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Chaining my Queen

Chapter 1

A Secret Unveiled
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Maya

I woke up with a loud, long gasp, feeling my chest heave. The weak, low ambient light from the table lamp illuminated the room, casting solid and immobile shadows, giving it an eerie look. It wasn’t enough that the whole house, including my room, was in a serious need of repainting, it had to look worse at night.

Much worse.

I got off my bed and slipped my feet into a pair of flip-flops. They were all I had to walk around in my house, and they would do until they got too old for me. I wished I could have better footwear, but that was something for another time, when I was older and could have a job. Right now, my focus was on my studies.

Something woke me up – a loud, irregular noise coming from down below, possibly from the basement of the building. Dad and I had moved to America not too long ago, and he still kept his Mexico flag hanging off one of the walls in the living room, where every neighbor and invitee could see. He loved his country so much.

I walked down the stairs, still loving we now lived in a house with two floors. Dad spent most of his money buying it, and he still had some parcels of it to pay, but for the time being, it belonged to us, and I was sure he would finish paying for it.

I stepped into the living room, my ears now picking up louder sounds and noises. They made me remember old movie scenes I thought I had forgotten. They made me feel scared, and right now, in the dark – I didn’t feel like turning on the lights – fear took a greater hold of me than ever before.

Fear found its way into my mind and heart, making the latter beat like a speeding train. My hands shook when I found the door to the basement. I would have classes tomorrow morning. I needed to sleep well so that I didn’t lose my focus when the teachers explained important stuff. My one big dream was having a life dissimilar to that of my father.

“Dad?” I asked after opening the door, the creaking sound speeding up my heart even more.

Control yourself, I thought before feeling even more scared. Telling yourself to feel a certain way never worked.

My eyes scanned the basement. I hadn’t come here much before. The stairs led right to its base and the floor. Beyond it, my eyes witnessed a single, weak light that hung from the ceiling. Other than what the bulb illuminated, the darkness made it impossible to comprehend what lied further beyond.

Slowly, I made my way down the stairs. Dad had to be here. The sounds were louder, but muffled. A blood-freezing thought crossed my mind. It had to be a person. It was the only thing that made sense to me. And, in that case, where wa-

And he was right there. My eyes perceived his presence. Standing not too far from the single light, possibly so that he couldn’t see the terrors happening in front of his very eyes. But they were different kinds of terrors. His hands performed them, and the man tied to a chair was his victim.

I stood like a victim in here too, at the base of the stairs, a hand of mine gripping the handrail with so much force it hurt me.

“Dad?” I enquired one more time, drawing his attention to me. In his hand was a hammer. Small, but dangerous. Blood painted not only his face, but also his shirt and pants. The man tied to the chair struggled to find freedom, and none existed for him right now.

He cleaned his hands, but when he began walking to me, I felt as if two hands were squeezing my heart tight. It hurt so much I clutched my belly, but didn’t cry or scream – those were things he taught I could never do whenever I felt too stressed out.

My vision blurred and darkened, my body soon losing sense of itself. His two hands grabbed me the moment I felt myself falling over...

✽✽✽

My eyes fluttered open, finding the regular change of the blue and red lights coming through the closed window of the living room. Someone must have laid me down on the couch, I soon realized when I sat up on it, the blanket I had sliding down to my lap.

The door swung open and a police officer – a young man with a joyful, but serious face – stepped through it moments before his eyes darted sideways. He found me and worry clouded his expression. He hurried over to me, and got himself on one knee, his eyes examining mine.

“We got him. You’ve got nothing to worry about anymore.”

My mind felt like a mess right now. “You got... who?”

He looked down, biting his bottom lip. “Your father. We’ll have to find you a proper place and someone who can take care of you.”

It turned out that the young officer was the one who invited me to live with him. He had a girlfriend – a woman with red hair and a fiery personality – and she and I grew closer together.

We became friends. When I got to the USA, I thought such a thing would never happen. I barely knew the language well. The officer and his girlfriend taught me what the school couldn’t and, over time, I learned it, though not to the point of being able to express myself like the natives.

As the months passed by, I learned the true nature of my father. I heard the rumors. I knew what people talked about him, but I thought they were nothing more than gossip. He was a murderer, a torturer.

He hadn’t always been one. Working for the Mexican military turned him into the beast he now was. I hadn’t seen him ever since I found him in his basement, his hands so bloody I couldn’t withstand one more second of his life.

I passed out and someone in the neighborhood must have figured out what was happening. A great portion of the rumors did come from them, after all. My dad provided for us that way – by capturing people and torturing them until they told him the information he required. Credit cards, their passwords, bank account information and that sort of thing.

No wonder we lived a strange life. On one hand, we had just about enough money, and on the other, life consumed so much of it he felt forced to do the things he did. His life was never of the kind that could withstand the test of time. One day, it was always all going to come crashing down on his pristine, light-reflecting head.

Now, as a grown woman, all I knew was that I was beyond it all. I remembered him and his good and bad moments, but for the most part, my past life wasn’t a part of me anymore.

I grew up with one objective in mind: that of never having children of my own. My father wasn’t that way only because he served in the Mexican military. His genes were to blame as well. Or his blood was. Well, something belonging to him and that was passed on to me helped to turn him into the monster he became. I couldn’t allow what happened to me happen to a child of mine.

And so, I brushed away all my dates who thought they could become my boyfriends. I wasn’t that famous in high school, but enough men considered me worth their propositions. I listened to them all before telling them the answer they never expected.

The seasons came and went. My new father and mother were happy to have me, but from then on, I strived to become a woman of my own.
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Chapter 2

The Job I Wanted
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Maya

The building looked pristine and terrifying in front of me. It looked old and new at the same time. The workers took good care of it. Its ancient, European-like design reminded me I should be grateful I stood here. I never thought I would make it.

The day I would – hopefully – land the job of my life. A bus that drove down the street as if it was nobody’s business carried a huge sign on its side. It read Washington DC, Where Freedom Began for America.

I held a giggle back. I wasn’t alien to American history, but the obsession with freedom was a funny thing the Americans had. My eyes also looked at the passerby and pedestrians. Some of them put on heavy, thick clothes for this morning. The cold and the Winter had started their long travel to the land of the economical giants.

I also wore thicker and heavier clothes this morning. A good portion of my life involved a different style of weather – one where heading to the beach and bathing under the warm light of the sun were common things to do. My body was still getting used to the wildly different four seasons here in America.

An intercity bus reminded me I stood far from home now. To be more honest with myself, I lived now farther than I had ever lived my whole life.

Washington DC was no alien city to me. I had been here for a good whole month already, not only preparing myself for this one meeting and competition, but also exploring what the locale had to offer to a Mexican girl like me.

I walked into the building, soon finding out I shouldn’t have put these many layers on because the AC was hotter than the air outside. I never thought Washington DC could get this cold, considering it was located not too North from the Equator line.

A woman sitting behind a desk caught sight of me. The building was silent and few people walked about in it. I did good by coming here some minutes after it opened. I could finish my meeting here and still have time for some other things.

The interior of the building was as pristine and clean as its outside, and its design matched the rest of it.

The woman perked her head up, maybe thinking I surprised her by coming so early here. In front of her stood an LCD monitor with a keyboard in front of it, her hands a couple of inches distant from it.

“How can I help you, miss?” She questioned.

I explained to her the purpose of my presence here. She promptly asked for my documents, which I provided. I thought of everything before coming here. I forgot not one singl-

“Do you have your invitation card?” She inquired, making my heart leap.

Of all the things my silly mind could have forgotten, it had to be that one! I gave her a weak smile before saying, “No, I’m really sorry I forgot it. Can’t I just go in without it?”

She pursed her lips. “Sorry, the card is a sine-qua-non requirement and it can’t be waived.”

“... Thanks, I guess,” I said without actually meaning that.

I turned and walked to the parking lot, where I got into my car and began driving to my apartment. I thought I had it. I thought I hadn’t forgotten anything, but of course, my silly mind had to play yet another trick on me.

A car blared its horn on me, catching me off guard. The loud noise startled me before I corrected my driving direction and speed. I breathed in and out. I needed to calm myself down right now, or else I was going to crash and make all my efforts to get this far in my life meaningless.

I parked the car and walked into my apartment room before finding the aforementioned invitation card. It stood right on top of the nightstand, where I left it yesterday night. Of course I kept it there. Where else would it be? Why didn’t I notice it there before heading out?

I was so disorganized and careless. Those were things I always reminded myself to fix one day, even though that was easier said than done.

I got back inside my car and drove back downtown, where I then parked my car and found the same woman sitting behind her desk. Her fingers typed on the keyboard rather loudly before she perked her head up again, her eyes not hiding how funny she thought I looked right now.

“Here are all the documents and the invitation card,” I said before giving them all to her.

She gave a quick glance at my documents before picking up the card and reading it carefully, her eyes squinting. She wore thick glasses for myopia and some of her hair had started to become grey.

“Looks good,” she stated before handing back to me my documents, her hands and eyes going back to her work. The sound of typing filled the otherwise silent lobby as I made my way to the elevator. This was the first time ever in my life I was about to meet someone so important.

My heart thumped in my chest when I got to the door, my clenched hand going up to knock on it. I took a deep breath. Calm down, Maya. This is only the beginning of a great life.

That was easier said than done. Once I found myself in a new, difficult situation, growing nervous was a common thing for me.

I knocked on the door. No response. My heart raced even more, and then, I knocked on the door again. This time, a deep and monotone voice sounded from its interior, “Come on in, Mrs. Ward.”

He knew I would come here. Everything had been arranged for this meeting with him. I was only but one of many, and yet, he still made time to see me in person.

I opened the door and walked to him, my legs feeling heavier than normal. He refrained from opening a smile, his open hand suggesting I should sit down without shaking it. No pleasantries – just straight up going to the point.

“Mrs. Ward, I waive my own introduction. You know who I am, and your meeting here is a thing I prefer to keep secret,” he said, his eyes studying me while I found myself trying not to look too nervous, but failing to do so.

The Secretary of State from the US Government continued, “I need to know the kind of person you are. My chief advisor needs to be someone I can trust. You can work under me for a while. Question is, how far are you – a Mexican born citizen – willing to go for this country?”

I gulped, his question already a hot one from the very beginning. I studied his eyes, his body language, and despite feeling nervous, I came up with an answer that brought a small smile to his wrinkled face.

He and I talked some more, the sound of the cars driving down below on the main avenue the only thing keeping us company right now. Guards stood in front of his door at the other side of the room, but other than them, we were all alone here.

I did my best, making sure to tell him the things he wanted to hear without giving him any unwanted signs. If he figured out I was faking most of this for the sole purpose of landing this job, then becoming homeless wouldn’t be too far fetched.

By the end of the meeting, when the cold sun was setting in the long horizon, he stood up and shook my hand, a small smile on his face. “Good luck on your endeavors,” he stated before sitting back on the chair, eyes focused on his laptop.

I could have questioned him whether I passed his test or not, but I knew that doing so would be fruitless. He had more people to interview, and I was nothing but one of many gunning for this position.

Feeling a bit less nervous now, I bowed slightly and said, “Thank you for the opportunity, Mr. Davis.”

He graced me with no glances or anything that might have suggested he paid attention to me. Nevertheless, I walked out as the heaviness on my shoulders lifted off. I got into my car, turned the key and drove back home, my eyes watering up.

I couldn’t be sure about the outcome of the selection process, and yet, I cried.

✽✽✽

The phone rang not that day, nor the day after, but a week later, when I thought I hadn’t been hired and I would soon have to sell my home here in Washington. “You’ve been hired,” was all he had to say. It wasn’t Mr. Davis at the other side of the call, and yet, I knew what that man meant. I applied for only that one position during the entirety of my stay here in the Capital City, after all.

Secrecy was their weapon, and so, I didn’t feel weird about the shortness of the call.

Working for him was tough in the beginning. It was no ‘work’ per-see, though. He was testing and training me all the time, making sure I was the chief advisor he had been looking for.

It was very unusual. I applied for the position with one thought in mind. Why did he interview people so that one could become his advisor when he could call a friend or a relative to work for him? The answer was a simple, but frightening one.

He trusted no one.

It was no wonder, one day, when I was working in his office and he wasn’t nearby, I refrained from taking a look inside a dark, almost hidden room adjacent to it. I was curious – too curious for my own good – and yet, I thought it best not to give him a reason to think I couldn’t be trusted.

As the season changed to a calmer, sunnier one, I found myself working more and more for him. He made me feel grateful he chose me over the other candidates. He conveyed something about me when his acceptance came which made me think I was worth his investment.
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Chapter 3

A Childhood Fear
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Maya

I was riding my bicycle down a bumpy, full of cracks sidewalk by an old growth forest when my ears picked up a strange, irregular sound coming from deep within it. Sweat trickled down my forehead when I stopped the bicycle, the sound of the birds making me love the environment and reminding me why I always chose this place to keep myself fit. I cherished these short, intermittent moments I had where I could forget my problems.

The irregular sounds made me curious. A voice from deep within my mind told me not to go there, and yet, I still left my bicycle leaning against an old tree before carefully walking down the slope that led to the deepness of the woods.

I took special care not to trip on any thick wig or fallen tree trunk. The last thing I wanted was to hurt myself and make Mr. Davis think I couldn’t handle a simple adventure in the wilderness.

I walked forward a couple more steps before finding a small, cute dog whose leg had been caught by a fallen tree trunk. How that happened and what it was doing in here, where it could find no food, I had no idea.

But something in me made me reach a significant conclusion. By not listening to that voice in my mind, I found a small dog in need of help. I could be morbidly curious sometimes, but in other instances, it paid off to be different from other people. Most would have continued to ride their bicycle down the sidewalk without a care in the world.

“Owwwn, you cute little thing,” I said before lifting the trunk up, freeing its leg. A quick glance told me that the dog was a male.

He jumped and bounced around me, a huge grin on his face as he barked over and over again. Not too distant from where I found the dog, on the ground laid its collar. It was red and so beautiful. I picked it up and read the name of his owner.

A quick shot of soft pain crossed my heart. I wanted to keep this little doggy, but if he had an owner and I could find him, then I had to do the right thing.

I meant it when I said my father wasn’t a bad man only because he chose to be so. His genes, our own family and everything associated with it meant I also could end up becoming just like him, even though I perceived no related signs within me.

I sighed, picked up the cute doggie and took him to his owner’s house, where I then buzzed the warning alarm system by the front gate. A man with reading glasses and who wore clothes too big for him showed up, his eyes wide in shock.

He stopped by the front gate when I said, “Hey, I found this little doggie out there in the woods. Is it yours?”

My hand pointed to said forest when he opened the gate, his eyes now calming down. His cheeks blushed – maybe he thought he should have paid more attention to his pet.

“Thank you... I have no idea how I can repay you.”

“Not to worry. I just found him and it was nothing, really.”

“But I insist. Come inside. We shall have a nice cup of tea.”

I nodded, though paranoia kicked in again. A stranger just invited me to go inside his home and share a cup of tea with him. Part of me didn’t know what to think, another part insisted he was being nothing more than a friendly stranger, and another part told me what I wanted to hear.

And so, I told him, “I’m sorry, but I’ve got something important to do right now. I gotta go. Bye.”

I bolted to my bicycle and rode it down the sidewalk as quickly as possible, avoiding the cracks and the bumps as if I were a pro-cyclist. I perceived the frightened look on his eyes when I said those words and gave him no chance to change my mind, loathing myself an instant later because I hated how paranoid I was.

The truth was, after living with my father for years, I grew so distrustful I couldn’t spend a couple of hours alone with a stranger. And that was... something I wished to remediate one day.
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Chapter 4

My Duty
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Alexei

An ocean of bodies surrounded me, my hand holding my gun. They all asked for this. They thought they could win against me, but I was here to prove them otherwise. These men deserved every single shot I fired, and part of me wished more of them would storm through the double door to find their deaths as well.

My chest heaved and I looked down, the pool of blood spreading to every corner and surface of this once pristine hospital lobby. These men thought they could come here and kill my father. Illness drove his body immobile, and he now needed me to make sure he would pull through.

The double door stormed open, men in black suits running in. Their hands held all sorts of guns, from assault rifles to shotguns. They stopped once they noticed the carnage all around me, the nurses and the doctors trying to make themselves as small as possible on the other side.

I raised my head. “You are late.”

Slowly, they lowered their guns as I walked through them, my feet missing the sea of bodies around me. I could almost palm the tension in the air, their eyes frightened of me. These men feared no authorities here in Moscow. They feared me only, and they just failed me.

All these minutes waiting for them to reach the hospital, and I had to be the one to do it. I ended the lives of some members from the Vory gang before they had funny ideas about being able to stand up to me.

None of my men attempted as much as putting a hand on my shoulder to make me stop. I walked through them and out to the outside of the hospital, the strange familiarity of the Moscow lights in the distance catching my attention.

I got to my car and turned on the engine. An instant later, I was driving down to my place. My mom needed my support. She thought they would end my father’s life today. Her heart was set to leap in absolute jubilance once she heard the good news.

I pulled over the car in front of her small house, where the walls had begun to freckle. A single source cast light through the window of the kitchen. Crickets chirped without a care in the world.

I opened the door and walked to the kitchen, stopping to a halt once I witnessed what happened during my long absence. A short length of rope hung from the ceiling, and blood dripped onto the floor. The length of rope enveloped her neck like a snake, and her semi-open mouth allowed her tongue to slip through it.

The sight of her devoid-of-life eyes made my legs weaken, and I soon found myself on my knees, a huge cloud of pain around my heart. No no no, this can’t be happening.

I did everything possible to keep her safe and I said she would have a peaceful life. Tears watered up my eyes as I thought about the good memories I had with her, like the day she bought my first bike.

I screamed in anger when I thought this could all be different right now had my father thought things through and understood his life was never going to have a happy ending. Now, stuck in a hospital bed and with tubes attached to his body, his return – if there was ever going to be one – was destined to be less than triumphal.

I cried so much my vision blurred when I reopened my eyes. Slowly, I got up and released her body from the grasp of the rope, her body cold for the first time since I was old enough to know how much she meant to me.

I carried her in my arms to the backyard. She told me one thing before her passing. I want to be buried alongside your grandmother. She told me that not too long ago – maybe she knew this moment was always going to happen and that none could stop her.

I laid her body down next to her family’s graves and started to dig the ground, my hands aching in pain. I never thought this moment would come, and yet, here it was. The day – or rather, the night where I had to bury my own momma.

I dug for her a deep wound in the ground before gently placing her in it. I could have asked for a proper burial, but I needed the fewest eyes possible on this. No more ears could find out about this occurrence. Only my dad and brother would be told.

After finishing filling her grave with dirt, I stuck the shovel into the ground and cried, my tears streaming down my face. I knew tonight was going to be tough, but I never thought it was set to be the toughest ever of my life.

The Vory were going to pay for what they did. In the blood of my dear mother, that I swore.

✽✽✽

I stood behind my desk, my men surrounding me. Their eyes paid the most absolute attention to what I had to say. A good reason explained my position of power in the gang. They all revered me and thought I was the best in the world.

I made this gang be what it was now, and these men followed me like moths to a flame. They understood where success was, and with me, they would have all of it. I thought about this plan and how we were going to make it happen.

They had no idea why I was targeting the Vory. They knew we were rival gangs, but that was about it. None of them had any knowledge about the death of my mother, who now stood 7 feet under the ground and had finally found her peace.

Their eyes reminded me of when I was young and had not much idea what I wanted from life. If there was one thing I also wanted from my career as the boss of the Zakone faction, it was to teach these men they needed honor on top of everything.

“Men, I will need you to do this,” I said before explaining to the smallest of detail every single thing that involved the plan, and what each of them should do. I commanded respect, and most of all, I wanted them to follow my lead without hesitation. Weaker men would be thinking right now I was being too thorough, but these weren’t pussies. They comprehended what was required of them.

Their eyes widened every so often, their minds most likely thinking ‘how did he figure that out?’ Maybe it came from my mom. She had always been very intelligent throughout her life. It was just one of the many reasons why I made it to the top of the Zakone.

A flash of lightning struck in the background, announcing that a storm was going to come soon. I prepared for it. The plan to rid ourselves of the Vory could only turn out successful if I didn’t forget not even one single thing of it.

I straightened myself up and hid the plans. No point keeping them open on top of the desk anymore. Their shoulders tensed up. This was the moment it was all going to happen.

“Follow me and be silent,” I said before going to the garage, from where I drove my car toward the hideout of the Vory. They thought themselves smart. They thought I could never figure out where they lived.

But that attack on the hospital was the last one they made. So many bodies on the cold floor and they still thought I couldn’t pinpoint their location. People talked. People witnessed many men coming from a rundown building in an isolated neighborhood.

I stopped the car a couple of blocks before reaching said building, thinking it made sense they built their hideout in there. Isolated – the kind of place most people, including the authorities, wouldn’t give two shits about.

I ordered my men with a simple gesture of my hand, and they surrounded the building. All the doors and exits were sealed by their presence. In case anyone tried to sneak out of the turmoil that was about to ensue here, they would find nothing but death.

I nodded to my second-in-command and we all stormed into the building, helpless cries and shouts filling the otherwise silent atmosphere. I hid behind a wall before spraying bullets on them. I thought about nothing right now. I only needed one thing here.

This was not just vengeance. This was survival as well.

I killed so many of them I lost count before heading to the second floor, where more of those goons popped out. They soon met their doom just like all the others, their guns flying away from their hands once I opened up new holes in their bodies.

I ordered my men to keep following me. Some of them had already been taken out, but that was fine. No war in this world didn’t end with some casualties.

I got to the last room of the building, where the boss of the Vory had to be. I kicked the door open with all the strength I could muster before storming in, my eyes scanning the new environment.

I aimed my gun to his shiny head before squeezing the trigger, but I was already too late. Outside, the man was using a ladder to get all the way down to the outside of the building. For some reason and as if by magic, their men managed to kill enough of my colleagues in the exterior.

“Damn it!” I said before squeezing the trigger all the way, but the bullets all missed him, his eyes shooting wide only for a second. I was going to get him one day, that son of a bitch.

“Men, follow me!” I shouted before running all the way down to the outside of the building and circling it to find its backside.

But the leader of the Vory, Boris Brobov, was already getting into a car and heading God-knew-where. I shot more bullets at him, as did my men, but they met only the metallic armor of the vehicle, ending any chance I had of offing him tonight.

Drops of water began falling down from the sky as a clap of thunder rumbled not too far from us, drawing my attention to it. I felt the water as it soaked my clothes, my men right behind me. Their look of disappointment was clear, and yet, I could do nothing about it.

I watched as Boris Brobov drove off – ran away – like the scared little chicken he was. I thought that being intelligent was enough to end this, but alas, the fucker found a way to get out after all.

I sighed and looked at my men, their attention drawn to me. “We’ll get him next time,” I said before walking to my car. My men followed me, as they always did. Despite the half-success of this mission, I struck them hard. I killed most of their men. The Vory would take a while to recover, if they ever did.

And so, I drove home with only one objective in mind – that of finding where they went to, and obliterating them once and for all.
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Chapter 5

An Unforeseen Request
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Alexei

The environment of the pub was one of confusion, distrust and fake warmth. These people thought they knew what their presence in here meant. They thought they were making friends, strengthening their bonds and that sort of bullshit. But it was all a lie – one I had no patience for.

People talked here and there, and glasses clattered and some accusations were thrown in the air. The best part about being in a place like this was reminding myself I was not well-known here. My world was so different from theirs.

Outside, the night kept us company. Not completely silent, but serene, as if nothing had happened recently. These people had very little idea about the sort of thing that occurred in Moscow. Some of them knew what went on behind the scenes, though, but preferred to pretend they were none the wiser.

I sipped from my glass of vodka before taking a glance around, realizing once more I was all alone here – just as I preferred. Some of my men desired to spend more time with me, but that would never happen. My history made it so I couldn’t trust people completely, and I would rather be alone than with people I had no chemistry with.

My phone buzzed and I ignored it. The last thing I needed was having to talk to anyone right now. I preferred being a loner. Did they outlaw that too?

But the phone buzzed again and again, not only drawing my attention to it, but also that of my neighbors here in this pub. Even the bartender stopped drying a glass he had in his hands, his eyes darting to me.

I sighed and grabbed my phone from my pocket, looking at the screen to find out who was calling me right now. Of course, it had to be him. The fucker. He couldn’t be bothered to spend one important minute of his life with me, and so, he decided to call.

I tapped the green button and said, “You have one minute.”

“Brother, I heard about what happened.”

“Oh, you did?”

“You think I don’t care?”

“Don’t act like you do.”

“I am doing what I can...”

“Yeah, for you,” I said before ending the call right here and now.

Instead of joining up with me, leading this family as he should, my little brother thought he should become a politician. And he did become one. The poster hanging from the wall reminded me of him. His wide grin was nothing but a lie to people whose desperate lives blinded them to the truth.

No politician was ever a good person, and Isai... was one of the worst, much as I hated to admit that to myself right now. He had no idea the kind of thing I went through to get to the position I held now.

Becoming the leader of the Zakone was no easy accomplishment. From a very early age, he had inclinations to studying and a huge aversion to anything related to our way of life. My father took a liking to me. I guessed that didn’t help with convincing him he should have chosen a different path for his life.

Being the son of my father was only the first segment to become the boss of the Zakone. Other checkboxes needed to be checked, and they were. I lost count of how many Bratva brothers I had to kill before making it to the top.

And the best thing about it all? It was learning it was all worth it. I would do it again.

I finished drinking my glass of vodka and walked out. I had more important things to do, and the alcohol already cleared up my head.

And if Isai knew what was good for him, he wouldn’t call me ever again.

✽✽✽

But I imagined that was nothing more than wishful thinking. When the clock announced 1:34 in the morning, my phone buzzed once again. I half hoped it was one of my men about to tell me he found Boris’ new address, but alas, it was him. Isai.

I considered not answering his call before tapping on the green button. “What is it this time?” I questioned, my voice sounding deep and distant.

“There is something I would like you to do for me.”

“Me? You realize I am not from your red tape and bullshit little bubble, right?”

He sighed. “It’s something only you can do.”

“I’m not your lackey, Isai.”

“I know, and you will be handsomely compensated.”

“I don’t need the money.”

“I... can give you the information you need.”

I was going to tell him he had nothing that could help me right now, but then, I thought: what if he did? By being a politician, he had links and contacts I didn’t have. He knew people I could never meet. Maybe he could help me, but at what cost?

“You are bluffing.”

“Come to me. I’m going to show you I’m not bluffing.”

I thought for a second before giving him an answer. He wouldn’t be stupid enough to set up a trap for me. I would take my men with me just in case, though. The last thing I needed was underestimating him. While he was not a member of the Zakone, he was as cunning as me. That was one good reason why he managed to make it almost to the top of the political bubble. As the Chairman of the Federation Council, he could pull strings I could never have access to.

“Alright. I’m going,” I said before ending the call and cutting his voice. He was telling me something – possibly that he needed me to set up a date and time, but I had no patience for those things right now. And I needed to reaffirm to him one thing I knew he had already forgotten.

He had nothing he could use to control me.

✽✽✽

I pulled up the car in the parking lot by the building where he worked and got out, the strangeness of the place striking me like an airplane that just couldn’t stop accelerating. I wasn’t accustomed to this kind of environment. Even here, in this parking lot, everything was too clean for my liking.

I headed to the building adjacent to it and took the elevator to the last floor, where my brother would be. A woman sitting behind a desk called out to me, but I ignored her. I had no patience for talking to people I had no reason to begin a conversation with. What did she need to know anyway? That I was the brother of one of the most influential politicians in Russia?

The door of the elevator hissed open and I stepped into the hallway. Men in dark suits took out their guns from their waists and walked over to me, their eyes serious. They were not going to let me through.

Their presence did little to intimidate me, though. Those men were nothing more than pawns in a game they thought to be a lie. I came here with one objective in mind, and I wasn’t going to let them get in my way.

Maybe I should be more understanding, but at present, I had no patience for that sort of thing.

They aimed their handguns at me before one of them shouted, asking me to stop. But I didn’t stop, and so, I continued to make my way to the fancy door at the end of the solitary hallway, where my dear brother was.

One of them threatened to pull the trigger when the door swung open, letting Isai step out. He raised the open palm of his hand over his head before saying, “Men, calm down. He came here to talk to me.”

A small smile appeared on my face. I cherished the look of disappointment and disbelief on the faces of those bodyguards. They all thought they were going to get a raise – maybe even promoted. The opposite happened, and without doing much, I put them right back in their place.

I walked through them, their guns tucked back in their waists, and reached my younger brother. He wore a dark suit with a white tie, and his face was clean-shaven. He shaved every single day. I couldn’t be sure about this, but I imagined he simply couldn’t let go of his early twenties. No wonder he dated younger women who thought he was from their generation.

His eyes expressed his disappointment and a line of annoyance for having me here. He thought I wouldn’t have the guts to just show up here without making an appointment. But he should have thought better about the kind of man I was. I didn’t follow rules, and I wasn’t about to change that.

“You want to talk. Then, let’s talk,” I said, opening a smile that drew his attention to it.

He didn’t nod or say anything, but merely took me to his office and closed the door with his key.

Witnessing that, I questioned, “Are you afraid of something?”

“There is something important I need you to do for me.”

“I know about that. Get to the point.”

He opened a drawer and grabbed a folder with some documents in it. “This woman is the Chief Advisor of the Secretary of State of the US Government. I need you to steal whatever you can from her. You are the only man I can trust with this.”

I took the folder from his hands and analyzed the documents it contained. The woman was a beauty with long, blond hair and green eyes. She couldn’t be more than 30 years old. Her name was Maya Ward. Born in Mexico, but lived in America.

An interesting combination, but if his assignment was no different than what he stated, then I had no reason to worry. He was going to give me the information I needed, and then, the Vory would be no more.

“So, is this all? Do you really have the information I need?” I enquired.

He nodded, and I couldn’t quite figure out if he was lying or not. I thought I could read people well, but he was a challenge. No wonder he disappointed not only our father, but also me when he said he wanted to follow a different kind of life.

Maybe I should have considered saying No to him right now. Not a lot of time had passed since Boris escaped, but Isai was not the kind of man to lie. I shouldn’t be trusting him much and yet, I felt inclined to accept his proposal.

What was the harm in fooling another woman to do what I wanted? All I would need to do was to find her and make her think I fell in love with her. It would be as easy as stealing candy from a child.

She would be none the wiser until hell broke loose for her and she found herself fired. The USA Secretary of State would have so much to think about before choosing someone to work for him.

“I do, but I can’t share it with you right now,” Isai responded.

I looked into his eyes and said, “Alright. I’m doing this.”

Isai was going to tell me nothing right now, and there was nothing I could do to change his mind. I took one quick look at her photo before I began to devise a plan to make her fall in love with me.

The folder contained everything, including where she would live here in Moscow. Finding her would be easy. I only needed one solitary, intimate moment with her, and then, she would be all mine.

I stepped to him, making him feel a bit uncomfortable. Good, I enjoyed it when people like him were taken out of their comfort zone. I didn’t tower over him, but I was tall enough to remind him I was still his big brother.

“If you don’t have the information I need by the time I’m done with this, I won’t hesitate.”

I didn’t need to tell him the kind of thing I would do to his career if he was lying to me. Fear worked best when people of his type could let their imagination work. His little mind was going to think over and over again about what his life would be like if he found himself without this ‘job’ of his – being a politician wasn’t working.

I distanced myself from Isai, allowing him to breathe in relief. “Thanks, Alexei. I knew I could count on you.”

“The question is, can I count on you?” I questioned before walking out. I expected no answer from him. I knew he would have none. Our wounds were deep and our relationship was a professional one.

For now, I had another mission, and it was going to be an important one.
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Chapter 6

Alien Lands
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Maya

I opened the door and stepped into Mr. Davis’ office, his fingers typing on his keyboard. He raised his head and opened a smile before saying, “Sit down and let’s talk. I have something very important I need you to do for me.”

I readied myself for an avalanche of assignments he was set to tell me about. Working for him was never easy. He made me do things I never thought possible. Being his Chief Advisor wasn’t easy, but it was very rewarding, especially in monetary terms.

I sat down and he said, “I’m sending you to Moscow. I have a representative of the Russian government I want you to talk to before I have to go there. Here are the documents related to this assignment.”

He grabbed a folder with the aforementioned documents, and handed it to me. I took a quick glance at it, my eyes studying the face of a man I didn't know. He appeared to be around his late forties and was one of the advisors of the president himself. No wonder Mr. Davis’ expression was a serious one. Being one of Putin’s advisors meant that he was a key figure in the political game.

“What do you want me to talk about with him?”

“You will get to know him and the kind of man he is. Your skills surprised me. You can read people quite well. You are not perfect, but you are the best I have. There are more details in the documents.”

I opened and read the files. His name was Erik Demidov and by being an advisor to Putin himself, he knew things Mr. Davis wished to know. Lean build, dark hair color, grey eyes and other things made me think I would be dealing with a person that was anything but like the normal citizens of Russia – which was the case. Putin would never choose someone he couldn’t trust.

“But what will be the topic of our discussions?” I questioned, curious why he needed me there while he would be here in the comfort and safety of the American country.

He reclined on his chair and put his hands on the back of his neck. “A business deal. I will be discussing it with Putin and some of his ministers. You don’t need to know everything about it. I only need you to talk to that man and then come to me to tell me what he is like.”

Mr. Davis was holding back the object of the deal, and I wondered why. Much as I tried, though, I couldn’t make him tell me something he wanted to hide. I could try to dig in more and more, but despite being curious, I was not suicidal.

“Guess I will study these documents and then talk to him about the business deal, then.”

“Good,” he said before returning his attention to his laptop computer, his fingers typing so quickly I questioned myself where he learned to type so well - that was a skill I could make use of.

I stood up and left the office, closing the door behind me. I went to my own office in the same building and opened up the folder, an instant later proceeding to study the documents. So, what more did he want me to find out about this man?

This assignment was almost a spy mission. Why he needed me to know what that man was like, I had no idea, but I was going to do it for him. Mr. Davis was a good man and he provided so much for me. I was still thankful he chose me over the other candidates, even though that only happened because I was better than them.

He was no normal man. Mr. Davis was different from the others. Just thinking that he ran a competition to hire his Chief Advisor instead of getting a friend of his for that position made me sure of that. Despite the strangeness that surrounded him like a thick cloud, I liked working with him.

The documents told me a bit more about Erik Demidov. They made it pretty clear he knew I would come. The date of departure was also not too long from today – next week, to be more exact.

I still wondered what the meeting was set to be like, but in case something bad happened, I would have my guards with me, and so, it all should be fine. Nothing big to worry about, I thought before closing the folder.

I knew his age, full name, place of residence, his job, his duties and that sort of thing. The conversation with him would one way or another inform me of what the topic of discussion was going to be. I had no reason to be afraid.

And yet, I was. Paranoia controlled my life like a puppet master. Going almost alone to Moscow was not the kind of thing I would do in my spare time. This was my job – a duty of mine – but still, my fear stood tall and confident.

I went to the sink and bathed my head with water, trying to calm myself down. This was the first time I would ever need to go to a country like Russia. Even though they had a republic of sorts, they were more sinister than America. Who knew what happened behind the scenes there?

I looked at myself in the mirror, water running down my face. I should be able to do this, right? I should. I can’t let paranoia win this one battle. This was a make-or-break kind of assignment. If I failed it, Mr. Davis would never talk to me again. The door out to the street would be the next thing I would find with my eyes.

I splashed more water onto my face before drying it with a hand towel. I looked at myself in the mirror one more time and pushed those thoughts away. They wouldn’t bother me for now, though I was sure they would show up soon like snakes coming out of a grassy field.

And most of all, I shouldn’t let fear make me think I was going to fail.

✽✽✽

I woke up feeling heavy, the sun casting light into the room. I sat up on the bed and took a good look at it. I wouldn’t be seeing it for quite a while. I got off the bed before getting dressed, my mind thinking about the trip. Two layovers and flying for over 36 hours were going to do me no good. I was going to look like trash after getting there. Not the nicest of things to remind myself when waking up, I thought while brushing my teeth.

I got to the door and took another glance at my apartment room. I grew fond of it and half-wished the trip wouldn’t take that long. Mr. Davis didn’t tell me all the details, but I could still find myself somewhat sure my stay in Moscow wouldn’t last more than a couple of days.

I had one meeting with Erik Demidov, and it would be more than enough to find out what made him tick.

I headed out and found my guards waiting for me, the dark and big SUV parked by them. “Miss, we have been waiting for you,” he said before opening the door of the vehicle and showing me his ID.

I checked it out to make sure he was who he was telling me to be. No way anyone could have faked a document as complex as that one, where even the quality of the paper was something one couldn’t find anywhere other than the official printing building of the US government.

I gave him a tight-lipped, one-sided smile before sitting on one of the backseats of the SUV, the smell of newness filling my lungs. It was brand-new. I thought I wouldn’t have one good reason to like this assignment, but I was already proven wrong. At least they bought a new SUV just for this.

That, though, was nothing more than a small detail. I needed to focus on the bigger picture here.

The men in black suits who had to be FBI agents got into the car and began to drive toward the airport, other vehicles just like this one following us. I knew this assignment was very important for Mr. Davis, but seeing so many people securing my safety made me even more aware of that. I couldn’t fail him, even if he withheld some information from me.

The men drove through downtown Washington DC toward the Washington Dulles International Airport, the scenery changing from absolute richness to the countryside that still survived out here.

I admired the view for as long as I could until the cars parked, and I stepped out. My men took my suitcases with them to the travel company, where they were then going to be stored in the back compartment of the airplane.

I had my purse with me when I sat down, my eyes scanning the environment of the airport. People walked here and there. Some sat down as they waited for their airplanes to land. In the meantime, I had nothing but my thoughts with me. The plane wasn’t going to be here any time soon.

My phone buzzed and I fished it out from my purse, my eyes landing on the name of the caller. It was my dad – not the one who brought me to this world, but the one who took care of me when he realized I had no one to care for me after that terrible night I still couldn’t forget, and probably never would.

A tear slipped out when I tapped the green button. It had been so long since he and I talked out. My guards weren’t too far from me. They were nearby, but not close enough to hear me, which was perfect. I had the needed privacy to talk to my dad.

I put the phone next to my ear before saying, “Dad, I’m so glad you called.”

“Honey, I just felt like calling you right now. It has been some time since we talked.”

“I know. I meant to call you many times before, but...”

“You ended up forgetting. It’s fine. I know how it is. My life was once as busy as yours.”

He was right. Being a policeman in New York wasn’t easy, especially with him having to deal with men like my other father. Only he knew the sort of thing he had to go through before finally finding some peace in retirement.

“How have things been over there with mom?” I asked.

“She is fine. She is resting right now, but she is okay.”

“Tell her I love her very much, please.”

“I will. Don’t worry.”

I wished I could tell him right now about where I was and what I was doing, but just flicking my eyes over to the sides was enough to tell me the bodyguards weren’t going to standby if I told him any of those things.

We then talked about mundane topics for a couple of minutes. As another tear rolled down my cheek, I said, “Thanks, dad. I will call you another time.”

A moment of pause. “No worries. Just don’t forget.”

He ended the call, and I was left wondering if I would forget to do that again. I hoped not, but that was the kind of thing about myself I couldn’t control. I looked at the bodyguards once more and felt annoyed they were here with me. I wished I had more privacy at this moment.

I shook that thought away. There was no point thinking I could make my life much better than it already was. I had to make some sacrifices before landing this position, and it was worth it. The money I sent every month to mom and dad was more than enough to guarantee a good life for them.

The announcer behind the desk – a woman with a funny cap that had the logo of the company she worked for – announced the boarding of the passengers. My guards eyed me while I got up with my purse in hand, straightening up my posture to make sure they didn’t think I wasn’t taking this seriously enough.

I sat down and the plane took off, the sight of everything becoming small on the ground reminding me this was a special occasion. I had taken flights before, but none could be compared to this. This occasion was the very first time I was leaving America.

I bid it goodbye when I saw the coastline disappearing behind the wing of the plane. I tried to relax myself, though that was easier said than done. I kept on shifting on the seat as if cockroaches lived underneath me and I couldn’t do anything about them.

A feeling of dread took root in my stomach when I then witnessed the appearance of the European coastline. If I ever thought this wasn’t happening for sure, now I did. The coin finally sank in, as an old proverb stated.

A man on the speakers announced that we were about to land on Moscow soil, and I readied myself. My guards sat in different seats, all keeping watch of me. They wanted to make sure I was no traitor as much as they wanted me safe. Their work here was doubly more complicated than mine. I took no pity on them, though. They chose their line of work.

One other thing must have made Mr. Davis choose me for this. I knew Russian quite well and I was no stranger to their culture too. I wouldn’t spend too much time here, but between someone who had no idea what the country was like and someone like me, the choice became an easy one for him, I imagined.

I got out of the airplane and headed to the hotel, my eyes noticing the difference between the Russian architecture and that found in America. This was the capital city of the country and so, it didn’t surprise me that it looked nice. I imagined the countryside was much different – just like in the photos I studied on the internet a couple of times before.

The clock announced I should be sleeping at this time of the night, but I didn’t feel like yawning and my eyes were still alert. I didn’t feel like sleeping and, most likely, I wouldn’t.

The meeting wouldn’t be tomorrow. They made sure I would have at least a day to fight off the jet lag before having to tackle the meeting. That was a convenient, understandable choice.
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