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Chapter 1











Tatiana sat at the small kitchen table, her fingers idly tracing the worn edge of the wood. The early morning sun filtered through the lace curtains, casting soft golden light across the room. The kitchen was modest, like the rest of their house, but it had always been her mother’s pride. It was the heart of their home—a place where her family gathered every night, where laughter and conversations flowed as freely as the warm meals her mother prepared.



Tatiana’s long, dark brown hair cascaded over her shoulders, framing her delicate, pale face. Her skin was smooth and fair, almost porcelain-like, a testament to her Russian heritage. Her large, expressive eyes—pale blue, a striking contrast against her dark hair—were the most captivating feature about her, always shimmering with a mix of curiosity and innocence. Her lips were soft, a light shade of pink, giving her an air of natural beauty that was untouched by the heavy makeup her peers often wore.



She was slender, her figure graceful and elegant, though she had always been shy about the way her body had developed over the years. The curves that now shaped her body had drawn glances from men, but her father’s protective eye had always made sure those glances never lingered too long. Tatiana had never been allowed to explore the attention or indulge in the freedom her peers did. There had always been rules—strict rules. And her father, Ivan, had made sure she followed them.



Her father had already left for the restaurant, as he did every morning. He’d built the small Russian eatery from the ground up, pouring his life into it, just as he had poured himself into protecting his family. Tatiana had grown up watching him work tirelessly, a quiet, determined man who kept his emotions close. Her mother, on the other hand, had always been the more expressive one—nurturing, traditional, and deeply tied to their Russian roots. Theirs was a family that held onto tradition fiercely, preserving the old ways in the midst of the bustling, ever-changing city of New York.



Tatiana had always loved their traditions. Growing up in a traditional Russian household had shaped so much of her life. Their community was tight-knit, and their values strong. Russian holidays were celebrated with reverence, their customs honored with respect. They attended church regularly, where her mother would light candles and whisper prayers in the soft, lyrical tones of their language. Her father was strict about preserving their heritage, insisting that they speak Russian at home and follow the rules that had been passed down through generations.



But Tatiana had always been aware of the restrictions that came with those traditions. While other girls her age had boyfriends, went to parties, and experienced the freedom of youth, Tatiana’s life was different. She wasn’t allowed to date, wasn’t allowed to stray too far from the watchful eyes of her family. Her father’s rules were rigid, and her mother supported them with a quiet but firm devotion.



Today, however, Tatiana’s mind buzzed with anticipation. Tomorrow would be her nineteenth birthday, a milestone she had dreamed of for years. Nineteen—it was a number that carried the weight of possibility. Surely, now she could have the independence she longed for. Surely, her father would loosen his grip, and she could finally experience life beyond the walls of their small, protective world.



Her younger brother, Aleksander, plopped into the seat next to her, breaking her thoughts. “You’re quiet today, Tati. Are you thinking about your birthday?”



Tatiana smiled, though her thoughts were far from simple birthday celebrations. "Of course. I’m excited. Nineteen—it feels like it’s going to be a big year.”



Aleksander grinned, stuffing a piece of bread into his mouth. At sixteen, he was growing fast, already surpassing her in height. But he still had the carefree attitude of a boy, untouched by the weight of their father’s expectations in the way she was.



“Maybe Papa will finally let you out of the house without a bodyguard,” Aleksander teased, nudging her with his elbow.



She laughed lightly, though part of her wished his words were more than just a joke. The truth was, Tatiana had never known true freedom. She’d never had a boyfriend, never gone to a party, and even her friendships were closely monitored by her father. Her whole life had been sheltered, confined within the walls of their family’s expectations and the traditions they held so tightly.



But tomorrow, Tatiana thought, tomorrow would be different.



Tatiana had no illusions about her family. She knew they loved her. They had done everything in their power to keep her safe, to raise her with strong values and a sense of duty. But she was beginning to feel like an outsider in her own life, watching others live the experiences she longed for.



She loved her family—the way they clung to their Russian roots, the way her mother’s cooking filled the apartment with the smells of their homeland, the way her father worked so hard to provide for them. But sometimes, the weight of those traditions felt suffocating. She wanted more than just a life of obedience and protection. She wanted to explore, to experience, to fall in love.



Her mother entered the kitchen, her hands busy with a basket of laundry. “Tatiana, have you finished getting your things ready for the birthday dinner tomorrow night? Your father wants everything to be perfect.”



Tatiana nodded, though her thoughts drifted elsewhere. The birthday dinner was going to be a simple family affair, just like all their other celebrations. She could already imagine it—sitting around the same table, eating the same food, her father giving her a stern look across the table to remind her that, even at nineteen, she was still under his protection.



Her mother, as if sensing her wandering thoughts, smiled softly. “Your father loves you, you know. He just wants to keep you safe.”



Tatiana smiled back, but the unease she’d been feeling for weeks bubbled up inside her again. There was something different this year, something she couldn’t quite place. Her father had been more withdrawn lately, his moods darker, his phone calls more secretive. She had seen him pacing in the living room late at night, speaking in hushed tones to someone on the other end of the line. When she’d asked him about it, he had brushed her off with a distracted answer, telling her not to worry.



But Tatiana did worry. Something was coming—something she didn’t understand.



Still, she pushed those thoughts aside. Tomorrow was her birthday. It was supposed to be the start of something new, something exciting. She was ready to break free, to find out who she was outside the shelter of her family.



Her mother kissed her on the forehead as she passed by. “You’ll always be our little girl, no matter how old you are.”



Tatiana sighed, watching as her mother left the room. Little girl. That’s what she had always been to them. But she wasn’t a little girl anymore. She was nineteen. Tomorrow, she would be free to make her own choices. Wouldn’t she?



Yet, as the day passed and evening settled over their small home, that strange tension returned, like a shadow lurking just out of reach. Her father came home late from the restaurant, his face grim as he greeted them with little more than a nod. Her mother’s smile faltered, her eyes darting to her husband with a hint of worry.



Tatiana pretended not to notice, but deep down, she felt it. Whatever was coming, it was going to change everything.



The next morning dawned bright and cool, the early September breeze drifting through the slightly cracked window beside Tatiana’s bed. The soft rustling of trees and the distant hum of city life were familiar sounds, yet today, everything felt different. There was an electric energy in the air, as if something monumental was about to happen. She stretched, her long limbs unfurling beneath the delicate linen sheets. Nineteen. Today, everything would change.



Or so she hoped.



Tatiana pulled herself from the comfort of her bed, padding barefoot across the small room she had occupied her whole life. Her room was as much a reflection of her sheltered existence as it was of her childhood—a soft palette of cream and pastels, shelves lined with books and trinkets she had collected over the years, and a wardrobe of neatly hung dresses and skirts, all chosen by her mother to maintain her "modesty." There was little of the rebellion or vibrance one might expect from a girl her age. No posters of musicians or actors, no bold colors or fashion statements. It was a room designed to keep her grounded, innocent, and pure.



Today, however, she found herself staring into the mirror above her vanity, wondering what it would be like to see herself differently. The pale blue dress she had chosen for her birthday dinner clung modestly to her frame, the fabric delicate and soft. She turned from side to side, studying her reflection. Her dark brown hair fell in gentle waves down her back, and her pale blue eyes, though wide and expressive, had an edge of curiosity and longing in them. She wasn’t a child anymore, despite the way her parents still treated her.



Her hand trailed down the front of her dress, smoothing out invisible wrinkles as she sighed. She looked... proper, like she always had. But was this really who she was, or was it who she had been molded to be? Tatiana’s life had been one of careful restriction, but as she stood there, she realized how little of herself she actually knew. She had lived by her parents' rules for so long that she didn’t even know what it felt like to break them.



Aleksander’s voice startled her from her thoughts. “Tati, you coming? Mom says breakfast is ready.”



She turned to see him leaning against the doorframe, his dark hair tousled from sleep. He looked at her curiously, one brow raised. “What’s wrong with you? You look like you’re having a crisis.”



Tatiana let out a soft laugh. “I guess I am, a little. It’s my birthday, and I feel... off.”



“Off?” Aleksander echoed, stepping into the room. He gave her a once-over before shrugging. “You look fine to me. What’s there to feel off about? You’re nineteen, which means you’re basically ancient. Time to get married and have kids, right?”



She rolled her eyes, but his words struck a nerve. Her mother had been nineteen when she married. Marriage. Children. Those were things her father had hinted at before, though she had never taken him seriously. Her life was just beginning—wasn’t it too soon to think about those things?



“I’m serious, Aleksander,” she said, sitting on the edge of her bed. “I just... I don’t know. Something feels different this year. Mom and Dad have been acting weird. Haven’t you noticed?”



Aleksander shrugged again, his easygoing attitude a sharp contrast to her unease. “Dad’s always acting weird. He runs the restaurant like it’s a fortress and treats you like you’re the princess locked away in a tower. Nothing new there.”



Tatiana smiled weakly, though her heart wasn’t in it. “You’re right, I guess. I’m just overthinking it.”



But deep down, she knew it wasn’t just her imagination. Something had changed in the last few weeks. Her father had become more distant, his moods darker and more volatile. He’d spent more time at the restaurant, sometimes not coming home until late at night, and when he did, he was tight-lipped and evasive about his day.



Tatiana had caught him on more than one occasion having whispered conversations in the hallway, his voice low and urgent. When she had asked him what was going on, he had brushed her off, telling her not to worry. But Tatiana did worry. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something was looming on the horizon, something that would change their lives forever.



“Come on,” Aleksander said, pulling her from her thoughts again. “Mom made those pancakes you like.”



Tatiana followed him down the narrow hallway toward the kitchen, her mind still swirling with unanswered questions. She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt truly at ease in their home. There was an undercurrent of anxiety that permeated everything, and though no one had spoken about it directly, Tatiana sensed it in the way her mother hurried about the house, in the way her father avoided eye contact whenever the phone rang.



Her mother greeted her with a warm smile as she entered the kitchen, her hands busy flipping pancakes on the stove. “There’s my birthday girl,” she said, her voice filled with the usual cheerfulness. “Did you sleep well?”



Tatiana nodded, though her mind was still elsewhere. She glanced at her father’s empty chair at the head of the table. “Where’s Papa?”



Her mother’s smile faltered for just a second, so brief that Tatiana almost missed it. “He had to leave early to handle some things at the restaurant. He’ll be home later for your birthday dinner, though. Don’t worry.”



Tatiana sat down at the table, a pang of disappointment settling in her chest. Her father had always been distant, but lately, his absences had become more frequent. She tried to shake off the feeling of unease as Aleksander plopped into the seat next to her, grabbing a plate and piling it high with pancakes.



The tension between her parents had been palpable for weeks now. Tatiana hadn’t asked too many questions, knowing her father wouldn’t answer them anyway. But she had seen the way her mother had avoided eye contact, the way she flinched at every phone call.



“Everything’s fine,” her mother said, setting a plate of pancakes in front of her. The words were meant to be comforting, but Tatiana could hear the forced calm in her voice. “Tonight, we’ll celebrate your birthday, just like we always do.”



Tatiana forced a smile, though the feeling of impending change weighed heavy on her heart. She picked at her food, the joy she had once felt for her birthday slipping away with each passing minute. Something was coming—she could feel it in her bones. Something that would change everything.



As the day wore on, Tatiana couldn’t shake the feeling that her life was on the verge of a significant shift. Birthdays were supposed to be exciting, a celebration of life and growth. But for her, this one carried a heaviness that settled deep in her chest. She had spent the day doing what she always did—helping out at the family’s restaurant for a few hours, folding napkins and organizing the kitchen while her mother prepared meals. The usual customers had come and gone, a few familiar faces stopping by to wish her a happy birthday.



But nothing had really changed.



Tatiana stood in the front of the restaurant, wiping down the tables after the last group of patrons had left. It was a small place, cozy and dimly lit, with dark wood furnishings and a chalkboard menu mounted above the counter. It had been her family’s pride and joy for years, a symbol of their hard work and perseverance. But lately, it felt like a cage—a place where time stood still, where Tatiana’s life was carefully controlled and monitored.



Her gaze drifted to the large window that faced the street. The neighborhood outside was alive with people, friends meeting up for drinks after work, couples strolling hand-in-hand, and children playing in the park across the street. For a moment, she imagined herself among them, laughing and living a life outside the confines of her family’s rules.



She had never had that freedom. Her father, especially, had made sure of that. He had always been strict, even when she was little, limiting her interactions with the outside world, forbidding her from going to sleepovers or parties. It had only gotten worse as she grew older.



Her father’s reasoning had always been the same—“It’s for your own protection, Tati,” he would say, his voice firm and final. “The world is a dangerous place. You don’t know the kind of people out there.”



Tatiana had accepted it for years, telling herself that her father was just being protective, that he was looking out for her in his own way. But now, at nineteen, she was beginning to see the cracks in his reasoning. What was he protecting her from, really? Life? The world? Herself?



She couldn’t help but feel resentful. While other girls her age were out experiencing life—falling in love, traveling, going to college—she was here, cleaning tables and living a life that felt increasingly suffocating.



Her mother had always been more lenient, offering small reassurances that one day things would change. “When you’re older, Tatiana,” she had said, countless times. “You’ll understand. You’ll have your own life.”



But Tatiana wasn’t sure if she believed that anymore. Her nineteenth birthday was supposed to mark the start of something new, a transition from girlhood to womanhood, but instead, it felt like she was still trapped in the same routine, the same set of rules, with no way out. The unease in the air, the tension in her father’s behavior, it all made her feel like she was on the cusp of something, but not the freedom she had hoped for.



“Daydreaming again?” Her mother’s voice pulled her from her thoughts.



Tatiana turned, managing a small smile as her mother approached, wiping her hands on her apron. The lines on her face seemed deeper today, her eyes tired but warm.



“I guess,” Tatiana admitted, setting down the rag she had been using. “It’s just... I don’t know, Mama. I thought turning nineteen would feel different. But everything’s the same.”



Her mother’s smile faltered, just for a moment, before she recovered. “Give it time, my love. Things are changing, you’ll see.”



There it was again—that underlying tension, that feeling of something unsaid. Tatiana’s stomach twisted with anxiety. “What’s going on, Mama?” she asked, her voice soft but insistent. “You and Papa... you’ve been acting strange for weeks. I feel like there’s something you’re not telling me.”



Her mother’s expression shifted, a brief flicker of guilt crossing her face. She opened her mouth as if to say something, but then closed it, shaking her head. “It’s nothing you need to worry about. Tonight is your birthday, Tati. We’ll celebrate, and you’ll see that everything is fine.”



Tatiana didn’t believe her. The pit in her stomach only grew deeper as her mother placed a hand on her shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Now go upstairs and get ready. Your father will be home soon, and we’ll have dinner together. It’s a special night.”



Special. Tatiana wanted to believe that. But there was an edge to her mother’s voice that made her feel like she was being kept in the dark about something far more serious.



She nodded silently, as she walked out of the restaurant and headed towards their house. The air felt heavier with each step she took, her mind racing with possibilities. What could they be hiding from her? And why did she get the feeling that tonight wasn’t going to be the celebration she had hoped for?







As she entered her bedroom, Tatiana closed the door behind her and leaned against it, taking a deep breath. Her heart felt heavy with the weight of her unanswered questions. She walked over to her vanity, glancing at the pale blue dress she had laid out earlier that morning. It was modest, simple—just like every other outfit she owned. But tonight, she didn’t feel like herself in it.



Tatiana’s fingers brushed the soft fabric before she sighed and sank down onto the small stool in front of the mirror. Her reflection stared back at her, the same girl she had always seen—pale skin, dark hair, wide blue eyes. But tonight, she felt different. It was as if the person looking back at her wasn’t who she truly was.



She reached for her brush, running it through her long waves absentmindedly. Maybe things would change tonight. Maybe she was overreacting, reading too much into the tension between her parents. After all, it was her birthday. Her father was strict, yes, but he loved her. She was his little girl, wasn’t she?



Still, something inside her warned her that things were about to change in ways she could never have imagined.



And once they did, there would be no going back.



Tatiana stared at herself in the mirror for a moment longer before finally standing up and slipping into her dress. The silky fabric hugged her curves modestly, but her unease remained. She tied her hair into a loose bun, not bothering with much makeup—her mother always preferred her to look natural, innocent. A small part of her wanted to rebel, to wear something bolder, more daring, but she pushed the thought aside. Her father would never allow it, and tonight, she didn't have the energy for another argument.



She could hear her parents moving around downstairs, the clinking of plates and the low hum of conversation as they prepared for her birthday dinner. But instead of excitement, there was a strange tension in the air. It was subtle, but undeniable. Her mother’s forced smile, her father’s sudden silences—it all felt wrong.



Tatiana tried to shake off the unease as she left her room and made her way downstairs. The smell of her favorite dish, pelmeni, filled the air, a small comfort in the midst of her swirling thoughts. She reached the bottom of the stairs, pausing as she took in the sight of her parents at the small dining table. Her father, Ivan, sat at the head, his face stern and focused. Her mother, Elena, stood at the stove, stirring a pot absentmindedly, her eyes distant.



They both looked up as Tatiana entered the room, their expressions softening as they saw her in the doorway.



“There she is,” Ivan said, his voice gruff but affectionate. “Our birthday girl.”



Elena turned, her smile bright but tinged with that same unease Tatiana had noticed earlier. “You look beautiful, Tati,” she said, crossing the room to give her a hug. “Come, sit down. Dinner is almost ready.”



Tatiana smiled politely, but her heart wasn’t in it. She took her seat at the table, folding her hands in her lap as her father looked her over with a nod of approval.



“Nineteen years old today,” he said, his voice filled with pride. “It feels like just yesterday you were running around this place, a little girl. Now look at you.”



“Time flies,” Tatiana said quietly, her eyes drifting to her mother, who was still fussing over the stove. “It doesn’t really feel like a birthday, though.”



Ivan’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”



Tatiana hesitated, unsure of how to put her feelings into words. “I don’t know… everything just feels... different. Like something’s going on that no one is telling me about.”



Her father exchanged a quick glance with her mother, who immediately busied herself with the food again. The tension in the room thickened, and Tatiana’s stomach twisted.



“Nothing’s going on,” Ivan said firmly, his tone leaving no room for argument. “Tonight is about you. You’re becoming a woman now, Tati. That’s something worth celebrating.”



Becoming a woman. The words echoed in her mind, but they didn’t bring the comfort they were meant to. Instead, they felt heavy, like a weight pressing down on her chest.



“I guess,” she said softly, her eyes dropping to her plate. “I just thought things would feel different. Like, maybe I’d have more freedom now that I’m older.”



Her father’s expression hardened, and Tatiana immediately regretted her words. Ivan was never one to discuss freedom, especially when it came to his daughter.



“Freedom comes with responsibility,” he said, his tone cold. “And as long as you live under this roof, you will follow the rules that we’ve set for you. Is that understood?”



Tatiana nodded quickly, her face flushing with embarrassment. “Yes, Papa.”



The room fell into an uncomfortable silence, the only sound the clattering of dishes as Elena brought the food to the table. She placed the steaming plates of pelmeni in front of them, her hands trembling slightly as she set them down.



“There we go,” Elena said, forcing a smile as she took her seat. “Let’s eat, yes?”



Tatiana glanced at her mother, the worry in her eyes unmistakable. Her mother rarely seemed so anxious, especially during family dinners. But tonight, her hands shook, and her smile was strained, as if she was barely holding herself together.



Tatiana picked up her fork, her appetite suddenly gone. She pushed the food around on her plate, trying to ignore the knot tightening in her stomach.



“Is everything okay?” she asked, her voice quiet.



Her father’s fork paused halfway to his mouth, his eyes narrowing slightly. “Everything is fine,” he said sharply. “You’re worrying over nothing.”



Tatiana bit her lip, but the words kept bubbling up inside her, desperate to be spoken. She couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something they weren’t telling her, something important.



“But—”



“I said it’s fine, Tatiana,” Ivan interrupted, his voice stern. “Tonight is supposed to be a happy night. Don’t ruin it with needless questions.”



Tatiana flinched at the harshness in his tone, sinking back in her chair. The tension in the room was suffocating now, a thick cloud that hung over them as they ate in silence. Her mother kept her eyes on her plate, her shoulders hunched as if she was trying to make herself as small as possible.



Tatiana swallowed hard, the unease growing with each passing minute. This wasn’t how her birthday was supposed to be. She had hoped for laughter, for excitement, for a glimpse of the freedom she so desperately craved. But instead, it felt like something was slipping away, something she couldn’t quite grasp.



She glanced at her father, his jaw tight, his focus entirely on his food. And then at her mother, who looked as though she was holding back tears.



Something was coming. Something that would change everything.



Tatiana didn’t know what it was yet, but she knew—deep down—nothing would ever be the same again.



Tatiana excused herself from the dinner table, her appetite completely gone. She forced a smile, thanking her mother for the meal, but her heart wasn’t in it. The tension in the room was suffocating, and she needed space to breathe. As she walked upstairs to her bedroom, her mind raced with thoughts she couldn’t control.



Once inside her room, she closed the door quietly behind her and leaned against it, letting out a shaky breath. The unease that had been building all evening now settled heavily in her chest. She felt like a prisoner in her own home, trapped by the expectations and rules her parents had enforced for as long as she could remember.



Her father’s words echoed in her mind: “As long as you live under this roof, you will follow the rules.”



It wasn’t just the rules that made her feel trapped—it was the weight of their unspoken expectations. She had always known that her family was traditional, steeped in old Russian values. But she had never understood the full extent of their control over her life.



Even now, at nineteen, she had never been allowed to date. Her interactions with boys had been closely monitored, her friendships restricted to girls her father deemed “acceptable.” She had watched as other girls her age experienced normal things—first loves, heartbreak, parties, freedom. But for her, those things were off-limits.



Her father had always said it was for her protection, that the world was a dangerous place for a young woman. And Tatiana had believed him. She had trusted that his overprotectiveness was born out of love, that he only wanted what was best for her. But now, as she stood alone in her room, she couldn’t help but wonder if there was something more to it. Something darker.



She crossed the room and sat on the edge of her bed, staring out the window at the quiet street below. The small, Russian neighborhood she had grown up in felt like a cage now, the cozy familiarity of it replaced by a sense of suffocation. The streets were always busy with chatter from the local restaurant owners and residents, and it was a place she had always considered safe. But now, the safety felt stifling.



The sound of her mother’s soft voice drifted up from the kitchen below, and Tatiana strained to listen, hoping to catch something—anything—that might explain the tension she had felt at dinner. But all she heard was her mother’s hushed tone, followed by the low rumble of her father’s voice. They were talking about something serious, but she couldn’t make out the words.



She stood up and paced the room, her hands restless as she fidgeted with the hem of her dress. The gnawing feeling in her gut was growing stronger, a sense of dread that she couldn’t shake. Her birthday was supposed to be a celebration—a turning point where she would finally gain some independence. But instead, it felt like something was slipping away from her.



She thought back to the countless times her father had warned her about the dangers of the outside world. He had always been so strict, so controlling. But why? Why had her entire life been so tightly managed? Why had she never been allowed to make her own choices?



Tatiana sat down at her small vanity and stared at her reflection, her dark hair framing her face, her wide blue eyes staring back at her. She had always been told she was beautiful, but it was a beauty that had been hidden away, locked behind her parents’ walls of protection. She had been sheltered for so long that she didn’t even know who she was outside of their control.



What would it be like to live freely? To make her own decisions, to explore the world beyond this small neighborhood? She had dreamed of it for years, but now, on her nineteenth birthday, she wondered if she would ever truly know that kind of freedom.



Her thoughts drifted to the future, to what she had always hoped her life would be. She had imagined leaving home, maybe going to university, traveling, meeting new people, and finally experiencing the things she had always been denied. But deep down, she knew those dreams were just that—dreams. Her father would never allow it. And with the way things were going, she wasn’t sure if she even had a choice.



There was something she didn’t understand. Something her parents were hiding from her. And it wasn’t just the strict rules or the old-fashioned expectations. It was something deeper, something that made her father’s grip on her life even tighter. She could feel it in the way he looked at her tonight, the way his eyes had darkened when she mentioned freedom. It was as if he knew something she didn’t—something that had been planned long before she was old enough to understand.



A sudden knock at her door pulled her from her thoughts, and Tatiana jumped slightly, her heart racing. She turned to see her mother standing in the doorway, her face pale and strained.



“Tati,” her mother said softly, her voice trembling. “Come downstairs. Your father and I need to talk to you.”



Tatiana’s stomach twisted in knots, the unease she had been feeling all evening now flaring into full-blown anxiety. She nodded silently and stood, following her mother down the stairs.



As she entered the living room, she saw her father standing by the window, his back to her, staring out into the street. He turned when he heard them enter, his expression grim. The air in the room was heavy, oppressive.



“Sit down, Tatiana,” her father said, his voice devoid of its usual warmth.



Tatiana obeyed, sinking into the armchair across from him. Her mother sat beside her, her hands folded tightly in her lap, her eyes fixed on the floor.



Ivan took a deep breath, his jaw clenched as he turned to face his daughter.



“There’s something we need to tell you,” he began, his voice low and steady. “Something... about your future.”



Tatiana’s heart pounded in her chest as she looked between her parents, the knot in her stomach tightening with every passing second.



“What is it?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.



Her father’s gaze hardened, his next words sending a cold wave of dread washing over her.



“Your life is about to change, Tatiana. In ways you can’t even imagine.”







Chapter 2











The air in the living room felt thick, suffocating even, as Tatiana sat rigidly on the edge of her seat, her fingers clutched tightly around the edge of her chair. Across from her, her father stood by the window, his back turned toward her, his posture tense and unmoving. He hadn't spoken for several minutes, only the sound of his shallow breathing breaking the heavy silence. Her mother sat on the couch, hands clasped tightly in her lap, her face pale and drained of any color. The nervous energy in the room wrapped itself around Tatiana’s chest, squeezing tighter with each passing second.



Her 19th birthday had started with such hope. This was supposed to be her year—the year she gained her independence, started her own life, and perhaps finally understood why her parents had been so protective. She had always hoped that the restrictions they placed on her would loosen as she grew older. She had expected freedom. But now, as she looked at the faces of her parents, the dread pooling in her stomach told her that the truth was far darker than anything she could have imagined.



“Papa?” Tatiana's voice was soft, hesitant, but it carried an edge of uncertainty. Her father didn’t turn around immediately, and the silence in the room only grew heavier. "What's going on? Why are you both acting so strange?"



Her father, Ivan, slowly exhaled before turning to face her, his shoulders slumped as if the weight of the world was resting on them. His usually stern face was creased with something she rarely saw—fear. Tatiana’s heart pounded as she searched his eyes for answers, but what she saw there only made the dread stronger. There was guilt. And shame.



“Tati,” he began, using the affectionate nickname he had called her since she was a child. His voice wavered, unsteady. "There is something I need to tell you—something I should have told you long ago, but I...I couldn’t." His eyes darted toward her mother, who remained frozen on the couch, unwilling to meet Tatiana’s gaze.



“What is it, Papa? You’re scaring me,” she said, her voice trembling slightly. She glanced between her parents, hoping one of them would ease the growing tension, but neither moved. Her mother’s silence felt more ominous than her father’s words. “Just tell me.”



Ivan ran a hand down his face, trying to collect his thoughts. He took a step forward, his lips parting as if to speak, then paused again. He looked pained, tortured even, and Tatiana’s stomach churned.



“You’re right to be scared, Tati. But you need to understand... I did what I had to, for our family.” His voice cracked, the vulnerability in it startling to Tatiana. Her father was a proud man, always in control, always certain of his decisions. To see him like this felt like the ground was shifting beneath her.



“Years ago,” he began, his gaze flickering between her and the floor, “I made a deal—a terrible deal, but I didn’t have a choice. It was right after you were born.”



Tatiana felt her breath hitch. “What deal? What are you talking about?” The knot in her stomach tightened, and for the first time in her life, she feared what her father was about to say.



He looked down at his feet, as if unable to face her. “There was a time when I was involved in things... dangerous things. Your mother and I—our lives weren’t always simple. There were debts... and powerful men who controlled everything.” He paused, his jaw tightening. "One of those men was Viktor Petrov."



The name felt foreign to her ears, but something about it sent a chill down her spine.



“I don’t understand,” Tatiana whispered, her voice barely audible. "What does this have to do with me?"



Ivan let out a long breath, his face paling. “Viktor is... he’s a dangerous man, Tatiana. He’s part of the Bratva, one of the most powerful figures in the Russian underworld.”



Tatiana’s mind raced. The Bratva? She had heard whispers of it in their community—stories of crime syndicates, power struggles, violence. But none of it had ever seemed real. Not to her. They had always seemed like ghost stories, things that happened to other people in faraway places.



Her father continued, his voice heavy with guilt. "When you were just a baby, I owed Viktor a debt—one I couldn’t repay. He gave me a choice: either pay with my life... or promise him something more valuable."



Tatiana’s blood ran cold as her father’s words began to make sense. Her entire body stiffened, her pulse hammering in her ears. “No...” she whispered, shaking her head. “No, you didn’t.”



Her father couldn’t meet her eyes, but he nodded solemnly. “I promised him... you. That when you turned nineteen, you would be his.”



The world tilted on its axis, and Tatiana felt as though the floor had been ripped out from beneath her. Her heart pounded in her chest, disbelief and horror clawing at her insides. “You promised me? To some... criminal?” Her voice cracked, barely able to process the words.



“I had no choice!” Ivan’s voice rose, desperate. “If I didn’t agree, Viktor would have destroyed us—killed us all. I thought it would be different by the time you came of age. I thought I would find a way out.” He slumped forward, his shoulders sagging with regret. "But Viktor never forgets a debt."



Tatiana stood up abruptly, her chair scraping against the floor. “You promised me to a man like that?” Her voice was shaking, her throat tightening as hot tears stung her eyes. “All these years... every rule, every restriction you placed on me... it wasn’t to protect me. It was to keep me for him?”



Her father stepped toward her, but Tatiana backed away, her hands trembling. “Tati, please—”



“Don’t,” she hissed, the betrayal burning in her chest. “You sold me. I’m your daughter, not some... some object to be traded away.”



Her mother finally spoke, her voice weak and shaky. “It was for your safety, Tatiana. We never wanted this.”



Tatiana’s breath came in shallow gasps as the reality of her situation sank in. Her father had made a deal with a monster, and now that monster was coming for her.



As her father tried to offer weak explanations, Tatiana’s vision blurred with tears, the walls of her world closing in around her. Everything she had ever known was a lie.



The knock at the door was firm and commanding, sending a jolt through Tatiana’s chest. It echoed in the small, quiet house like a signal—a sound that signified the end of one life and the beginning of something much darker. Tatiana’s heart raced as she saw her father scramble to his feet, his face paling. Ivan moved faster than she’d ever seen, his hand shaking as he reached for the door handle. He shot a nervous glance at his wife, who sat frozen on the couch, her face drained of color. Tatiana had never seen them like this, as if they were about to face a storm they couldn’t possibly weather.



Her pulse quickened as her father unlocked the door with trembling fingers, swinging it open with haste. The moment the door opened, the air seemed to shift, growing heavier, colder. The man who stepped over the threshold was nothing like anyone Tatiana had ever seen. He was tall, his broad shoulders filling the narrow doorway as if the apartment itself struggled to contain his presence.



Viktor Petrov.



The tension in the room was thick enough to cut with a knife. Tatiana could feel it coiling around her chest, making it hard to breathe. She stared at the door, her heart thumping in her ears as her father hurried to answer the knock. His usually strong, confident hands were trembling, and for the first time in her life, Tatiana saw true fear etched on her father’s face.



Tatiana had never seen anyone like him before. He was tall, his broad shoulders straining against the dark, tailored suit that fit him as if it had been made from the shadows themselves. He moved with a quiet, lethal grace, his presence commanding every inch of the space the moment he crossed the threshold. His hair was short, styled with perfect precision, though a rebellious strand fell over his forehead, softening the severity of his otherwise harsh features.



But it was his face that drew her in—sharp, angular, and cold. His jawline was strong, his lips set in a thin, expressionless line, and his steel-gray eyes... they pierced through the room like knives. There was no warmth in those eyes, no sign of anything human. They were as cold and emotionless as a winter storm, reflecting nothing but the power and danger he carried with him.



Tatiana’s breath caught in her throat as his gaze swept over her. There was something predatory in the way he looked at her, as if he were assessing her, deciding how much of a threat—or a weakness—she would be. Despite the terror clawing at her chest, she couldn’t deny the strange pull she felt in that moment. He was terrifying, yes, but there was something magnetic about him, something that made her pulse race in a way she didn’t understand.



Her father, standing to the side with his head slightly bowed, looked smaller than she had ever seen him. His usual air of authority vanished in Viktor’s presence. Her mother, seated rigidly on the couch, kept her eyes down, refusing to look at the man who had just entered their home. The weight of their fear pressed down on Tatiana like a heavy blanket, suffocating her.



“Mr. Petrov,” her father stammered, his voice a weak shadow of its usual strength. “Welcome. Please, come in.”



Viktor barely acknowledged him, his eyes still locked on Tatiana. For a moment, the room was silent, the tension growing unbearable. Tatiana’s fingers curled into the fabric of her dress, her heart pounding as Viktor’s gaze pinned her in place. She had never felt so vulnerable, so completely exposed, and yet... there was something else, too. Something she couldn’t quite place. A strange heat bloomed low in her stomach, a sensation she had never felt before.



“Tatiana,” Viktor said, his voice deep and smooth, like velvet wrapped around a steel blade. The sound of it sent a shiver down her spine. “It’s time.”



Time for what? Tatiana’s mind raced, her thoughts spiraling as she struggled to make sense of what was happening. Her father had mentioned a deal, a promise made years ago, but she had never imagined it would lead to this. She looked at Viktor, then at her father, waiting for someone to explain, to give her something—anything—to hold onto.



Her father swallowed hard, his hands twisting together in a way that made him seem desperate. “Tatiana, this is Viktor Petrov. He... he’s come to fulfill the arrangement we made all those years ago.”



Arrangement? What arrangement?



Tatiana’s stomach twisted painfully as the pieces of the puzzle began to fall into place. Her father had spoken of debts before, of things he had to do to keep their family safe, but he had never been specific. She had assumed it was just business, that whatever deals he made were nothing more than the cost of running a restaurant in a neighborhood full of powerful men. But now, looking at Viktor and the fear in her father’s eyes, she realized there was much more to it than she had ever known.



Viktor took a step closer, his gaze never leaving hers. “You were promised to me when you were born,” he said, his voice calm, matter-of-fact. “Tonight, I’m here to collect.”



Promised. The word echoed in Tatiana’s mind, reverberating through her chest like a hollow drumbeat. Her breath caught, her heart hammering against her ribs as the reality of his words sank in. She had been promised to him—like a piece of property, like something that could be traded or sold. Her entire life, every rule her parents had imposed, every limit they had set, had been to prepare her for this moment. For him.



Her chest tightened, anger mixing with the fear swirling inside her. How could they do this to her? How could they keep something like this from her for nineteen years and then expect her to just accept it? Her hands clenched into fists, her nails digging into her palms as she stared at Viktor, her mind screaming at her to run, to fight, to do anything but stand there and let this happen.



But the pull... the strange, inexplicable pull she felt toward him kept her rooted to the spot. She didn’t understand it, didn’t want to understand it, but it was there. Beneath the fear, beneath the betrayal, there was something about Viktor—something dangerous and alluring—that made her pulse quicken and her breath hitch in her throat.



“You have no choice,” Viktor said, his voice low, his gaze hard. “This was decided long ago.”



Tatiana’s lips parted, but no words came out. She felt frozen, trapped between the life she had always known and the dark, unknown future that Viktor represented. Her father’s betrayal hung heavy in the air, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the man standing before her—the man who, for better or worse, now controlled her fate.



Viktor turned his attention to Ivan, a flicker of impatience crossing his otherwise calm demeanor. “The papers,” he said sharply.



Her father moved quickly, retrieving a thick envelope from the desk in the corner of the room. Tatiana’s heart sank as she watched him hand it over, her last hope of escape slipping away with every passing second.



Viktor held the envelope for a moment before shifting his gaze back to her. “You’re mine now,” he said, his voice leaving no room for argument.



Tatiana’s mind reeled as the weight of his words settled over her. She was his.



The tension in the room became unbearable, a weight pressing down on Tatiana's chest as Viktor gestured toward the man standing just behind him. The man, who had been silent and still like a shadow, stepped forward, carrying a sleek leather briefcase. Tatiana’s heart skipped a beat as he placed the briefcase on the table and opened it with a crisp click. Inside was a stack of official-looking documents, neatly organized and far too formal for what was about to happen.



Viktor took the papers from the briefcase and spread them out on the table. Tatiana’s pulse raced, her eyes fixed on the legal jargon printed on the pages. Everything about the situation felt surreal, like she was trapped in a nightmare from which she couldn’t wake. She swallowed hard, her throat tight as she stared at the contract—her marriage contract.



"This," Viktor said, his voice smooth and emotionless, "finalizes the agreement made between your father and me. Once you sign, you will be legally bound to me. You will be my wife."



Wife. The word sent a cold shiver down her spine, making her fingers tremble. The reality of the situation hit her like a ton of bricks. This wasn’t just a forced relationship or some cruel joke—this was real. She was about to become Viktor Petrov’s wife, bound to him by law, with no way out.



Viktor’s gray eyes were hard as steel as he slid the contract toward her, tapping his finger next to the line where her name was already typed. “Sign,” he said, his voice leaving no room for negotiation.



Tatiana’s father, who had been standing by silently, paled even further, but he didn’t say a word. He looked at her, his eyes filled with shame and fear, but there was no hint of rebellion or apology. He wouldn’t stand up to Viktor. He wouldn’t save her from this.



Tatiana’s stomach twisted in knots as she reached for the pen. Her hand shook so badly that she almost dropped it. The black ink glistened on the page, mocking her with its finality. Her eyes stung with unshed tears, but she forced herself to blink them back. She wouldn’t cry in front of Viktor. She wouldn’t show him that he had already broken her spirit.



For a moment, she hesitated, her fingers frozen over the signature line. Maybe there was still a way out. Maybe if she ran fast enough, if she screamed loud enough, someone would hear her. But a glance at Viktor’s cold, impassive face told her the truth: there was no escape. The door was closed, her father was paralyzed with fear, and Viktor was the kind of man who didn’t let things slip through his fingers. She belonged to him now, whether she liked it or not.



With a heavy heart, Tatiana scrawled her name across the line. The pen moved awkwardly in her shaking hand, the letters uneven and sloppy, but it didn’t matter. She had signed away her freedom. She had signed herself into Viktor’s world—a world of darkness, violence, and control. A world where she was no longer her own person, but Viktor’s property.



The sound of the pen scratching on the paper felt deafening in the silent room. Tatiana’s breath came in shallow gasps as she handed the pen back, her fingers cold and numb. Her heart raced, her chest tightening as Viktor took the contract and, without hesitation, signed his name next to hers. His movements were precise and deliberate, as if this was just another business deal to him—nothing more.



The moment his signature hit the page, it was done.



Tatiana Ivanov no longer existed. She was now Tatiana Petrov, wife of Viktor Petrov, one of the most dangerous men in New York City.



Viktor set the pen down with a soft click and folded the contract neatly before sliding it back into the briefcase. The man beside him closed it with a snap, securing the papers inside as if they held the key to Tatiana’s future. In a way, they did.



Tatiana felt hollow, like the life had been drained from her in that single, terrible moment. She wanted to scream, to cry, to throw the papers across the room and run, but there was no point. It was over. Her father’s debt was paid, but she had become the price.



Viktor’s eyes never left hers as the weight of the moment settled over them. His gaze was unreadable, his expression cold and detached. Tatiana didn’t know what to expect—maybe a cruel smile, maybe some mocking comment about how she was finally his. But he said nothing, his lips pressed into a hard line as if this was just another day for him.



“You’re mine now,” Viktor said quietly, his voice dark and commanding. His eyes bore into hers, sending a cold shiver down her spine. “Everything that was once yours is now mine. Your life, your name, your body—it all belongs to me.”



Tatiana’s heart pounded in her chest, fear mingling with a strange, twisted sense of inevitability. As much as she hated it, as much as she wanted to scream and fight and break free, a part of her knew she couldn’t. She was bound to him now, in every way that mattered.



Tatiana felt the weight of Viktor’s gaze on her as he stood tall, his expression sharp and unyielding. There was no trace of kindness, no softness in his eyes. His presence was overwhelming, casting a shadow over everything in the room. The contract was signed, her fate sealed, and now Viktor was ready to take her away from everything she had ever known.



“You will leave with me now,” Viktor said, his voice a low, commanding rumble. There was no hesitation, no room for discussion in his tone. It was an order, not a suggestion. He gave her no time to pack, no moment to gather her thoughts or say her goodbyes. His words were cold and final, slicing through the air like a blade.



Tatiana’s heart pounded in her chest, her breaths coming in shallow gasps. She could feel panic rising inside her, clawing at her throat, but she couldn’t move. It was like her body had shut down, paralyzed by the intensity of Viktor’s presence. Every instinct screamed at her to run, to fight, but all she could do was stand there, frozen in place, as Viktor’s gray eyes bore into her.



She turned to her parents, desperate for something—anything—but they remained silent. Her father, still standing by the window, stared out into the distance, his face pale and drawn. He didn’t look at her, didn’t even acknowledge her anymore. He was defeated, beaten down by his own fear of the man who now owned her.



Her mother sat trembling on the couch, tears streaming down her cheeks. Tatiana felt a surge of anger toward them, toward the people who had betrayed her so completely. They had handed her over to a man like Viktor without a second thought. How could they do this to her?



But the anger was quickly overtaken by a deep, overwhelming sadness. Despite everything, they were still her parents. And in this moment, as her world crumbled around her, she felt a desperate need to cling to what little remained of her old life. She couldn’t bear to leave without saying goodbye to her mother.



Tatiana crossed the room slowly, her legs trembling as she approached her mother. The older woman looked up at her with tear-filled eyes, her lips quivering as if she wanted to speak but couldn’t find the words. Tatiana’s heart ached at the sight of her mother’s pain, even though she knew it wasn’t enough to make up for what had happened.



Without a word, Tatiana knelt beside her mother and wrapped her arms around her, holding her tight. Her mother sobbed softly, clutching Tatiana as if she were trying to hold on to her for just a little longer. It was a brief, fragile moment, one that Tatiana knew would haunt her for the rest of her life. She didn’t want to let go, didn’t want to step into the unknown, but she had no choice.



“I’m sorry,” her mother whispered through her tears, her voice barely audible. “I’m so sorry.”



Tatiana wanted to scream at her, to demand why she hadn’t fought harder, why she hadn’t done something to stop this. But there was no point. The damage was done. Instead, she whispered, “I love you,” and pressed a kiss to her mother’s cheek. It was the only goodbye she would allow herself.



She pulled away slowly, her heart heavy with sorrow, and stood up. Her mother’s cries echoed in her ears as she turned toward the door, her eyes locking with Viktor’s once again. His face was impassive, unreadable, but she could feel the impatience radiating off him like heat. He was waiting, expecting her to follow without question.



Viktor gestured toward the door with a slight tilt of his head, and Tatiana’s stomach twisted with dread. She wanted to refuse him, to plant her feet firmly on the ground and refuse to leave. But one look at Viktor’s cold, commanding expression told her that resistance was futile. He wasn’t a man who accepted defiance.



With a final glance at her father, who hadn’t moved from his spot by the window, Tatiana took a deep breath and forced her feet to move. The first step was the hardest. Every part of her body screamed at her to stop, but she pushed through the fear, knowing there was no escape. She was walking toward her fate, toward the unknown, and there was no turning back.



The sound of her footsteps echoed through the silent room as she followed Viktor to the door. His presence was overwhelming, a dark and dangerous force that seemed to pull her in despite every instinct telling her to run in the opposite direction. She couldn’t help but feel a strange, almost magnetic pull toward him. It was irrational, terrifying, but undeniable.



Tatiana hesitated for only a moment as they reached the threshold, the open door looming like the entrance to another world. Her heart raced, and she felt like she was standing on the edge of a cliff, about to take a leap into the unknown.



But a single, sharp glance from Viktor, his eyes narrowing slightly in warning, was enough to propel her forward. She stepped through the doorway, the weight of her old life falling away behind her like a distant memory. She was no longer Tatiana Ivanov, the sheltered daughter of a Russian immigrant family. She was now Tatiana Petrov, the wife of Viktor Petrov, a man who commanded power, fear, and authority.



Her mind was a whirlwind of emotions as she walked beside Viktor, her body trembling with every step. Anger, fear, and confusion warred within her, but beneath it all was something darker, something she didn’t want to acknowledge. As much as she wanted to hate Viktor, as much as she wanted to resist him, there was a part of her that was drawn to him—drawn to his raw power, his authority, his dominance.



It terrified her, this strange attraction that simmered beneath the surface. She knew she should despise him, should rebel against the life he was forcing her into. But instead, she felt herself pulled deeper into his orbit, like a moth drawn to the flame.



Viktor led her across the front yard, his pace brisk and unrelenting. Tatiana struggled to keep up, her mind still reeling from the events of the evening. She cast one last glance at the house behind her, the place she had called home for so many years. But it was no longer her home. She was leaving it—and her old life—behind.
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