction Inc.
      

      	
        Don of the Zubakov Bratva (East Coast Division)
      

      

      

      	
        Role: Retired from public business; oversees all criminal operations from his gated estate in Dalton Bay’s Old Wharf district.
      

      	
        Personality: Strategic, authoritarian, emotionally unreadable; ruthless to enemies, tender only with his wife and favored son(s).
      

      

      

      

      
        
        Snezana Anka Dushkin-Zubakova – The Matriarch

      

      

      
        
          	
        DOB: 11/21/1959 (Age 66)
      

      	
        Height: 5′8″ | Hair: Long blonde, often in a low bun
      

      	
        Eyes: Crystal blue | Skin Tone: Fair, rosy
      

      	
        Occupation: Family advisor; runs charitable fronts and church relations
      

      	
        Role: Elegant, intelligent, master manipulator under a warm, motherly smile; manages the family’s public image.
      

      	
        Residence: Townhouse in Dalton Bay’s Old Wharf
      

      

      

      

      
        
        Jaroslav Vyacheslav Zubakov – Underboss / CEO

      

      

      
        
          	
        DOB: 06/12/1988 (Age 37)
      

      	
        Height: 6′5″ | Build: Muscular, broad
      

      	
        Hair: Black with gray streaks, cropped short | Facial Hair: Dark beard with silver flecks
      

      	
        Eyes: Piercing gray-blue | Skin Tone: Fair, rugged
      

      	
        Occupation: CEO, Zubakon Construction Inc. / Underboss, Zubakov Bratva
      

      	
        Role: Manages all crews and operations; is the personal security chief; executes the Don’s directives.
      

      	
        Residence: Waterfront mini-mansion on Crescent Pier, Dalton Bay
      

      	
        Style & Features: Sleek European design; private dock, rooftop terrace, underground garage, hidden safe room, surveillance network, gym, encrypted office, whiskey library.
      

      	
        Personality: Reserved, intense, fiercely loyal; few words, excellent command.
      

      	
        Relationship: In love with Makenna Radcliffe.
      

      

      

      

      
        
        Roman Koyla Zubakov – Underboss / Consigliere (Oldest Son)

      

      

      
        
          	
        DOB: 10/01/1985 (Age 40)
      

      	
        Height: 6′3″ | Build: Lean, athletic
      

      	
        Hair: Black, slicked back | Facial Hair: Clean-shaven
      

      	
        Eyes: Crystal blue | Skin Tone: Fair
      

      	
        Occupation: High-profile criminal defense attorney; family consigliere
      

      	
        Role: Legal strategist; handles negotiations, political ties, and reputation management.
      

      	
        Residence: Brownstone in Northshore Heights, Dalton Bay
      

      	
        Personality: Tactical, persuasive, reserved.
      

      	
        Family: Married to Sasha Agafya Sidorov-Zubakov (32); one-year-old son Nikandr Tikhon Zubakov.
      

      

      

      

      
        
        Bardil Nikolay Zubakov – Capo (Youngest Son)

      

      

      
        
          	
        DOB: 02/22/1993 (Age 32)
      

      	
        Height: 6′4″ | Build: Muscular, combat-trained
      

      	
        Hair: Jet black, buzzed | Eyes: Stormy gray
      

      	
        Tattoos: Full sleeves, chest cross & family crest
      

      	
        Occupation: Operations manager at Zubakon Construction; mafia enforcer & logistics specialist
      

      	
        Role: Oversees street crews, arms trafficking, extortion, and labor rackets.
      

      	
        Residence: Loft in Bridgemont, Dalton Bay (underground parking, gym, weapons locker)
      

      	
        Personality: Blunt, brutally loyal, decisive.
      

      	
        Family: Married to Chiamaka Zahra Calwyn-Zubakov (27), middle-school English teacher; trying to conceive.
      

      

      

      

      
        
        Milena Viktorovna Zubakova – The Social Connector (Youngest Daughter)

      

      

      
        
          	
        DOB: 06/09/1996 (Age 29)
      

      	
        Height: 5′7″ | Build: Slender hourglass
      

      	
        Hair: Blonde, waist-length | Eyes: Crystal blue
      

      	
        Tattoos: Small, ornamental (wrist, behind ear)
      

      	
        Occupation: Founder & CEO, Velour Interiors (luxury design & elite renovations)
      

      	
        Role: Maintains the family’s polished image in high society.
      

      	
        Residence: Penthouse in Northshore Heights (private rooftop, designer furnishings)
      

      	
        Personality: Ambitious, charming, ruthlessly strategic.
      

      	
        Family: Married to Maksim “Max” Vetrov (30), ex-military tactical lead; expecting their first child.
      

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ZUBAKOV BRATVA ORGANIZATIONAL CHART

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Zubakov Headquarters

      

      

      Public “Front” Headquarters (Meridian Towers)

      Zubakon Construction Inc.

      125 Meridian Tower, 42nd Floor

      
        
          	
        Glass Mile District, Dalton Bay, EB 01011
      

      	
        All official business—board meetings, client presentations, HR, and finance—occurs here.
      

      	
        The 42nd-floor executive suite (offices 42A–42D) includes Jaroslav’s office and the large conference room where “legit” company meetings happen.
      

      

      

      
        
        True Mafia Meeting Room (Covert)

      

      

      Suite 42B, 42nd Floor (behind a biometric-locked wall panel)

      125 Meridian Tower

      Glass Mile District, Dalton Bay, EB 01011

      
        
          	
        Disguised as a private boardroom annex.
      

      	
        Accessed via Jaroslav’s office and a secret key-card/retina scanner.
      

      	
        Equipped with encrypted comms, safe-room door, and panic alarm.
      

      

      

      
        
        Warehouse & Operations Hub

      

      

      309 Dockside Road

      Bridgemont District, Dalton Bay, MA 01015

      
        
          	
        Disguised externally as “Dalton Bay Import/Export Storage.”
      

      	
        Ground floor: shipping crates, forklifts, arms-import containers.
      

      	
        Mezzanine level: arms cache, “disposal” rooms, tactical planning table.
      

      	
        Rear access: direct ramp to the sewers and a hidden loading dock on Crescent Pier.
      

      

      

      
        
        Summary of Key Addresses

      

      

      
        
          	
        Public HQ (Zubakon Construction): 125 Meridian Tower, 42/F, Glass Mile, EB 01011
      

      	
        Secret Meeting Room: Suite 42B (same tower)
      

      	
        Warehouse/Operations: 309 Dockside Road, Bridgemont District Dalton Bay, MA 01015
      

      

      

      

      Don Tikhon “Renat” Zubakov Jr. (Boss)

      
        
          	
        Age: 66
      

      	
        Residence: Gated waterfront estate in Dalton Bay’s Old Wharf district
      

      	
        Role: Patriarch and ultimate decision-maker; oversees all operations from the shadows
      

      

      

      Jaroslav Vyacheslav Zubakov (Underboss – Right Hand & Middle Son)

      
        
          	
        Age: 37
      

      	
        Residence: Mini-mansion on Crescent Pier, Dalton Bay
      

      	
        Role: Manages crews and business operations; strategic leadership and enforcement oversight; directs personal security teams and carries out the Don’s orders
      

      

      

      Roman Koyla Zubakov (Underboss – Consigliere & Oldest Son)

      
        
          	
        Age: 40
      

      	
        Residence: Townhouse in Beacon Heights, Dalton Bay
      

      	
        Role: Legal counselor and strategic advisor; handles high-level negotiations and political relations; advises family on disputes and ensures their protection
      

      

      

      Bardil Nikolay Zubakov (Capo – Crew Leader & Youngest Son)

      
        
          	
        Age: 32
      

      	
        Residence: Loft with garage in Southgate, Dalton Bay
      

      	
        Role: Leads the enforcer crew; oversees street operations, arms trafficking, and extortion rackets
      

      

      

      
        
        Inner Circle – Personal Men of the Don

      

      

      Lev Morozov (Senior Enforcer / Bodyguard)

      
        
          	
        Age: 45 • Eyes: Cold blue • Hair: Bald • Build: Stocky, heavily tattooed arms and chest • Facial Hair: Neatly trimmed beard
      

      	
        Role: The Don’s security, trusted enforcer whose presence deters all threats
      

      

      

      Boris Antonov (Fixer / Cleaner)

      
        
          	
        Age: 38 • Eyes: Green • Hair: Military-style buzz cut • Build: Broad, muscular
      

      	
        Background: Ex-FSB operative
      

      	
        Role: Erases traces of violence; bribes officials; orchestrates disappearances and cover-ups
      

      

      

      
        
        Jaroslav’s Crew

      

      

      Arkadi Sidorov (Lieutenant)

      
        
          	
        Age: 37 • Eyes: Blue • Height: 6′5″ • Hair: Textured crop; faded sides • Build: Athletic; back and arm tattoos
      

      	
        Role: Heads the muscle squad; executes direct orders from Jaroslav
      

      

      

      Maksim “Max” Vetrov (Tactical Lead)

      
        
          	
        Age: 30 • Eyes: Blue-green • Height: 6′4″ • Build: Broad, muscular • Hair: Man-bun
      

      	
        Background: Former military
      

      	
        Role: Arms supplier; leads high-risk protection details and assaults
      

      

      

      Dima Egorov (Front Business Manager)

      
        
          	
        Age: 41
      

      	
        Role: Oversees shell companies and construction/real estate laundering fronts
      

      

      

      
        
        Bardil’s Crew

      

      

      
        
          	
        Sergei Mirov – Tattooed brawler, 29
      

      	
        Artem Lukin – Knife specialist, 27
      

      	
        Bogdan Volkov – Ex-convict/demolitions expert, 35
      

      

      

      
        
        Logistics & Arms Dealers

      

      

      
        
          	
        Yuri Antonovich – Controls weapon shipments through Dalton Bay docks, 40
      

      	
        Grigory Vlasov – Manages chop shops and vehicle theft, 33
      

      

      

      
        
        Zubakov Enterprises (Family Fronts)

      

      

      
        
          	
        Zubakov Constructions, Inc. – Laundering via large-scale builds; run by Jaroslav & CFO Bardil (Roman serves as counsel and runs the family financials)
      

      	
        Velour Interiors – High-end furnishings; discreet cash funnel run by Milena Zubakov
      

      	
        ZVK Imports & Logistics – Managed by Yuri Antonovich, responsible for imports of arms, shoulders, and “other goods.” This is a new venture; soon they will begin using their own import company, eliminating the middleman and handling shipments directly through their customs and warehouses.
      

      

      

      

      
        
        Jaroslav Zubakov’s empire, Zubakov Nocturne Reserve

      

      

      
        
        Luxury Cigar & Liquor House

        “Smoke. Flame. Power.”

      

      

      
        
        Cigar Line (Zubakov Nocturne Cigars)

      

      

      
        
          	
        Vor’s Flame – Signature cigar, dark Maduro wrapper with bold spice
      

      	
        Red Crescent – Medium-bodied, named after Crescent Pier
      

      	
        Silent Oath – Smooth draw, made for negotiations and deals
      

      	
        Obsidian Kings – Rare, luxury cigar aged 18 months in liquor barrels
      

      

      

      
        
        Liquor Line (Zubakov Nocturne Spirits)

      

      

      
        
          	
        Blood Reserve Vodka – Barrel-aged, bold, iconic
      

      	
        Winterfire Vodka – Clean, crisp, with a fiery finish
      

      	
        Bratva Gold Whiskey – Elite, smoky, aged 25 years
      

      	
        Crescent No. 9 Gin – Botanical, crisp, made for crafted cocktails
      

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Only Truth I Know

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaroslav

      
        
          [image: Jaroslav Zubakoov]
        

      
      My family built our empire brick by brick. We didn’t inherit power—we took it. Zubakov Construction became a fortress because we made it that way. My father ruled it with an iron fist and cold eyes; now it’s mine to command. My younger brother, Bardil, handles the numbers as CFO. Roman, our older brother, is our legal sword—sharp, strategic, and dangerous in a courtroom. Together, we dominate.

      I run every deal. I close every door on weakness.

      But there’s one door I never locked.

      
        
        Makenna Chloe Radcliffe.

      

      

      She was the crack in my armor. My almost. My never-should-have-been.

      One night in New York wasn’t enough to erase what we felt. But distance, silence, time—it all buried us in regret. Fifteen years later, she’s still not mine. Fifteen years, I’ve mastered control over everything—except her memory.

      I’ve had women. Plenty.

      But none of them ever came close because none of them were her.

      She’s the only woman who ever brought me to my knees. The only woman who saw me—saw me—beneath the blood, power, and cold precision I wear like a second skin.

      She loved me. I felt it in every look and in the way her voice softened when she said my name. And I loved her, in every way that mattered—never out loud.

      Now she’s back in Boston. Her firm is running my biggest project. And suddenly, the one I let go is standing before me, stronger, more stunning than ever.

      Except now she has a boyfriend.

      How serious? I don’t know.

      But I will.

      Because I never stopped loving her.

      And she never stopped owning every unspoken part of me.

      Makenna is my only constant.

      And this time, I won’t walk away.

      Not again.

      
        
        “It was always you. It had to be you.”

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Radcliffe Family Glossary

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Radcliffe Family

      

      

      
        
        Father: Harold  Edward Radcliffe

      

      

      
        
          	
        DOB: 03/22/1959 (66 years old)
      

      	
        Height: 6’2”
      

      	
        Hair Color: Salt-and-pepper, closely cropped
      

      	
        Body Build: Athletic, disciplined build
      

      	
        Eye Color: Light brown
      

      	
        Facial Hair: Neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper beard
      

      	
        Background: Former Captain in the Army, former architect, and successful businessman.
      

      	
        Skin Tone: dark brown with cool undertones
      

      

      

      

      
        
        Mother: Veronica May Radcliffe

      

      

      
        
          	
        DOB: 07/14/1961 (64 years old)
      

      	
        Height: 5'6"
      

      	
        Hair Color: Dark brown with gray streaks, natural curls
      

      	
        Body Build: Slim with curvy hips, a
      

      	
        Eye Color: Hazel with hints of green
      

      	
        Background: Retired Librarian, strong-willed, Supportive, involved in community work and family affairs.
      

      	
        Skin Tone: Medium brown with warm undertones
      

      

      

      

      
        
        Older Brother 1: Barron Charles Radcliffe

      

      

      
        
          	
        DOB: 09/27/1986 (37 years old)
      

      	
        Height: 6’4
      

      	
        Hair Color: Black, short military-style cut
      

      	
        Body Build: Muscular, fit
      

      	
        Eye Color: Light brown (from father)
      

      	
        Facial Hair: Clean-shaven
      

      	
        Occupation: Active duty military officer (Major)
      

      	
        Skin Tone: Medium brown with warm undertones (from mother)
      

      	
        Marital Status: Married to Nova Abena Radcliffe, age 35 (works in cybersecurity)
      

      

      

      

      
        
        Older Brother 2: Randolph Clinton Radcliffe Sr.

      

      

      
        
          	
        DOB: 05/23/1990 (35 years old)
      

      	
        Height: 6’4
      

      	
        Hair Color: Black, curly, kept short
      

      	
        Body Build: Average build, lean
      

      	
        Eye Color: Light Brown (From father)
      

      	
        Skin Tone: Dark brown with cool undertones (from father)
      

      	
        Facial Hair: Light stubble
      

      	
        Occupation: Medical doctor (Cardiologist)
      

      	
        Marital Status: Married to Dr. Simone Radcliffe (Pediatrician). They have a 6-month-old son named Randolph Clinton Radcliffe Jr.
      

      

      

      

      
        
        Makenna Chloe Radcliffe (FMC)

      

      

      
        
          	
        DOB: 10/16/1990 (34 years old)
      

      	
        Height: 5'7" (170 cm)
      

      	
        Hair Color: Black, natural curls, but wears straight in a bob
      

      	
        Body Build: Athletic, toned
      

      	
        Eye Color: Hazel with hints of green (from mother)
      

      	
        Skin Tone: Dark brown with cool undertones (from father)
      

      	
        Occupation: Architect and Project Manager, owner of Radcliffe Project Solutions
      

      	
        Relationship status: In a relationship while being in love with Jaroslav, her best friend from college and the main character.
      

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaroslav

      
        
        Brighton University — Fall, 2009 Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      She looked at me, her eyes reflecting a mixture of disappointment and understanding that tightened my chest like a vise. I could see the thoughts racing behind her gaze, the intricate calculations of a woman who's learned to navigate life with precision. “Jaroslav, I didn’t come to New York just for my career,” she said softly,

      The rain that morning wasn't just rain. It was a fucking assault. Each droplet stung like tiny needles against exposed skin, the temperature hovering just above freezing, cold enough to seep into your bones but not quite cold enough to turn to snow. The kind of rain that makes you question why anyone would choose to live in Boston.

      I hunched deeper beneath the meager overhang of the student union building, watching puddles form and merge across the campus walkways. My cigarette had gone damp between my fingers, the paper soggy, but I took another drag anyway, tasting the bitter wetness along with the nicotine. My expensive Russian leather boots, which my father had sent me last Christmas, were ruined, water having breached every seam despite their supposed quality, another disappointment to add to the growing list.

      The smoke burned pleasantly in my lungs as I exhaled, watching it dissipate into the gray morning. Three missed calls from my father lit up my phone screen. I'd return them, eventually, when I could stomach the conversation about "responsibility" and "family obligations" that inevitably awaited me.

      "Philosophy of Ethics can go fuck itself today," I muttered to no one, flicking ash that immediately dissolved in a raindrop.

      The truth crawled beneath my skin like an unwelcome parasite: I was exhausted. Not the tired that comes from staying up late studying or partying, though I'd done plenty of both. This was deeper. The fatigue of always having to perform, of existing as Jaroslav Zubakov, the child of Don Tikhon Renat Zubakov, the leader of the Zubakov family. The weariness of anticipating life after graduation: truly becoming an Underboss and my father’s genuine right-hand man.

      Giving commands to our crew to carry out any orders I choose, instilling fear in anyone who dares to cross my path simply due to my surname. I am ruthless and instilled with fear even here on campus. I’m constantly surrounded by men who are compliant due to my status as a don’s son. My father always says, “Son, I can’t risk playing games with you and your siblings, or your mother’s safety. You never know where our enemies are.” He was correct, but I cherish my peace sometimes.

      My phone vibrated again. Another call. I silenced it without looking. That's when I heard it; the uneven click of heels against wet pavement, the splash of puddles disturbed by hurried steps.

      
        
        Then she showed up.

      

      

      
        
        Makenna Radcliffe.

      

      

      She moved like someone fighting against time itself, clutching a leather portfolio to her chest that was already darkening with moisture. Her black bob, usually so precisely cut it could slice paper, clung to her face in wet strips, a few stubborn curls refusing to lie flat against her cheeks. Raindrops traced paths down her mahogany skin like tears, gathering at her jawline before falling to dampen her already soaked blouse.

      I have noticed this stunning black woman on campus, but I have never approached her. I only admire her from a distance. She is breathtaking. She hadn't seen me yet. Her eyes, those startling hazel eyes that seemed to shift between green and gold depending on the light, darted around, searching for a place of shelter. Her whole body trembled, whether from cold or something else, I couldn't tell. The portfolio she held looked expensive, the kind of art that students saved months to afford. Now it was practically dripping.

      She was suddenly there, three quick steps under my small patch of dry concrete, breathing hard and smelling of rain-soaked cotton and something floral I couldn't place. Jasmine, maybe. Or honeysuckle.

      "Shit," she whispered, more to herself than to me, as she tried to wipe water from her portfolio with equally wet hands.

      I should have looked away. Should have crushed out my cigarette and walked into the rain, back to my empty apartment, where the silence didn't feel so dangerous. That's what I would have done any other day. That's what Jaroslav Zubakov did: he kept his distance, stayed unattached, untouchable.

      Instead, I found myself studying how her eyelashes clumped together with moisture and how her small, yet strong-looking hands, trembled slightly as she tried to salvage whatever was inside that folder.

      "Rough morning?" The words left my mouth before I could stop them, my voice low, the Russian accent I usually worked to minimize slipping through.

      She startled, her head snapping as if realizing she wasn't alone. Fear flickered across her features for a moment, the natural wariness of a woman suddenly aware that she was sharing space with an unknown man. But it faded quickly as she took me in, replaced by something I couldn't read.

      "You could say that," she answered, her voice steadier than I expected. A small, almost reluctant smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. "My professor will kill me if these sketches are ruined."

      I noticed then that she wasn't wearing a coat, just a thin blouse that clung to her shoulders, revealing the outline of what looked like a tank top beneath. Impulse overrode caution, and I shrugged out of my leather jacket, holding it out to her wordlessly.

      She hesitated, eyes narrowing slightly. "I'm already soaked through. Your jacket won't help much now."

      "It's warm," I said. "And the rain isn't stopping anytime soon."

      Something passed between us in that moment, a current of understanding, perhaps, or recognition. She took the jacket with her free hand, our fingers brushing briefly. Hers were ice cold.

      "Thanks." She slipped it on awkwardly, still clutching her portfolio. The jacket swallowed her frame, the sleeves hanging past her fingertips. "I'm Makenna."

      "Jaroslav." I didn't offer my last name. For once, I wanted to be just a guy offering his jacket to a girl caught in the rain, not the son of Tikhon Zubakov.

      "Jar-o-slav," she repeated, testing the syllables carefully. Most Americans butchered it, but she took her time, giving each sound its due. "Russian?"

      I nodded, surprised by her accuracy. "Yes, I was born and primarily raised in Moscow. I relocated to America with my three siblings and parents during my teenage years. I’m the middle child."

      "It's a good name." She shifted the portfolio to her other arm, wincing as water dripped from its edges. "Strong."

      A laugh escaped me, harsh and unexpected. "That's one way to put it."

      The rain intensified, drumming against the overhang above us like impatient fingers. We both looked out at the flooded walkways and the empty quad. No one else was stupid enough to be out in this.

      "You're missing class," she observed, not a question but a statement.

      "Philosophy of Ethics," I admitted. "You?"

      "Architectural Design Fundamentals." She patted her portfolio gently. "First major project due today. Hence the panic."

      "Architecture?" I raised an eyebrow. "Ambitious."

      Something flashed in her eyes, pride, determination, maybe a touch of defiance. "Is that a problem?"

      "Not at all." I found myself smiling, a genuine smile, not the practiced one I used at my father's business dinners. "It's refreshing."

      We stood there, two strangers sharing an inadequate shelter, as the world around us drowned. I should have felt uncomfortable. I didn't make small talk, offer jackets to women I'd never met, or feel this strange, immediate pull toward someone whose life existed in a different universe than mine.

      Yet there I was, suddenly aware of every breath she took and every slight movement as she shifted her weight from one foot to another. Her eyes kept returning to mine when she thought I wasn't looking.

      "Your cigarette is dead," she pointed out, nodding toward my fingers where I still held the soggy remains.

      I flicked it away, watching it land in a puddle with a tiny hiss. "Probably for the best. Bad habit."

      "One of many?" The question came with a slight tilt of her head, curious rather than judgmental.

      My phone vibrated again in my pocket. I had missed four calls now. My father wasn't a man who liked to be ignored.

      "You have no idea," I said quietly.

      She studied me then, really looked at me, in a way that made me want to both turn away and step closer, like she was trying to read something written beneath my skin.

      "I should go," she finally said, though she made no move to leave. "My professor might still accept these if I can dry them out quickly enough."

      I glanced at my watch, an unnecessarily expensive Patek Philippe that had been my eighteenth birthday gift. "What building?"

      "Mercer Hall. Across campus."

      I reached into my back pocket and pulled out my keys. "I have a car in the faculty lot. I can drive you."

      Her eyebrows rose. "Faculty lot? You're a professor?"

      The laugh that escaped me this time felt lighter, almost genuine. "No. Let's say I have... special parking privileges."

      Suspicion and curiosity warred on her face. "Is that something I want to know more about?"

      "Probably not." I held up the keys. "Offer stands. It's that or swim."

      She bit her lower lip, considering. The rational choice would be to refuse; don't get into cars with strange men with "special privileges" and Russian names. I expected her to decline, almost hoped she would. It would be simpler.

      Instead, she nodded once, decisively. "Okay. But if you turn out to be a serial killer, I'll be annoyed."

      "Fair enough." I gestured toward the parking lot. "Ready to make a run for it?"

      She clutched her portfolio tighter to her chest, my oversized jacket hanging from her petite frame, and gave me a smile that felt like a challenge.

      "Lead the way, Jaroslav."

      As we prepared to dash through the downpour, I had the distinct feeling that whatever carefully constructed walls I'd built around myself were about to face something far more dangerous than my father's expectations or my family's legacy.

      They were about to face Makenna Radcliffe. And I wasn't entirely sure they would survive.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Months Pass

      

      

      Fall slipped into winter with the stealth of a pickpocket, days growing shorter until darkness claimed both my morning commute and evening return. Boston transformed into a landscape of stark contrasts, black skeletal trees against pristine snow, red brick buildings shouldering the weight of ice along their gutters, the Charles River freezing at its edges. At the same time, the center remained stubbornly liquid, dark, and forbidding.

      Study sessions with Makenna became the only warmth in those cold months. We claimed a corner table at the back of the library's third floor, where the ancient heating system clanked and hissed but kept the space almost uncomfortably warm. Perfect for her, she was always cold.

      "I swear my blood is still calibrated for Florida," she'd say, wearing my jacket over her sweater, her blouse visible underneath, hands wrapped around a thermos of tea.

      I'd roll my eyes, but I secretly loved that she kept borrowing my clothes, returning them with a faint scent of her jasmine shampoo. Our study sessions stretched longer as finals approached, the library's fluorescent lights humming above us until the overnight security guard would make his rounds, nodding at us with the familiarity of routine.

      I memorized everything about her during those nights, the curve of her smile when she solved a complicated problem, how she furrowed her brow and tapped her pencil against her bottom lip when frustrated, the soft catch in her voice when exhaustion finally caught up to her around 2 AM.

      "Your turn," she said one night, pushing her architectural drawings aside and fixing me with that penetrating stare. "Tell me something true about Jaroslav Zubakov that nobody else knows."

      I hesitated, my pen hovering above my half-finished ethics paper. "Why do you want to know?"

      "Because you're a walking contradiction," she said, leaning forward. "Designer clothes, but you treat them like trash. Perfect grades, but you barely attend class. And that accent varies depending on who you're talking to."

      My throat tightened. "Maybe nothing is interesting to know."

      "Bullshit." She reached across the table, her fingers brushing mine. "I've seen you take three calls today, speaking Russian each time, looking like you're carrying the weight of something massive. You think I don't notice?"

      Something cracked inside me, a hairline fracture in the wall I'd built. "My father... he's not just a businessman."

      "I figured that much."

      “He's Tikhon Renat Zubakov.”

      She waited, clearly expecting more. When I didn't continue, she shrugged. "Am I supposed to know that name?"

      The laugh that escaped me was genuine, startling us both. "Most people do. At least, in certain circles."

      "Well, I'm not in those circles," she said, smiling. "So enlighten me."

      And I did. For the first time, I told someone about the empire my father had built after leaving Russia, the legitimate businesses that fronted less legitimate ones, the expectations that had been placed on my shoulders since birth. I told her about my weight and the struggles I had to overcome to breathe sometimes.

      "Is that why you have that parking spot?" she asked, no judgment in her voice. "And why does the security guard never kick us out?"

      "My father substantially donated to the business school," I admitted. "Certain... privileges come with that."

      She nodded slowly. "And after graduation? What then?"

      "Then I become what I was born to be." The words tasted bitter. "I take my place beside my father. Learn the business. Eventually take over."

      "Is that what you want?"

      No one had ever asked me that before. Not my father, not my mother, not the series of expensive therapists I'd seen throughout my teens for anger issues.

      "What I want doesn't matter," I said finally.

      Makenna reached across the table again, but this time, she didn't just brush my hand; she grabbed it, her grip surprisingly strong. "It does to me."

      Maybe I let her see more of me than I'd shown anyone. Perhaps I trusted her. Or maybe I didn't know how not to anymore.
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      One night in December, after an Ethics exam that felt like a trial by fire, we found ourselves on the rooftop of her dormitory. The maintenance door was supposed to be locked, but Makenna had "borrowed" a key from her RA and made a copy months ago.

      "Best decision I ever made," she said as we entered the frigid night air. "Look at this view."

      Boston sprawled below us, a tapestry of lights shimmering against the darkness. From here, the city looked clean, pristine, and full of possibility rather than the gritty reality I knew existed at street level. Makenna leaned against the concrete ledge, her breath forming clouds in the cold. She'd finally bought a proper winter coat, a puffy red monstrosity that made her look like an overstuffed cherry but kept her warm. Her nose was already turning pink at the tip. Her skin tone consistently revealed reddish-pink hues, signaling that she was cold.

      "I finished my final project," she said, her voice quiet but vibrating with suppressed excitement. "Professor Harmon said it was the best work she'd seen from a sophomore."

      "Of course it was," I said, standing close enough that our shoulders touched. "You're brilliant."

      She smiled at me, the smile that made my heart pinch with hope and fear. Hope, because when she looked at me like that, I could almost believe I was more than my father's son. Fear because I knew I wasn't.

      "Jaroslav," she said softly.

      I waited, watching the way the city lights reflected in her eyes.

      She took a deep breath, her shoulders rising and falling beneath that ridiculous coat. "Do you ever think about... what comes next? After college, I mean."

      I shook my head, the city air sharp in my lungs. "Not really. It's already decided."

      “Is it, though?" She turned to face me fully. "Because I don't think anything's decided until you say it is."

      "That's a nice thought," I said, unable to keep the edge from my voice. "Very American."

      "Don't do that," she said, frowning. "Don't dismiss me because what I'm saying is hard to hear."

      "I'm not dismissing you. I'm being realistic."

      "No, you're being fatalistic. There's a difference." She sighed, her breath a white plume between us. "I just... I see so much in you, Jaroslav. So much more than whatever your father has planned."

      I looked away, fixing my gaze on the distant harbor where a few boats still moved through the dark water, their lights like moving stars. "What about you? Do you think about what comes next?"

      "All the time," she admitted. "And also... not at all."

      I raised an eyebrow.

      "I have plans," she clarified. "Goals. But the details? How do I get there? Who will I be with?" She shook her head. "No idea."

      "Who will you be with?" I repeated, my voice embarrassingly unsteady.

      She met my eyes, and for a moment, I thought she might say something that would change everything. Instead, she smiled sadly and looked back at the city.

      "I don’t have a clue," she whispered.

      We stayed there for a long time, the silence wrapping around us like a fragile promise neither of us was brave enough to speak aloud.
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      The letter arrived on a Tuesday in February, a heavy cream-colored envelope with an embossed seal in the corner. I was there when she opened it, sitting cross-legged on her dorm room floor, surrounded by sketches for her latest project. Her hands trembled as she read, her expression shifting from disbelief to joy to something more complicated.

      "I got in," she whispered, looking wide-eyed at me. "The Columbia-Parsons dual degree program. Full scholarship."

      It was the kind of opportunity most architecture students only dreamed about: a prestigious, demanding program that would set her on a fast track to success in a field that often took decades to break into, a chance to build a future far from this damp Boston town and the shadows of my world.

      "That's... incredible," I managed, ignoring the sudden hollow feeling in my chest. "When would you start?"

      "Fall semester." She lowered the letter, her joy dimming as she studied my face. "It's in New York."

      "I know where Colombia is," I said, more sharply than I intended.

      She flinched slightly. "Jaroslav⁠—"

      "No, I'm sorry." I ran a hand through my hair. "This is amazing news. I'm happy for you. Really." Was I truly happy for her? Not! She was my closest friend, even more than that. But I just wasn't ready to tell her yet.

      "It's only a four-hour drive," she said quietly. "We could still see each other on weekends. And there's summer break, and holidays..."

      I nodded, but we both knew how these things went. Distance had a way of stretching relationships until they snapped, especially ones as undefined as ours. We'd never put a label on what we were to each other. Friends, certainly. More than that? We'd danced around it for months, coming close to crossing that line but always pulling back at the last moment.

      She called me three days later, her voice breaking over the phone, tears unspoken but clear in every word.

      "I have to go, Jaroslav. It's what I want... what I need."

      I wanted to tell her to stay. To fight for us, whatever "us" was. But all I could do was swallow the selfish words rising in my throat and say what she needed to hear.

      "I know. This is your future, Makenna. You've earned it."

      "We'll keep in touch," she promised, desperation edging her voice. "This doesn't have to change anything."

      "Of course," I lied. "I'll be here."

      And then, as winter reluctantly gave way to spring, she was gone, packed up and moved to New York for an early summer internship that came with her acceptance package. She left behind only the faint scent of jasmine in my leather jacket and a hollow space in my life that nothing else seemed to fill.

      I dedicated myself entirely to my studies. When graduation arrived, I stepped into my role as Underboss, alongside my father as his right-hand man. I participated in meetings and distributed orders. I transformed into the person I was destined to be, a true Zubakov.

      But late at night, when the city finally quieted and I was alone with my thoughts, I'd find myself remembering the way Makenna's eyes crinkled when she laughed, the determined set of her jaw when she worked through a complex problem, the warmth of her shoulder pressed against mine on that cold rooftop. And I'd wonder what might have happened had I been brave enough to ask her to stay.
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        Years Pass

      

      

      The distance between Boston and New York, four hours by car, less by train, shouldn't have felt insurmountable. Yet somehow, those miles stretched into a vast, uncrossable expanse.

      At first, we tried. God, how we tried. Late-night phone calls that lasted until dawn, her voice growing softer as exhaustion claimed her, but neither of us was willing to be the first to hang up. I'd lie in my bed, phone pressed to my ear, eyes closed, pretending she was beside me instead of in some cramped student apartment in Manhattan.

      "Tell me about your day," she'd say, and I'd filter through the darkness of my reality, selecting the parts that wouldn't worry her, the business meetings rather than the backroom deals, the client dinners rather than the threats delivered over expensive scotch.

      "Just the usual," I'd say instead. "Tell me about your designs."

      And she would, her voice animated even through exhaustion, describing how light could transform a space, how the right curve of a wall could make people feel protected without feeling trapped. I understood nothing about architecture, but I felt everything in her voice.

      Three months after she left, I drove to New York on a Friday evening, fighting through hellish traffic, arriving at her door near midnight with takeout that had gone cold hours before.

      "Jaroslav," she'd breathed when she opened the door, her eyes wide with surprise, hair piled messily atop her head, charcoal smudge across one cheek. She wore my old Brighton University sweatshirt, the one I'd thought I'd lost.

      I'd stood there, suddenly uncertain, the bag of cold food hanging stupidly from my hand. "I should have called."

      "No," she'd said quickly, pulling me inside. "No, this is... this is good."

      We'd eaten the cold food sitting cross-legged on her floor, blueprints and sketches carefully moved aside to make room. She showed me her workspace, a drafting table crammed into the corner of her studio apartment, a single window overlooking a brick wall, but somehow she'd made it beautiful. Plants hung from the ceiling, fairy lights strung along the walls, her drawings transforming the small space into something that felt like her own.

      That night, we didn't just cross the line; we obliterated it. I'd been craving Makenna for months, and finally, her tight, wet pussy was mine. I drove my cock into her, feeling her wrap around me like a fucking vice.

      Makenna cried out, "Oh god... yes... Jaroslav... faster!" She gasped as I thrust deeper into her.

      "Oh god... You feel incredible, Makenna... You're so tight." I groaned. She felt amazing, better than I imagined, and her sweat-slicked skin was soft and beautiful. She was taking everything I gave her.

      "Mmmm... uuummm... don't stop..." Her hips bucked against me, demanding more as she arched her back to pull me closer.

      "Yesss... you feel so damn good... aaaahhhh." I slammed into her again and again, my rhythm increasing with each thrust.

      Makenna was emitting desperate, breathless cries, her body writhing beneath me. I growled like a wild animal, her tight cunt enveloping me, pushing me to the brink of consciousness. I forced myself to slow down, every muscle taut, fighting against the primal urge to release. I wanted her to cum on my cock one last time.

      "Makenna," I snarled, hoisting her legs onto my shoulders, my eyes boring into hers. "Look at me," I demanded, each thrust deliberate, a claim, a brand. "Cum for me. Now."

      Makenna cried out, "Jaroslav, I'm cumming... Oh god!" Her nails dug into my shoulders, drawing blood, her inner muscles clamping down on me like a vice. "Fuck yes!"

      A guttural roar tore from my throat as I felt her convulse around me, a flood of liquid heat engulfing my cock. One final, brutal thrust, and I exploded, my body jerking violently as I spilled every last drop into her.

      Makenna whimpered, "Oh god..." Her arms snaked around my neck, clinging to me as our bodies heaved and shivered.

      I groaned softly, "Damn woman... you're killing me." I kissed her neck tenderly before pulling out and collapsing beside her on the bed.

      Makenna breathes a laugh, "Well, we could always do that again if you need more pain relief." She smiled teasingly at me, running a hand through my sweaty hair.

      The warmth of her body against mine, the messy aftermath of our desires lingering in the air, it felt like a revelation wrapped in euphoria. I lay there, half-drunk on the electricity that still buzzed between us, wishing for a moment to stretch into eternity. But reality had a way of slapping me back to the truth. I was still Jaroslav Zubakov, and she was still Makenna Radcliffe, living in two worlds that couldn't help but collide with unrelenting force.

      A silence settled over us, the kind that felt heavy yet comfortable, as I pulled her closer beneath the thin blanket. The faint city sounds drifting in through the cracked window, a distant siren weaving through the night like a ghostly reminder of the world outside.

      Makenna traced her fingers along my chest, the warmth of her touch sparking old instincts I thought I had buried under layers of expectation and obligation. "Jaroslav," she murmured.

      I met her gaze, my heart pounding as I tried to find the words. The way she said my name tugged at something deep inside me, a yearning growing since we had first shared that rainy overhang. It felt foolish to pretend it was physical, an escape from reality. This was so much more.

      I shifted slightly closer, the blanket slipping down to reveal the curve of her shoulder. "What is it?" I asked, my voice low, filled with longing and fear.

      "I’m just… thinking." Her brow furrowed briefly before melting into that soft expression I had come to crave. "About us. About what happens next."

      The words hung in the air, heavy with possibility and unspoken fears. I could feel my heart racing, the weight of expectation pressing down on me. The last thing I wanted was to ruin what we had just begun to explore, yet I couldn't ignore the moment's intensity, the gravity of her question.

      I opened my mouth to respond, but the truth eluded me. What did happen next? My life was a carefully crafted façade, a dangerous game filled with expectations and obligations, and I wasn't sure how she fit into that world.

      "Makenna," I couldn’t find the words to unravel everything that tangled inside me, my past, my family, the weight of the legacy I was supposed to uphold. It felt unfair to burden her with those shadows.

      "Jaroslav," she pressed gently, her fingers tracing patterns on my skin. "I know our worlds are complicated, but we can't ignore how we feel about each other. This..." she gestured between us, "this connection. It's real, isn't it?"

      I wanted to reach out, pull her closer, and confide in her all my fears, how my father's expectations weighed on me like an anchor, how I would become entangled in a life I hadn’t chosen. But as I looked into her eyes, flooding with hope and something that felt dangerously like love, the words that would spill forth seemed too fragile to hold the weight of my reality.

      "Real?" I echoed, my heart thundering in my chest. What if I walked away from everything I thought I knew? What if it all shattered? What if she saw the cracks in my armor that I worked so hard to maintain?

      "What if it doesn’t work?" I finally said, my voice barely above a whisper. The vulnerability twisted inside me like a knife.

      "What if you walk away from your family business? And then, Jaroslav, what if things don't go as planned?" Makenna repeated my question, her face showing real worry.

      The weight of her gaze felt like chains binding me to a fate I couldn’t yet comprehend. “The world we live in, my world, isn’t built for what we feel. It’s not built for us, Makenna. My father has plans that don’t include room for anything resembling happiness. I can’t just step away.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” she insisted, tightening her grip on my hand. “If you want this, if you want me, we’ll find a way.”

      I stared into her eyes, feeling the weight of her words. She was so full of hope, a light in the dark cavern of my life, and yet it felt blasphemous to think of abandoning the only world I had ever known. The mafia wouldn’t just let me walk away; there would be consequences. I couldn’t allow myself to think of the consequences, even as I felt them pressing in like shadows, threatening to eclipse the light she offered.

      Makenna's resolve sparked a rebellious spirit within me, a yearning for a life beyond the confines of my inherited obligations. Yet, reality hit me once more, reminding me that after my weekend in New York, I had to return to Boston. My duty and loyalty lie with my family.

      "Sweetheart, I wish I could have what I want, but my situation with my family makes that impossible. My responsibility, Makenna, is with the Zubakov family; that's the life I was born into. We share something special when I'm in New York. I truly feel a connection between us, darling, but you have a promising future ahead, and I don't want to jeopardize that."

      She looked at me, her eyes reflecting a mixture of disappointment and understanding that tightened my chest like a vise. I could see the thoughts racing behind her gaze, the intricate calculations of a woman who's learned to navigate life with precision. “Jaroslav, I didn’t come to New York just for my career,” she said softly, "I came for the whole experience. I wanted to build something, not just buildings, but something real, something that means more than just... people and places." She swallowed hard, her voice wavering as she continued. "And then there's you, Jaroslav. You challenge and push me to think differently, and let you walk away without knowing how I feel."

      Her intensity ignited something within me, a flicker of hope amidst the suffocating darkness of my reality. I wanted to tell her this and open the door to a future that was not just a shadow of my father's ambitions, but one alive with possibility. But as I struggled to find the right words, and as I looked into her eyes, the fear of losing her gnawed at me.

      "Makenna," I said, my voice thick with unspoken emotions. "You don't understand what this life entails. It’s a darkness you can’t see from the outside."

      She pressed her fingers to her lips, silencing the tremor that threatened to spill over. “And you don’t understand what it’s like to chase after something you want and not know if it’s going to be worth the fight, or if it’s even going to be there when you get there.”

      I shifted under her gaze, feeling the weight of her conviction. For a moment, silence enveloped us, heavy with unspoken truths and the tangled desires that bound us together.

      “What if I told you I’m terrified?” I finally admitted, breaking the stillness. “Terrified of losing what I’ve never even had.”

      Makenna, I held my breath, wanting to reach out to him but unsure how to bridge the gap before us. His vulnerability caught me off guard, sparking an overwhelming urge to comfort him, but how could I offer solace without unraveling my fears?

      “Terrified?” I echoed, my voice soft yet resolute. "Of everything," I confessed, my gaze flickering away as if the truth was too heavy to bear. “Of abandoning my family, my responsibilities… you. What if this, what we have, isn’t enough to withstand the weight of what I was born into?”

      Her expression softened, the warmth of her hand enveloping mine, grounding me in the moment. "Jaroslav, you don’t have to carry that weight alone. Not anymore. I want you to share this with me, to let me in."

      The surge of emotion made my chest tighten, a painful reminder of the walls I had built around my heart. "You don’t understand, Makenna. This isn’t just about us. It’s about a world where loyalty is paramount, betrayal is punished in blood, and I can’t choose my path without consequences echoing through every corner of that life."

      Her grip on her hand tightened even more, grounding me. "I don't care about their rules, Jaroslav. You deserve to live for yourself, to be happy with someone who sees you for who you are, not what your family wants you to be. You may feel trapped now, but you can change that."

      The impact of her words remained. She was oblivious to the mafia, preventing her from fully understanding it. “Let's discuss this tomorrow. I'm in New York for just one more day," I said, pulling her into my embrace and kissing her forehead.

      "You're right, Jaroslav. We can talk about this tomorrow, but please think about what I said," she whispered. She rested her head on my chest and eventually drifted off to sleep. I stared at the ceiling, acknowledging she was right, but the truth was, I didn't want to drag Makenna into our world. She wasn't accustomed to this life. Damn.

      I sat in deep contemplation, grappling with the overpowering realization that what I feel for her is a consuming love. I love her with an intensity that words fail to convey, yet I'm trapped in silence, unable to express it. Finally, sleep took mercy on my restless mind, and I plunged into a fitful slumber. We spent two electrifying days entwined in each other’s arms, our passion igniting and consuming us, yet we remained silent about the depth of our emotions.

      For now, we settled on the fragile pretense of being the best of friends. But as the time came for me to leave for Boston, a heavy weight settled in my chest. I rose the next morning, packed my bags with reluctant hands, and placed a lingering kiss on the lips of the woman who owns my heart. Every fiber of my being screamed to stay, but we clung to our promise of reuniting soon, our words a fragile thread binding our aching hearts.

      My father required me to accompany my brother and a few colleagues to Chicago for a business trip the following weekend. This meant I was unable to visit Makenna for another two weeks. The weekend following that, Makenna had a significant project deadline. Afterward came midterms, and then a family commitment I couldn't avoid. Reasons not to visit stacked up like snowdrifts, causing the intervals between our meetings to stretch longer.

      Emails replaced phone calls, quick texts replaced lengthy conversations, happy birthday messages with too many exclamation points trying to compensate for the distance, Christmas cards, and New Year's wishes.

      "How are you?" became our most common exchange, and neither gave honest answers.

      "Busy, but good," she'd write.

      "Same here," I'd respond.

      A year passed. Then two. I watched from afar as she graduated with honors, and her thesis project was featured in an architectural journal. I sent flowers but couldn't attend the ceremony; my father was in the hospital that week, a minor heart attack that served as a stark reminder of my obligations.

      She understood. Or said she did.

      "Your family needs you," she wrote. "I get it, Jaroslav. Really."

      But understanding didn't bridge the widening gap between us, a chasm filled with everything we weren't saying.

      I threw myself into work, taking on more responsibilities within my father's organization, telling myself I was building something that would eventually be worthy of her. That one day, when I had enough power, enough control, I could reshape this life into something I could share with her.

      In the meantime, I kept tabs on her career through industry news and mutual connections. Her fledgling architectural firm, Radcliffe Project Solutions, started small but quickly gained attention for innovative urban renewal projects. She had established a considerable reputation for herself in New York. A friend informed me she was returning to Boston to launch a branch of Radcliffe Project Solutions. This information did not come directly from her, but rather from noticing her name linked to the Seaport District revitalization. While I was aware she had been assisting with specific projects here, seeing her name on certain buildings was significant for me.

      After learning this, I passed by the building where she was considering expanding her company in Boston. The thought of her being back in my state, breathing the same air, filled me with excitement. Still, she remained inaccessible. What did I accomplish by riding past what could be her new location? It felt very much like Makenna. I wanted to see the building in person, perhaps catch a glimpse of her if she was already in the city.

      That night, I lingered in the parking lot for almost an hour, observing shadows shifting behind the frosted glass, my phone feeling heavy in my hand. I hoped and prayed that she was genuinely here so I could call her. I longed to walk inside, open the door, and confront whatever lingered between us. I wish she were truly here.

      Instead, I started the car and drove away. The truth was, I was afraid. Afraid that too much had changed. Worried that she'd moved on, built a life that had no room for the complications I would bring. Terrified she'd take one look at what I'd become, deeper entrenched in my father's world than ever, and see nothing worth saving.

      So I kept my distance, watching her success from afar, as pride and regret tangled in my chest, until I couldn't separate one from the other.

      Four years after that rainy day, I received an invitation when she appeared beneath my sheltering overhang. Embossed letterhead and the Radcliffe Project Solutions logo are in the corner. It marks the formal opening of their new headquarters in downtown Boston. My name, specifically, is not just addressed to Zubakov Enterprises.

      She remembered. After everything, she remembered.

      I stood in my office, the invitation trembling slightly in my hand, gazing out at the Boston skyline. Somewhere out there, Makenna was turning her dreams into reality, piece by piece, while I felt stuck in my own. Our contracting company, Zubakov Construction, was based in Dalton Bay, while Zubakov Enterprises was situated in the city. This brought me even closer to Makenna.

      This was never supposed to be easy. Love, if that's what this was, hidden beneath layers of fear and silence, was never meant to be simple. But something about her had changed me, fundamentally altering who I was at my core. I wasn't just a Zubakov heir anymore. I was a man caught between the past I was born into and a future I hadn't dared to want until she had shown me it was possible.

      The invitation sat on my desk for three days while I wrestled with my decision. On the fourth day, I picked up the phone.

      "Radcliffe Project Solutions, how may I direct your call?" The receptionist's voice was crisp and professional.

      I opened my mouth, but no words came. What would I even say? Hello, is it the man who let you walk away? The coward who watched your success from a distance but never dared to reach out?

      "Hello?" the receptionist prompted.

      "I'm sorry," I finally managed. "Wrong number."

      I hung up, disgusted with myself. This wasn't who I wanted to be anymore.

      That night, I sat at my kitchen counter, a glass of vodka untouched before me, and wrote an email. I deleted it. I wrote another. I deleted that, too. Nothing seemed right; nothing captured what I needed to say.

      
        
        In the end, I sent just two lines:

      

      

      
        
        "I'll be there. Save me a dance?"

        Signed,

        Jar

      

      

      
        
        Her reply came three hours later, just as I fell into a restless sleep. A single line that made my heart stop, then race:

      

      

      
        
        "I've been saving it for years."

        Signed,

        Kenna with Love

      

      

      Six days later, I stood outside the gleaming new Radcliffe Project Solutions building, adjusting my tie for the fifth time, a knot of anticipation tight in my stomach. Through the glass doors, I could see people mingling, champagne flutes in hand, admiring the space that Makenna had created.

      I took a deep breath and reached for the door handle, knowing that whatever happened next would change everything. Again.

      Because though years had passed since we'd last truly seen each other, I had never forgotten the girl who ran through the Boston rain and took shelter beside me. The girl who had looked at me and seen something more than my name, more than my destiny.

      
        
        She was the beginning of everything that mattered. And if I were brave enough to walk through that door, she could be my future, too.
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      Jaroslav

      
        
        Dalton Bay Waterfront — Winter, 2024

      

      

      
        
        Zubakov Construction

      

      

      It was late, and tonight loomed with a meeting I utterly loathed. Mid-January in Dalton Bay turned winter into a harsh, relentless adversary. The snow was my nemesis, an unending barrage I couldn't endure, a bitter reminder of Russia's eternal winters. My parents uprooted us from the icy grip of Russia to Boston's bustling chaos, where we spent a few formative years. Then, with little warning, they relocated us to Dalton Bay, right by the unforgiving waterfront, where my father began forging our empire.

      At 22, I returned to Boston for college, a sanctuary until graduation, when I was inevitably summoned to join the family business. The 25-minute drive between Boston and Dalton Bay now feels like a bridge between two worlds. I returned to Dalton Bay, which now claims me entirely, with my career and home anchoring me here. Yet, the pull of Boston is relentless, as our business demands my frequent presence, keeping its vibrant pulse alive within me.

      I walked into the boardroom, and the scent of leather and top-shelf bourbon clung to the air in the Meridian Tower conference suite, heavy and deliberate. I slid the reinforced glass door closed behind me; the quiet click sounded like the drop of a guillotine blade. The room's high-gloss surfaces mirrored the jagged skyline of Glass Mile beyond. With my family, every meeting felt less like a discussion and more like a war council. A chessboard where every piece moved with precision, and where mistakes were settled in blood or shattered loyalties.

      My father had already claimed the head seat at the polished oak table, his cold, calculating gaze dominating the room even before he uttered a word. On his right was Roman, lean and immaculate, his eyes darting between our father and me with a clinical assessment. To his left sat Bardil, broad-shouldered and tense, jaw clenched, every muscle poised to react. The air between us crackled with tension.

      Roman is the eldest of our parents' four children, and I'm the middle child, followed by Bardil and then our younger sister Milena. All three of my siblings are married, have children, or are expecting. Bardil's wife is a Black woman named Chiamaka, Roman is married to a Russian woman named Sasha, and our sister Milena is married to a Russian man named Maksim, who works for us.

      I took my place, smoothing the lapels of my tailored suit, and let my eyes trace the table's length. Today's agenda wasn't just another tower or shell company, and it was our next empire.

      “Harbor Pointe Residences," my father said, his voice cutting through the silence like a blade through flesh. He slid glossy renderings across the surface of the table. "Thirty-eight floors of pure influence."

      I picked up the nearest rendering, feeling the weight of the heavy paper between my fingers. The tower was beautiful, all glass and steel rising from Dalton Bay's waterfront like a monument to power itself. My power, if I played this right.

      "One hundred eighty units," Roman added, tapping his Mont Blanc pen against his notepad. "Mix of penthouses, luxury condos, and high-end rentals. All priced well above market."

      Father's eyes narrowed. "The legitimate face of our next expansion."

      I understood what remained unsaid. Harbor Pointe would be both our crown jewel and our fortress, a gleaming tower on Dalton Bay's South End waterfront, close enough to Boston to matter, far enough to be ours completely. This was home turf. My turf.

      "Several units will remain off-book," Bardil muttered, sliding a separate folder toward me. "Ghost apartments for associates, safehouses, meeting spaces when needed."

      I flipped through the folder. The floor plans revealed hidden access points, reinforced walls, and security measures that were not included in any official documentation. The basement levels included high-security private garages, with one particular section marked in red, our bunker, our actual headquarters.

      "The façade will be a full glass curtain wall," I said, feeling the project taking shape in my mind. "Panoramic views of the bay from every unit. Rooftop lounge, private gym, wine bar. The kind of luxury that makes people forget to ask questions."

      Father nodded once, approval as rare as winter sunshine. "The lobby will house an art gallery. Small exhibitions, rotating collections."

      "Perfect for washing small amounts," Roman interjected. "We need to be in their pockets to entertain the politicians and judges."

      The winter wind howled outside, rattling the windows thirty stories up. Inside, the heating system hummed quietly, providing a comforting warmth while we planned our next conquest. Dalton Bay had always been Zubakov territory, but Harbor Pointe would cement our legacy in concrete and steel.

      "Zubakov Construction handles development," Father continued, "but we need an architect and project manager who understands discretion. Someone who can build what's on the plans and what isn't."

      I leaned forward, the leather chair creaking beneath me. "I have someone in mind. Worked with us on the Meridian Tower when we built it. Knows how to stay quiet and build strong."

      "Bring them in," Father said, his tone making it clear this wasn't a request. "Summer 2025 is our completion target. Not a day later."

      Roman's eyes narrowed. "That's aggressive for a build this size."

      "We're not debating if it's feasible," Bardil snapped. "We need them to grasp that this has to be done.”

      Bardil was always impulsive and quick to make decisions without a second thought. I, on the other hand, prefer to think things through before acting. Roman, the family lawyer, strives to present things realistically and logically. We don't need to push this project as aggressively as my brother Bardil and our father are trying to.

      If we take the time with the construction, we can ensure it's done correctly. But again, my father and younger brother are always in a rush, not considering the consequences. That's why Bardil is just a Capo; we assign him smaller tasks to keep him in some position of authority. I felt the burden of this project on my shoulders because it is significant for our family. Harbor Pointe wasn't just a structure; it was our chance to demonstrate that we are an esteemed family.

      "I'll contact Gregory Maddox in the morning, given that he was our previous collaborator," I said, meeting my father's gaze without flinching. The bourbon in my glass caught the light as I raised it to my lips. "To Harbor Pointe."

      Father's lips barely moved, but I caught the ghost of a smile as he lifted his glass. "To the future of Dalton Bay."

      What remained unspoken was clear to everyone: Dalton Bay's future and the Zubakov family's were the same. My father's cold eyes swept across us, demanding silent allegiance to his vision. I felt the weight of that expectation press against my chest, the familiar sensation of being caught between family loyalty and my judgment.

      Bardil drummed his thick fingers on the glossy table, his impatience radiating like heat. "We should break ground by March. Push the contractors day and night if we have to."

      I caught Roman's subtle glance in my direction, a barely perceptible tightening around his eyes that spoke volumes. He disagreed with this aggressive timeline as much as I did, but wouldn't challenge Father directly in this room. The family chessboard had its rules.

      "Quality construction can't be rushed," I said, keeping my voice measured and neutral. Not if we want this structure to last generations."

      Father's jaw tightened. "The timeline isn't negotiable, Jaroslav."

      I nodded once, swallowing my objection. The bourbon burned a path down my throat as I took another sip, buying myself time. The ice clinked against crystal, the sound sharp in the tense silence.

      "I'll make the calls tomorrow," I conceded. However, my mind was already calculating how to build in buffer zones and how to manage expectations when reality inevitably collided with my father's demands.

      Roman carefully shut his leather portfolio with a familiar ease. "I'll review the permits and zoning approvals to ensure everything is in order. However, I agree with Jaroslav; quality construction shouldn't be hurried. We want the building to look good and be done correctly."

      Father's eyes flickered between us, the simmering tension palpable as if the air had thickened. "Time is money. If we let grass grow under our feet, we invite our competitors to pounce." His voice was steely, a command wrapped in conviction.

      "Agreed. But we should also consider our reputation. A rushed job can lead to mistakes, and we cannot afford any whispers about our construction quality," I countered, my heart racing as I stood my ground.

      Bardil scoffed. "You make it sound like we're a charity. This is business; if we want to dominate, we must act decisively."

      Roman adjusted his position, and his discomfort was evident as he joined the discussion. "Bardil is correct on one point: this is a competitive environment. However, rushing could be detrimental. We can't afford any setbacks, especially with everything at stake. I still side with Jaroslav in believing we should approach this with patience, Father. Consider it from the angle of wanting this project done right. Therefore, we should identify a company capable of managing this project and proceed from there."

      Father's gaze settled on Roman, the weight of authority suffocating the air. "And what do you propose? A slow dance while our rivals outpace us?" His voice was edged with steel, a whip crack ready to snap.

      "It's not about moving slowly, but taking a deliberate step ahead," Roman said cautiously, shifting in his seat. "We need to establish a solid base, both financially and strategically. This way, we can create our project schedules while upholding the quality and standards for which we are known. Father, this approach will also preserve our reputation and demonstrate our commitment to quality work."

      Father’s jaw tightened, a muscle visibly twitching as he resisted the urge to lash out. Each second hung heavy with the unspoken ramifications of our debate. In these troubled waters, I could see Roman's resolve hardening; he navigated the familial storm, always careful not to provoke our father unduly.

      “Quality is not just an aspiration; it’s a necessity,” I pressed, sensing my moment to steer the conversation. “Our name must carry weight, etched in stone and steel, a legacy, not a fleeting shadow.”

      Father's eyes bored into mine, the silence stretching taut as a bowstring. The will to assert his dominance crashed against my determination to protect the family's future. His gaze flickered to Bardil, as if weighing his loyalty against my caution, and I felt the gravity of our dynastic legacy hanging in the balance.

      His lips twisted into a thin smile that held no warmth. "So, we must wait for the stars to align while our competitors seize the opportunity? You all speak of legacy, yet you forget that legacy is built on swift action and dominance, not hesitation!"

      The temperature in the room dropped as his voice resonated sharply in the air. Bardil's tension was evident, with his fingers tapping restlessly on the table. I held my breath, trapped between my loyalty and aspirations. Rising from my chair, I approached the large window overlooking the Bay, inhaling deeply, navigating meetings with two hot-headed Russians is always challenging.

      Roman and I need to embody calmness and reason, much like we did during the construction of Meridian Towers. Our father and Bardil wanted to expedite the building process, but I remained resolute. As the CEO of Zubakov Construction Inc., I hold the ultimate decision-making power. My passion lies in construction; I even work alongside my team on-site. This is the field I studied, earning an MBA with a specialization in Real Estate Development and Construction Management.

      I turned back to address everyone at the table. "Father," I spoke thoughtfully, "we've built this empire over many years through strength and strategy. It's not solely about speed; it's about establishing a solid foundation. People place their trust in us because of our loyalty and the quality we provide. That's why Zubakov Construction Inc. is the preferred developer for numerous buildings both domestically and internationally; we excel in our field. As CEO, I have the final authority, and I believe, with our advisor's counsel, we should take our time to ensure everything is done correctly. I will reach out to Gregory Maddox tomorrow to discuss this, and my assistant will organize meetings with other potential companies to assist us. We'll select the most qualified one and move forward from there."

      Father’s expression darkened, the lines of his face deepening with disapproval. I could feel the weight of his stare, sharp and unyielding, as if he was calculating my every word against an invisible ledger of familial loyalty and defiance.

      "Mind your tone, Jaroslav," he replied, his voice low as the flicker of menace shimmered in his gaze. I could sense the fissures forming beneath the polished surface of our family dynamic, the unspoken rules that governed us all.

      "Consider this your wake-up call," he continued, letting his voice slice through the tension. "The moment we rest on our laurels is when we invite weakness into our ranks. You want Harbor Pointe to stand as a testament to Zubakov's strength? It must be built with the same urgency we claim what is ours."

      The room fell quiet again, a heavy blanket of unease draping over us. I felt Roman's hand clench slightly as if bracing against the inevitable storm. The silence
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