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Prologue


 May 21,  2010







A disorderly, particularly out-of-tune chorus of cicadas and crickets raised their summer clamor in the courtyard of Volodya’s mansion as the insects crept among the greenery of the well-kempt bushes and the rows of fruit trees. A tall shadow was walking past the concrete facades of simple garage cells scattered around the area. The unknown intruder passed through a deliberately neglected hedge.

 The trespasser had its characteristic elongated skull placed over extremely narrow shoulders. However, its general composure resembled a humanoid body. Another alien creature, the unsightly gray Rheinsutr, was stalking his unexpected adversary inside one of the weedy thickset at the back of a garage cell.

 It had taken Rhein months of cunning maneuvers to ruin Boris’s life. Boris was not the boy’s real name. At the tender age of 17, he became the leader of one of the blossoming paramilitary underground networks spanning Eastern Europe, which bore the sinister name "Black Hand."

That was despite Rhein’s persistent attempts to steer him off course, mutilate the boy’s body, and inflict chaos inside its ranks.

[image: ]

Still, all of the creature’s efforts had gone down the drain. Borko clung to his cause with all his willpower. Moreover, an age-old prophecy, for some inexplicable reason, pointed at the suffering teenager and his still meager para-military venture. 

  According to the ancient lore of Rhein’s far-off masters, Borko happened to fit into a prophetic narrative, so some of them deemed him as the so-called Chosen One. A dubious insight from a bygone era stated that the Chosen one would become most prominent threat to the global order on the planet Earth at the dawn of a new astrological era. 

 The gray sentinel could not wrap his mind around any connection between Boris, his ally Volodya, and that prophecy. That was until he spotted that shadow in Volodya’s courtyard. Its elongated skull belonged to an extremely dangerous adversary who clearly played the role of the true mentor of “The Black Hand” and its creator, Boris. 

 Rhein had faced that particular enemy far too many times before. Its species was no less ancient and powerful than Rhein’s masters. It was just that, for ten thousand earthly years, almost everyone in the Universe had perceived these mystical creatures as extinct. 

 "The return of the Ididi: why now?! I’ll bear the brunt of it, and that’s no good news, "the frightened sentinel thought with a sunken heart. 

 Now, he could finally gasp the true meaning of that crude local slang phrase: to wet one’s pants with fear. Not that Rhein wore any pants whatsoever.

"If I had a human excretory system, I would have filled my underwear with urine and feces by now,” Rhein grunted and carefully scanned the surroundings with all his senses.” What’s the next big surprise? Half of Uraban’s dog-headed beasts crowding into this large estate to prey on humans? Or will I be graced with a visit by those murderous servants with six limbs who rule the planet Iskayan? Is the whole universe coming to Boris’s aid while I face them all alone?  It will be a wild party, as the subject Krassimir would say."
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From Foes to Friends with Benefits


December 1, 2009, Varna, Bulgaria






Right above the coastal roadway, the steep ridges of the Frangen Plateau rose high into the sky. The road itself saw heavy traffic only during the summer months, for it was the only connection between the Varna city center, Sea Garden Park, and the bustling resorts along the north shores of the Bay. 

 Unlike the lowland central part of the city, steep limestone cliffs sloped down over the roadside and sea strand, and woodland hills ascended over the bumpy asphalt. Landslides were a daily occurrence in the area.

 Most residents of the villa areas on the hillside were rarely provided with sewage or water supply. Successive generations of politically diverse municipality officials were too busy making shady deals with the local mafia syndicates. 

 The Cartel had “bought” officials elected as representatives of alleged pro-European parties. Some of the King’s infiltrants also played the roles of socialists, far-right nationalists, or even outright communists. 

   Irrespective of their political “color,” these people’s only true political credo was the constant flow of the “big money” passed down by the Cartel’s intricate money-laundering schemes. They all unanimously assisted the Cartel and its subordinate local mafia syndicates, such as PIK. 

 That’s how the King’s multinational criminal empire acquired some lucrative coastal public terrains throughout the northern Black Sea coast. Neither the corrupt official nor their criminal business partners ever bothered themselves with tending to the infrastructure of the rocky hillside along the seashore. 

 The only visible exception to this unfortunate rule was the western edge of two steep hills that bore the strange name of Trakata’.   Parts of this unassuming region had staggering numbers of notable VIP residents. At the rims of this God-forsaken area, one could see the lavish houses of several senior mafia bosses.

 These people worked for the local PIK syndicate in all capacities.  Some reported directly to The King, whose hideout spot was rumored to be somewhere in the Varna region. However, the intricate structure of his international criminal empire tended to his safety, so no one ever had seen the big boss’s real face. 

 Volodymyr Ilchenko, or Volodya, a Ukrainian expat with considerable influence inside the Cartel, was said to be the only one who ever conversed with the big boss in person. However, the slickery doctor seemed safely out of the Cartel’s for good. He had become a respectable private hospital owner and a manager of several gas stations. 

  The man also sometimes privately smuggled some weaponry and ammunition into the Middle East, particularly to the Kurds in Northern Iraq. No one could accurately assess his net worth, but it exceeded 80 million dollars. 

  The King was inevitably richer than his former Ukrainian buddy, but no one knew anything for sure. 

 Volodya had not graced the “Trakata” area with his presence, but other high-ranking criminals built their out-of-town family house on this God-forsaken hill. These were operatives who oversaw local human trafficking logistics, brothels, and “freelance” call girls. These affluent residents had torn down the old village houses they had bought for pennies several years ago and erected gorgeous villas on the steep western slope of the “Trakata” hill. 

 Unsurprisingly, the local government “suddenly” decided to invest large amounts of public funding in laying new asphalt roads in that particular area. One could notice the shaggy navies who worked tirelessly for a public water and sewerage company laying new water pipes and sewers.
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At the end of a recently paved street inside the “privileged area,” one could see the thick outer reinforced concrete walls of the Krassy’s house. The Asian bully had become Boris’s closest friend in a month at the very end of 2009. 

  Krassimir avidly supported his classmates' still imaginary paramilitary network, which they had named “The Black Hand.” It was their opus magna and the essence of their future aspiration. 
‘Krassy, we’re not to adapt to this corrupt, evil Matrix. We’re destined to shake it to its core and build a new world out of its ruins,’ Boris often told his burly Asian friend.

‘Krassy, we’re not to adapt to this corrupt, evil Matrix. We’re destined to shake it to its core and build a new world out of its ruins,’ Boris often told his burly Asian friend.
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The slender 17-year-old black-haired Borko had spent the last year plotting the structure, logistics, and strategic moves of “The Black Hand.” He had worked hand in hand with Krassy’s ex, the failing artist Maria. All three of them attended the same language high school in the seaside residence district of “Chayka,” they had been in the same class for years. 

 Sadly, as of December 2009, there were no other recruits in “The Black Hand,” and those teens could supply only limited personal funding to its still-existent budget. However, Krassy’s dad, Tihomir, was a prominent figure in the Cartel, one of the King’s trusted “jacks-of-all-trades.” This fact alone could have become their most significant advantage had they known how to capitalize on it. 
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Tisho’s house was fortified like a medieval citadel, and for a good reason: a Cartel’s high-ranking executive spent his days in grave danger for his life. Unlike The King’s anonymity, hundreds of people throughout the criminal empire knew Tisho’s face and whereabouts too well. He was the “face” of the shady upper management of the whole network to its lower-ranking members. So, a team of armed, well-trained, professional guardsmen was a must. 

 To enhance his security, he had stitched barbed wire on top of the enormous concrete surrounding the walls of his home. A portal with a plain stone arcade above it was studded with menacing-looking surveillance cameras. These resembled the prying eyes of a mythical hydra, the primordial guard of the estate. 

 To pass through the menacing portal, Krassimir usually entered an access code on a barely noticeable keypad. The keyplate was embedded inside a concrete column cavity on the portal's right side. Two wrought-iron gates, taller than a logistics truck, opened up with a shrill creak each time a correct code had been typed.  

  The estate consisted of three surprisingly humble buildings, all of which had once been ordinary local brick houses with gabled roofs covered in red tiles. Their new mafia owner had slightly ‘upgraded’ them and mounted solar panels on their rooftops. However, he did not bother changing their overall appearance, so their facades did not differ from any village house in the poor hillside areas.

   The central building had seen some light refurbishing, for it had been recently painted in navy blue. It was encircled by a hedge of low northern white cedars. That was the main space where Krassimir and his father lived. The other two houses acted as the guards’ chambers. There were a lot of storage rooms all over the place, and several concrete old-school garage cells were arranged alongside the estate’s asphalt alleyway.

  The central building had two stories but was still relatively small compared to the luxurious mansions of other mafia bosses that teemed over the area. Much to his dad’s dismay, Krassy had occupied the entire ground floor and turned one of the rooms into a dedicated ‘music room.’ 

   The bucko had bought himself a crappy Yamaha digital piano that he used exclusively for composing music, for he was no avid piano player. 

   The lad had bought it for less than 500 leva at a recently established local website for small ads. He had also supplied tolerable sound cards, cables, several amplifiers for his electric guitars, stands for all his instruments, and a second-hand “music” laptop at bargain prices. 
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 The stalwart lived modestly and did not indulge in reckless spending. He actually used less than a tenth of his overall income for gym subscriptions, burgers, and renewing some musical equipment. Fighting knives, guns, and ammunition came at no expense, as he got them for free from his father’s arsenal. 

   Unlike most of his less affluent peers, Krassy had been forced to work as early as thirteen. He hated his job at the Cartel’s headquarters and detested his dad even more. But the stalwart Chinaman’s muscles and impressive fighting skills soon became his sole breadwinner. 

 Tisho had not given him a penny of allowance since the lad finished sixth grade five years ago, and no Christmas presents could be counted on. The mafia boss spent his fortune on his numerous mistresses and did not lift a finger to support his only son. But Krassy was not complaining and did not shy away from hard physical labor.

 However, music was the lad’s true passion and his only desirable future career before the idea of “The Black Hand” ever crossed his mind. He dreamed of becoming a performing professional musician as early as primary school. 

  His composing talent came up later, but Krassy never took it seriously. The bucko considered composers the “smart guys” of the music industry, but he was undoubtedly no intellectual.

 His life had turned around while he had been living with Maria throughout the year 2008. Unlike his usual stingy self, the Asian lad had spent most of his relatively high wages on her only. He had paid for the girl’s art lessons, art supplies, and upkeep.    

 Thus, he spent most of his income on the person he adored the most. This was one of the reasons he got so angry when her art lesson failed, which was due to abusive, unsupportive private tutors. He knew his hard-earned money had been wasted down the drain due to the prejudices of yet another short-sighted, horny, nasty art teacher. 

 Now that they had broken up, and she had become a call girl out of desperation, he had found himself in a “roll of dough,” as he put it. 
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Contrary to the calls of common sense, the recklessly selfless stalwart then began spending his savings to help his struggling classmate Boris. He bought the boy his favorite delicacies, paid for his gym and martial arts membership, and delivered additional fitness protein supplements. In fact, the boys constantly went to the gym together. Hence, the bucko took to being Borko’s self-appointed personal trainer.

 At the end of November, Borko finally moved his two bags of luggage to Krassy’s house, much to Maria’s dismay as to making up excuses to his ever-suspicious mother, the black-haired boy still claimed that he lived together with his imaginary girlfriend in the ‘Levski’ residence district. 1

 After careful consideration, Borko concluded that the Chinese bully had been more transparent and honest towards him than his backstabbing  “best friend,” Mary. 

  It was true that Krassy had gotten involved in the schemer Nikolai’s plans to discredit Boris. However, after a whirlwind of events in mid-November 2009, Krassimir repented and completely withdrew from their cunning classmate’s schemes. 

 It was already the December 1 when Boris moved in with his two bags of essential belongings. He had left the precious dark blue folder with all the concepts, strategies, and basics of “The Black Hand” with Maria. She could be entrusted with Borko’s most valuable earthly possession, for she was one of the masterminds of this still non-existent paramilitary network. 
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 As the curly-haired, slender Borko walked onto the first floor of the main building in Tisho’s estate, he shily headed towards the “music room”. That was when both classmates began squabbling over rooms.

‘Ye’ll sleep on the sofa in the music spot,’ Krassimir pounded his fist on the room’s door to reinforce his point,’ Or ye chose the ol’ dusty room upstairs. But don’t come in my room o’er there,’ he gurgled.

  The Asian bucko pointed at a solid oak door on the other side of the narrow hallway to reinforce his point.

 ‘Why bother with such trivia?’ Boris replied gaily,’ It’s up to you to decide where I should live. It’s been my dream for years to get away from my controlling mom. So, believe me, I’d gladly comply with all your preferences.’ 

‘So dumb!’ the bucko giggled merrily,’ That’s wha’  ye’re gonna say to yer future wifey, huh?!’

‘No, Krassy, I’m saying it to you! An’ you’re not a woman!’ Borko grunted.

  He fixed his large round spectacles and began ranting : 

‘The only makeshift of a girlfriend I’ve ever had was my backstabbing Mary. She’s obviously still deeply in love with you. The girl can’t even have normal sex with someone else without either feeling pain and regret or imagining your naked body!’

‘That’s wha’ any loyal wifey should do,’ Krassy smirked, and revealed his two missing front teeth,’ Bro, I hate ‘er job as a call girl. She’s cheatin’ on me wi' all the dudes at work. So her conscience’s eatin’ ‘er alive.’

 His sharp chin, rough square jawline, elongated Mongoloid eyes, the darker complexion of his skin, and shaved head bestowed him with the innate charisma of a fierce yet considerate Chinese gangster. His distinct Asian accent intermingled with local Bulgarian street slang and characteristic local Eastern dialect, further highlighting his appearance of mystical brutality. 

 His boorish charisma captivated Bulgarian girls and women of all ages, but Krassy shunned them all. He had been fiercely loyal to Maria only throughout high school and kept obsessing over her month after their breakup.

 Borko shook his head wearily and sat on the cheap, recently bought chipboard sofa in the music room. Krassy tossed his classmate’s bags on the dusty floor and joined him with a perplexed look in his gray eyes.

‘Well, go and ask her out!’ the black-haired Boris finally spat the beans,’ What are you waiting for, anyway? There are no other women in your heart but only Mary. Your feelings are still mutual, dude!’

‘I’ll see how I win me Mimmie back,’ replied the bucko thoughtfully, ‘An’ ’bout ye : ya ne’er know when a cool chick or a horny faggot like ya may come into yer life. It’s gonna be even harder to keep a lassie if ye’re a real Lollie berry.’

‘I’m no gay, Krassy!’ the slender boy retorted indignantly,’ Please, screw our scheming Nicky’s blatant lies!’

‘Dude, the Nixon screwed us both up, ’tis true.’

‘So then…’, the boy made a deliberate pause,’ Why can’t I sleep in your room? I’m not gonna grope you in your sleep.’

‘But, bro, ‘tis only one bed in me room.’

’ Is it a single one?’

’Tis a double bed, but still... we ain’t no boyfriends,’ Krassimir giggled nervously,’  An’ we ain’t gonna throw a faggot orgy.’ 

‘I was talking about a spot to sleep after a tough day, not ‘bout Nicky’s weird sexual fantasies again of me being a gay!’

‘Hey, think a few moves ahead. I wanna have my normal erection in the morning without yer lil’ hand pappin’ me down there.’

‘Krassy, it was you who kissed me in the school toilet so passionately two weeks ago! Now you’re feeling  embarrassed by my innocent hand.’

‘See, a kiss in the toilet’s just a fling. But things can go a little further, ye know,’ the Asian bucko made an ambiguous pause, ‘And we ain’t gonna fare when the crazy Nicky lad decided to film us once ‘gain. See, I do a bug check wi’ the guardsmen o’ this house every single day. But Nixon’s a crafty moron, so he can sneak a candid camera somehow.’

‘Yeah, you’ve got a point here,’ Borko let our a melancholic sigh,’ Okay, on second thoughts, I choose the music room’s sofa. This one here.’

‘Why? Me room upstairs has a really comfy bed. ‘

 ‘It doesn’t matter, dear! That’s my final decision. I’m gonna stay in the music room and guard your precious equipment against your crazy mafia daddy.’

‘How noble o' ya,' Krassy chuckled nervously and took one of his friend’s luggage bags, ‘Let’s put yer stuff in good order.’
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Over the next few days, Maria started visiting them both in the villa every day after their school classes. She stayed longer with Boris as they brushed upon the subtleties of the internal “laws” and regulations of the future paramilitary units of “The Black Hand.” 

  They reviewed hundreds of other revolutionary movements’ codes of conduct and honor and simplified every minute detail to perfection. 

 Boris was an advocate of the “Einstein’s rule,” as he nicknamed it. He had taken it from a quote from one of Albert Einstein’s speeches that circulated around Facebook. “If you can’t explain it simply, you don’t understand it well enough.” 

 So he strived to turn the code of conduct of “The Black Hand” into a daring insight into the innermost dark spots of the human psyche. This would foster effective management and unbreakable resilience among their “shadow armies.” 

 Still, he strived to express this complexity of objectives in simple, everyday words and clear instructions. He was no fan of elaborate, wordy theoretical concepts that could not be put immediately into real action. The same applied to his Asian host and Maria as well.
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 Consequently, the girl stayed up late in the villa whenever she had no customers to serve at the Cartel’s headquarters. So she slept over on the first floor almost every second day. Whenever Tisho hit the road, he took most of his guards with him except for two of his most loyal men who stayed back to look over Krassy.

 They were the only people inside the villa except for hired maintenance and gardening workers who arrived twice or thrice weekly. Everybody ordered takeaway, for the paranoid and stingy mafia boss had never hired a professional cook or a housekeeper. 

 Krassy got involved in his classmates’ secretive meetings every single time. He was excited about the concept, believing this unique concept would be a game-changer in local and global politics. He started chanting praises to Boris all of a sudden. Then, one day, he just poured his heart out to the black-haired boy : 

 ‘Bochko, ye idea’s come directly from Heaven wi’ the mouth of an angel who wanna save humanity.’

‘That’s too much of a praise, Krassy,’

‘ No, ‘tis right an’ just.’

‘ Your pal, Nicky, seems to perceive me as an illiterate potential gay,’ Boris smirked sarcastically. 

 ‘The Nixon’s so blind ’bout ye, ‘cause the fella’s obsessed wi’ ye bein’ a fag. He’s wastin’ time tarnishin’ yer reputation. ‘Tis all dumb an’ useless, but I can’t change ‘is looney mind.’

‘I wish he could re-direct this obsession to pursuing our mafia and political foes.’

‘Well, he may be well-read an’ stuff but doesn’t use any o’ ‘is knowledge in the real world.’

‘He does…whenever he manipulates bullies all to beat me like a sack of potatoes. Or whenever he indulges in complex petty schemes. The guy’s clever, assertive, confident, resourceful and so educated. He lacks purpose to make good use of all his wits.’

‘Ye sound like ye’re in love wi’ ‘im,’ Krassy smirked.

‘ Not quite so,’ his classmate abruptly changed the subject,’ So, we’re gonna need all sorts of capable men to make “The Black Hand” a reality.’

‘Boy, everyone’s gonna join sooner or later. We were all robbed o’ dreams by some morons in the global elite an’ local mafia,’ Krassy replied in surprisingly “literary” Bulgarian.

  The stalwart shook his head wearily.

'Bucko: at me. I wanted to be a simple musician. But the streets of “Asparuhovo"2 and me tough life turned me into a dumb, desperate chap. Then me monstrous dad shattered me dreams to ruins. Anyone in this country can tell a similar story ‘bout their ruined lives.’

‘I second that,’ Borko replied grimly.

‘That all began wi’ some greedy pedophiles in the global elite. They had their puppets like me dad go loose all to gain some more power. That’s how corruption an’ violence spread like plague everywhere,’ the Asian bucko added resiliently.’ I don’t wanna me kids, our kids to grow up among ruin, pain an’ injustice like we did. No one will save us, so let’s build a new world ourselves!’

 ‘You are greatly welcome to our humble underground network,’ Boris smiled contentedly.

 ‘So ’tis just Mimmie, ya an’ me?!’

 ‘We're the networks' "Founding Fathers," Boris giggled,' The whole thing is still in the planning stage, Krassy. It may take years to see it through.’

’It won’t last long if we keep it only in the plannin’ stages, kiddos. We must act as soon as possible’, muttered the burly boy with a wink.

 Then he gave Boris a cordial hug – an unusual act for any East Asian national – which almost strangled the slender boy. Only after Krassy joined in the “The Black Hand” venture was finally set into action. 


 Boris and Maria lacked the resilience, madness, and ferocity to enact their wild dreams. They could easily predict any obstacle that could come their way. However, the very notion of the upcoming hardships turned them into passive, indecisive dreamers who only lived in their fantasies. 

  Krassy, for his part, did not plan so much ahead and did not care so much about what could go wrong. He was not a man of words or vast strategic thinking. Whenever he set his eyes upon a goal, though, he could withstand jail, torture, pain, and failure to see it through. Still, he was no mad fanatic and calculated risks as well. But he did not fear action and never faltered when it was time to strike or dash in the face of grave danger. 



 

The Chinaman was the key to the initial success of “The Black Hand,” and later shaped its very face in a unique way that no anti-system movement could ever imitate. The “reckless” operational mode of Borko and Krassy’s organization enabled the incorporation of those stray, decentralized movements under the iron fist of “The Hand” later in the upcoming decade. 
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On December 3, Boris became a witness of Krassy’s “monstrous dad,” as the bucko nicknamed the vicious mafia boss. Tihomir—a black-bearded, burly mafia boss who traveled with an armored jeep and five security guards—arrived from Sofia in the evening without warning. He was not particularly excited by their new guest. 

  The man forced the trembling Boris to put his hands on the wall and searched him for bugs while the guards held back the enraged Krassimir. Finally, one of them - an unassuming young man in his 20s with fair hair and lively, intelligent brown eyes - managed to calm down his distraught boss. 

 An hour later, Tisho dragged Krassimir to his room upstairs. The fair-haired guard ran up to the room with his hand on the grip of his "Beretta" gun.3 Borko heard cries of pain and ran upstairs to intervene with the guard. Danny – this was the kind guard’s name  – kicked open the door of his boss’s bedroom when he heard the grunts of both “masters.” 

   The Asian boy and his father were fighting like Kilkenny cats. Danny and Emil were the only ones who intervened and managed to stop them. One could easily spot the bloody scar on the burly boy’s back, probably the remnants of the crazy mafia boss’ belt.

 Meanwhile, marks of Krassy’s heavy fists were visible all over Tisho’s face – bruises, swollen lips, and a missing tooth. The man was yelling threats at his son. Strangely enough, though, the mafia boss often called his son “sweetie pie” amid his wrath.

‘Go to” hell, ya pervert! 你很快就会在痛苦中死去!' roared the Asian lad, as Danny was dragging him out of the room.4

 Another colleague of Danny – a middle-aged man with sympathetic, brown eyes – tended to Krassy’s wounds and bruises while Danny was dealing with their aggressive boss. Nobody else had even batted an eye on the fight, nor had any other, more experienced guards intervened. 

  It was apparent that Tihomyr had beaten the kid to a pulp many times, as these men had already gotten used to the sore sight. However, Krassimir had trained a lot recently and toughened up while being a street brawler on the streets of  “Asparuhovo.” The boy had learned to fight and handle” all the weapons he could get his hands upon. At the early age of 17 – albeit still a child – the Asian had become his father’s equal in strength, combat skills, and brutality. 

Tihomyr was obviously used to subjugating and humiliating Krassy at will without any fierce resistance. However, Maria’s misfortunes in February 2009 and Borko’s arrival at the end of the year prompted the Asian bucko to stand up to the abuser. Those missing teeth had proven to the mafia boss that he could no longer physically dominate his son, so he quickly turned to hateful, deteriorating words and outright provocations. 

  Tisho5 never missed an opportunity to remind the Asian boy how dumb, inept, untalented, and incompetent he was. The hateful mafia boss assured him that he had done his utmost so that “the foreign scumbag” would never inherit a penny of his property. 

 Moreover, Tihomyr had allegedly ensured that no decent guitar professor in the National Musical Academy and Plovdiv Academy of Arts would ever welcome ‘the wanna-be-musician” in his class nor admit him as a student into the respective Academy. 

 Tihomyr could do all of this with a snap of his finger and probably talked to some corrupt professors with mafia ties into their families about the issue. Krassimir knew it all too well but, at this point, did not care anymore. The traumatized foreign boy had been too excited by Boris’s idea of ‘The Black Hand’ and had decided earnestly to devote his life and death to this cause. 

  It did not matter to him that this organization was nothing short of a wild daydream of two poor Bulgarian pupils. To make matters worse, the “Black Hand” did not have a clearly defined and structured ideological system, so it was far too early to call it a socio-political idea. However, the Asian lad had become the first fanatic of their vision of a just world. This was how he intended to fight his way to greatness, for he was sick and tired of waiting for a savior and looking for a temporary solution to alleviate his grieving heart.

The peculiar position of the once-troubled youth, Krassimir, within the Cartel, was a source of pain and humiliation. However, as he delved deeper into Boris and Maria’s grandiose plans, he began to see the value in his grisly part-time job. The Asian bucko and his ex, Maria, were not just working for the Cartel; they were operating behind the enemy’s rear. The two of them could extract information and entangle dozens of middle- and high-ranking gangsters to the ‘Black Hand”. 

  These insiders eventually had the potential to destroy the foe from within, like a virus that infected and painfully took the life of an unhealthy body. They were the key to Boris’s initial strategy of striking their first mortal blow against the Cartel. 

After Tihomyr’s arrival, Maria stopped coming to their house, for she would tremble in fear at the mere sight of the mafia boss. They visited her apartment to discuss further details of ‘The Black Hand’s general strategy within all possible versions of it.  As a result of her absence, the two boys would spend time alone in Krassimir’s room. 

Their constant petty quarrels were a thing of the past. Krassimir listened attentively to all of Boris’ military explanations and absorbed every word from the black-haired boy’s mouth. Most of those fancy military professional jargon sounded all Greek to the self-taught street urchin. 

   This is why Borko often showered him with maps and pictures from the Internet to clarify his point. Krassy proved to be an exceptionally bright young lad despite the image of a “dumb bully” that tarnished his reputation everywhere. He could literally soak up the information without real effort whenever he developed any interest in a subject.

 Maria once told Borko that Krassy had mastered the extremely convoluted subject of essential music harmony in a mere fifteen days two years ago. It took him a book in English that he never finished, five YouTube videos, and scribbling a dozen pages in his music notebook. She had showered him with some harmonics exercises in English, and he had ‘absorbed’ them into his mind with a breakneck speed. 

Now Boris was beginning to understand that Krassimir’s English was so broken for one simple reason - the boy slept in class and did not sit down to study at home. While in Hong Kong, the Asian boy had mastered local street pidgin and “absorbed” its grammar without too much effort. Some vague recollections of English grammar basics from the Chinese elementary school he had attended for a year and a half back in the former British colony were all that stuck in Krassy’s mind.

  Being forced into a highly prestigious language high school by his abusive dad, the burly couldn’t care less about learning proper English or any foreign language. He got by in his “Chinese” pidgin just fine. To master more sophisticated music theory, however, the lad had to learn more specialized vocabulary, mainly due to the lack of free resources in Mandarin all over the Internet.

  However, after engaging with Boris’ “Black Hand,” Krassy knew music terms and everyday basics were insufficient. He needed to master better English and establish some basic notions of Russian as quickly as possible. Once the “Black Hand” grew out of Bulgaria, foreign languages would become vital to any of its high-ranking members. 

  The Asian lad reluctantly followed Boris’s urge to open their English textbooks from 9th grade and start improving on some grammar and vocabulary. The brawler also grew fond of his classmate's favorite history YouTube channels – most of them in English and Russian. 

Following Boris’s further advice, Krassy bought a grammar book and a Russian self-teaching manual—the very first books (outside of the field of music) that the sturdy boy would even finish. So Boris—already fluent in Russian as if it were another native language of his—started improvised Russian lessons with his classmate—an hour a day with Krassy banging his head over this harsh Slavic language. 

 As a child, the burly boy had grappled fiercely with Bulgarian grammar. From his current perspective, he found all the effort he had put into it quite ridiculous and useless. Bulgarian, with its daunting, extremely complicated verbal tense system, had no case endings and a relatively simple, logical word order. 

   Russian turned his mind upside down with its cases, noun declensions, and confusing suffixes. It was strikingly different from Bulgarian despite their vast thesaurus of shared vocabulary. This struggle, however, did not deter him from his language-learning journey. 

  Krassy’s determination to learn the language remained unwavering despite his total disdain for current Russian state politics. This was the lingua franca of Eastern Europe and half of Asia, a necessity for anyone aspiring to run an international military-political organization. 

   Krassimir was politically indifferent, just like Boris, and viewed the world’s great powers as mere puppets serving monstrous masters. For him, it was never about national identity or current political relations, but about targeting the real foe lurking behind the scenes. His commitment to this cause was unwavering, as he often expressed in his unique, flowery manner:

‘Ya see two political leaders who bid a war ‘against each other. They can use a wee bit o’ propaganda before they send men to die on the battlefield. But the buggers are no foes. They’re just fellow actors playing by someone else’s script. Real politics is made behind closed doors. So, we needa find out the bastards who  wrote the big script, an’ crush ’em wi’ the iron fist o’ the “Black Hand.”

 Krassy's simple manifestation grasped the gist the entire political philosophy of "The Black Hand". Despite their diverse backgrounds and the disparities in their knowledge, expression styles, social behavior, personal narratives, and even interests, they have arrived at the same conclusions.






1.
      A residence district in the northern part of Varna, the third most populous in town. It consists mainly of ghastly old Soviet-style concrete apartment buildings, and a bunch of red-tiled one-story brick-and-mortar houses (the staple architectural sighting throughout the Balkans.)
    

2.
       One of the southernmost residence districts within the city borders of Varna is Asparuhovo. It is a mixture of gray Soviet-style concrete blocks and red-tiled houses, just like any residence area in Eastern Bulgaria. Being the southernmost "city" type suburb, Asparuhovo is deemed "the gangster hideout" and even a ghetto among the town's natives. However, after the turbulent Balkan-wide gangster wars of the early 2000s, "Asparuhovo" developed quickly due to its strategic location, just 15 minutes away from the city center and the port. 
    

3.
      Older versions of the world-renowned "Beretta" series are still in use among Bulgarian special operations units, and some more privileged police departments. There's an ever-growing black market for any newer models of this high effective, easy-to-handle guns.
    

4.
      (Ch. Mandarin) “You will die soon in pain !’. Pronounced roughly as : ‘Nǐ hěn kuài jiù huì zài tòngkǔ zhōng sǐqù!’
    

5.
      Tisho (pronounced "Tee-shoh") is a shortened diminutive of Tihomyr (pronounced Tee-ho-myr),a typical South Slavic name.
    










  
  
Chopsticks, Hong Kong Gangs and Culture Shock




It was the evening of December 10th. After their classes were over, Krassy still had a hectic day ahead: gym training, sambo, and Russian lessons with Boris at home, then poring over English textbooks from 9th grade. However, the bucko still refused to do any homework for school as he had done all his life. 

  After ticking out all these points from his to-do list, Krassy would help with the dishes in the shared kitchen on the first floor of his dad’s villa. Later in the afternoon, he entered his music room for a three-hour-long guitar practice. The lad drafted some melodies roaming throughout his mind, for Nikolai had taught him not to miss a single idea, no matter how irrelevant the timing of its occurrence was. 

In the late evening, he watched an English-language video on military strategy. Then he went to the kitchen, his eyes glazing over with fatigue. 

 Fortunately, Tihomyr had left the house with a single guard to visit one of his “official” lovers a day ago. That meant peace and quiet around the empty building – the burly boy’s dream that came true. 

  Krassimir picked up two dozen beef meatballs and potato salad that he had ordered for Borko and himself from a restaurant downtown. The food was delivered to their villa, and the security guard on shift had paid for the delivery with the money left by the boy. Krassimir carried the food in his hands with a waiter’s dexterity, went into Boris’s room, and left the plates of food on the table. 

 While they were eating, the burly boy, in a rare burst of candor, elaborated on his relationship with the violent Tihomyr.

‘Ya know, bro, ya saw for yerself that Tisho’s an asshole. He’s always been like that, bro. I’ve ne’er felt a real father’s love in me life. I remember my real mom and my far-away home, where we spoke Cantonese… Yue, to be exact, an’ that’s no Mandarin. What ya spoke to me some time ago… ’twas Mandarin, the official language of China. They teach it at schools, and I know quite a lot o’ it.’ Tis easier for me than Russian or Bulgarian, for sure.’

‘I still don’t understand how I spoke Mandarin so fluently with you…’

‘Maybe ya were born in China?’

‘Well, in that case, it’d be my mother tongue, not Bulgarian… and I’d certainly speak Russian with a more pronounced foreign accent. But they always compare me to a native Moskovite. That’s strange enough, and I can’t wrap my head ’round it.’

‘Ya said ya remember nothin’ from yer own childhood. So I’m sure some secret services caught ye an’ erased yer memory. See, they also had mine erased, so I was fed a bunch o’ lies when Tisho brought me to Bulgaria.’

‘But now you seem to have all your recollections back. How come?’, Borko asked with a curious glimmer in his eyes.

‘It was a Saturday morning several years ago,’ Krassimir spoke in Mandarin with a dreamy gaze, ‘I was at the end of primary school, presumably fifth grade. I recently got a new computer. I was looking at random photos online just to pass the time. Then, a flood of memories came crashing down on me.’

  Tears welled up in his fierce mongoloid eyes.

‘I saw those huge old-fashioned Chickago-like skyscrapers, old rotten British colonial-style houses, crammed concrete blocks all over the muddy streets. Then I saw a pretty woman in a building cramped like a prison encampment. I remembered all sorts of details about her and that building near the windy port. I remember the foul smell and the nosy neighbors.’

  Boris was staring at him in awe, for Krassy had never been so intimately open to him.

‘We had to hide from Bulgarian and Chinese secret services in this slum,’ the bucko added,’ So my neighbors quarreled in Yue, while my mum spoke to me in her Bulgarian dialect. This is how I learned both my native tongues.’

 His Mongoloid eyes had turned dreamy and watery blue as he spoke about how he had got his childhood memories back despite the psychic block imposed on him by Tihomyr’s accomplices.

‘I also remember a strangely-looking Chinese man with a fair complexion who visited us often in that slum.’ Krassimir spoke further with slight contempt in his hoarse voice, ‘My mum hugged and kissed him tightly, and I knew he was the love of her life. But she meant nothing to him, for he looked like a typical spoiled brat, a womanizer.’

  The lad shook his head wearily.

‘If it was not for me – his heir – he’d never visit us even once. I hated this man from the bottom of my heart but feared him a lot. He never lifted a finger against me, never shouted at either of us. He always brought presents – a Chinese flute for me and a ukulele, for he was sure I would inherit some musical talent like his other children.’

‘This seems like a scoundrel to me. A scoundrel with a lot of mistresses. Probably working for foreign secret services. Double or triple agent and a charmer that plagued and ruined your mother’s life.’, Boris was laying out his assumptions in flawless Mandarin. 

‘Bochko, you speak this language better than me, for heaven’s sake!’, Krassimir grabbed him with his mighty arms, ‘Your accent is far too literary! I see no trace of native Chinese accents and languages like my Yue in your speech. Your real dad or your real mom… either was a Beijing-born Chinese guy!’

 It took the burly boy quite some time to calm his excitement down. To his own surprise, the “Lollie berry,” as he jokingly nicknamed Boris, turned out to be half-Chinese, just like Krassy himself. 

  Moreover, Borko had not even realized he had been speaking in Mandarin until very recently and did not know the complicated writing system. Krassy had been taught some traditional Chinese script back in the 90s. These standardized characters had been in use for two millennia. They had covered at least a dozen ancient and several living Sintic languages. Mandarin, modern China’s official language, was just one of the many languages that had adopted this old script. Neighboring Taiwan still used it as its only scripture, much in opposition to its rival mainland Chinese state. 
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Source: https://www.chinese-word.com/sample/


After regaining his memory in the summer of 2005, Krassy eventually remembered how to reproduce at least several dozen basic traditional characters with some effort. Had it not been for those two labor-intensive years of strict schooling in Hong Kong at the very end of the ’90s, he would not have been able to read even a simple Taiwanese news website. However, his years in Bulgarian schools certainly overshadowed all his written competencies in Mandarin, so he bought himself Chinese-language textbooks to fill that dreaded gap. 

 Thus, he had found himself struggling anew with a different system of written characters: the simplified ones. That was the reformed writing system of mainland communist China. Traditional characters had been stripped down of some visual elements to make them easier to reproduce for the rural population in the poor corners of China in the 50s. 

   To his great dismay, this reformed script was taught virtually everywhere in the world as the only valid Mandarin Chinese script. For Krassy, who had been living outside the Chinese language realms for almost a decade, this new system had been nothing but a pain in the neck. He had nearly given up on mastering the Mandarin script to a higher level. 

The source of his confusion was a political decision of yore. In the 90s, Hong Kong was still a part of the British Overseas Territories, so its local government held true to the traditional script that had been used for centuries before the advent of the Chinese communist regime in 1949. Simplified script was introduced after the area’s incorporation into mainland China at the very beginning of the 21st century. As a result, the 9-year-old Krassimir had seen nothing of the new Hong Kong school curriculum, as he had been transported to Bulgaria as early as the spring of 2000. 

Borko knew nothing of those political and linguistic intricacies, for he seemed to have never gone to a Chinese school in his lifetime. Either writing system looked alien to him, further proving Krassy’s point about a birthparent of Chinese origin. 

The bucko hugged Borko tight and thrust him like a doll despite the bespectacled boy’s multilingual protests. After his excitement had died down, the Asian lad returned to his left-out plate of salad and meatballs.
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It was Boris's turn to speak. He started laying his own clues—this time in Bulgarian. As a matter of fact, he felt too embarrassed to talk in Mandarin, for it had been the boy's "strange language of dreams" up until a moment ago. He thought he could not show any conduct of proper grammar, writing, and terms, for his half-forgotten childhood vocabulary consisted of simple words and everyday domestic objects plus the names of several musical instruments.

' Krassy, let's leave Chinese political rivalries aside as of now,' the black-haired boy spoke with a trembling voice, 'Now we can't possibly have any clue 'bout my real past, as we've been kept in the dark. So let's examine your story.'

'Go ahead,' the Asian lad replied with his mouth full of cabbage.

' So your mother and the Chinese scoundrel must have worked for rival intelligence agencies. That explains the secrecy and the unassuming slum where you lived. She could've been on a mission in Hong Kong, then had a love affair with that jerk of a man and gave birth to you. It surely hadn't been planned at all.'

'That Chinese dude once said me real name was Kang Wèi Sondo1. No idea if that's just a ruse', Krassy also turned reluctantly to Bulgarian,' When me mum died, the filthy bugger Tisho took me an' brought me to Bulgaria. New land, new name. The loons just handed me a pass an' said: 'Ya're now called Krassimir.' A name I couldn't pronounce at first.'

 'That's just.. savagely cruel. You were a helpless child, and an estranger practically kidnapped you after the intelligence services had done away with your mum… Who knows where the Chinaman fled, but he never came to your rescue. Poor Krassy" Boris hugged him tightly with teary eyes and a sunken heart.
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'C'mon, bro, 'tis not only me. Yer past was also taken away. Ye remember nothin" fore they brought ye here. I've got me memories back, an' someday I'll wipe 'em all away! No sparin' o' the Chinaman – he was a coward who ne'er helped when I needed a real dad by me side!' Krassy's voice trembled with resentment and fury.

 They hugged silently for a while, consumed by the void of their forsaken past and the burden of unbearable heartache. They had been robbed of their real childhood, identities, and loving families. 

  The mighty hands of some malicious men had thrown them away like stray dogs into the homes of abusive mafia drunkards at the other end of the world. They both had been raised by cruel stepfathers who never showed them any sincere love and care; moreover, there had been no motherly figure in Krassy's life since he had been deported to Bulgaria.

'We're both victims of real human trafficking. Direct delivery by unknown intelligence service officers, those downright serfs of the global elite', muttered the black-haired boy under his breath.

'Whoever gave the orders to ruin our lives and destroy our real families will die in my own hands. Painful, slow, tormenting death that only a psychopath deserves', replied Krassy in Mandarin.




      [image: ]

 Boris was deeply shaken by the sincerity of his classmate's vow. The boy knew that Krassy would work his ass off so that he would see "The Black Hand' rising like a mighty dragon onto the global political stage. The Asian bucko would never strive to become a political or military leader, as he had never craved power and control over other people's lives. His only wish was to take revenge on the men who had given the orders for his mum's death and his own deportation to Bulgaria. 

   Then it occurred to Borko: Krassy, or Kang Wèi Sondo, as his real name read, would become the future "iron hand" of his organization, its razor blade cutting through any formidable obstacle on their way. No amount of pain, manipulation, or persecution would make him crumble and betray a single soul from 'The Black Hand.' 

  Krassy was a curious amalgam of resentment, love, and determination, later becoming a hurricane that would swallow up their unsuspecting enemies.

After a while, they ate the remnants of their forsaken, cold dinner. They were both chewing off cabbage and meatballs silently until Borko mustered the courage to speak once again with a hoarse, hesitant voice : 

'How old were you when they brought you here?'

'Man, me was just a kiddo. I ne'er asked mum in which year we lived, okay?!' the stalwart retorted with slight irritation.

  He then abruptly turned to Mandarin with his pronounced Southern Chinese accent, which made some of the words almost unintelligible for Borko's untrained ear : 

 'They taught us mainly Mandarin when I attended a Hong Kong school. We wrote in traditional characters, as far as I can tell the difference now. So it must have been after 1997 when Britain gave my homeland to China… This actually doomed me and my mother. I am sure of it! There is no protection for anyone who lives under communist yoke!'

 Krassy's speech suddenly became eloquent and grammatically correct whenever he spoke in Mandarin, with no traces of slang or local dialects. However, he still said it with a heavy Southern Chinese accent. His native Cantonese had seven tones and accents that defined each word, while official Mandarin only had four. 

  So Krassy sometimes mutilated some common words beyond recognition. However, Boris's ears were growing accustomed to Krassy's mode of speech. The bucko also tried communicating in his native language to the black-haired boy but to no avail. It was a completely foreign tongue to him, and his illiteracy in Chinese culture and writing systems proved the legitimacy of such observation.

'So yer dad didn't come from the South of mainland China, that's for sure',  the stalwart concluded.

 Krassy could easily switch between both Sintic languages, mix them up in his speech, and write simple texts in both. He would look for the Yue pronunciation of any traditional or simplified Chinese character he encountered. While reading texts in traditional Chinese script aloud, he occasionally mixed up Mandarin and Yue pronunciations, so he rarely retorted to reciting Chinese inscriptions or captions. 

  He had been quite surprised when he found out on the Internet that this code-switching was, in fact, a common issue with Cantonese-speaking pupils from rural areas and ghettos in Southern China and Taiwan, lands quite far away from his current country of residence. 
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 Even though his classmates considered him a poor student and a hopeless idiot, Krassy had already mastered more than three hundred simplified Chinese characters from his textbooks. It had taken him the most intense last two years of his life to reach that level of Mandarin fluency. 

  Maria’s issues often distracted him, so he sacrificed consistency for insanity. Whenever he was on the learning track, he memorized massive chunks of information that would intimidate and devastate the mind of any other human being. Then he indulged in solving Maria’s issue again...until his next ‘big learning session.’ That was a mightily ineffective learning method, and he was starting to realize it. 

Moreover, he compiled a "character dictionary" with an insane scrutiny in a notebook. Whenever he encountered a new simplified character in any YouTube video, he wrote it down. The boy then looked up its counterpart in traditional script. His “Chinese” notebook consisted of all the characters he had mastered written down in both scripts and with some PinYin pronunciation2 as a guide on reading them. He also drew schemes of stroke sequences, as each character had its own specific way of being committed to paper. 

However, Krassy’s exposure to Mandarin remained too limited, as he watched primarily educational channels on fine art techniques to assist Maria in her creative endeavors. After all, she had been the center star of his existence for more than two years.

 On the other hand, Boris did not resemble any other Chinese expat, for he could neither write nor read in Mandarin, and all characters seemed foreign and illogical. He found the Pinyin transcription even more confusing, so at the end of the day, his Mandarin was a spoken, half-forgotten language that was lurking from the cavern of his own subconscious. He had to learn characters, grammar, and one of the writing systems from scratch - much like the 6-year-old natives in Hong Kong back in the 90s.

 ‘The first date I can clearly remember,’ Krassy continued talking in heavily accented Mandarin, ‘it is the autumn of 2001 when I was put in first grade at some filthy school in ‘Asparuhovo’ district. '

'That's not too long ago,' Borko replied uneasily in Chinese.

'That's my very first clear recollection after being transported to Bulgaria,' the bucko uttered,'  Our classmate Stoyan was also there, and he sometimes spoke about his family’s home in Sliven – Mum’s birthplace. I remember bursting into tears whenever anything reminded me of Sliven town. My memory was still tarnished, and I didn’t know why I was crying. '

'Poor Krassy,'

'That wasn't the worst thing in the list.  I didn’t get a single word of what my classmates and teachers spoke. I partially understood Stoyan’s speech, and that was all. Later on, I learned I was, in fact, four years older than my classmates. So my real age now is 21 or 22.’

‘I’ve already come to the same conclusion about your age,’ Boris replied hesitantly, ‘But I didn’t quite understand the date you just referred to.’

 “Oh, I usually say years and numbers in Yue without realizing it. I’m truly sorry,” the burly boy retorted unusually politely. 

 Honorific forms and suffixes were a purely Asian grammatical feature virtually non-existent in  Bulgarian, English, and any other European language. His mind attributed some formality to the ‘bureaucrat speech,’ as the direct translation of one of the Chinese names of Mandarin reads out. 

‘I’d like to learn them some day so that a ‘secret code speech’ is attributed in ‘The Black Hand’, Boris turned to Bulgarian with an accustomed ease, ‘So you were born 1991 or 1990 in case I do my calculations right.’

'Yeah, it might be,’ shrugged Krassy and turned to the Slavic language with a visible reluctance, ‘C’mon, enough wi’ these calendar faggotry. Since me first day here, the freak Tisho keeps makin’ me life a real hell. I spent more time on the streets wi’ goons, drug dealers and brawlers all to avoid ’im. Me mum’d gifted me a ukulele – the only thing I’ve got from her. Photos were torn an’ burnt by Tisho, jewels were stolen an’ sold.’

‘I’m terribly sorry, Krassy…’

‘Ye did nothin’ to me. Tisho’ll pay dearly when the time comes,’ his face was as grim as a tombstone, ‘So a new guard – that Acho guy – saw me music gift when I sang me melodies all alone at home. Me own melodies, born intae me mind. So the poor guy took pity on me. So I learned guitar all alone, which saved me from going mad. Playin’ at home’ s better that fightin’ on the streets.’

‘You should’ve enrolled in the High School of Music, dummy.’

‘I did wanna study there. But on my ID, it read only 13 years old, so Taisho was in full control of me. No guitar lessons for the poor Chinese loon. '

The lad sighed desperately, and went on quite reluctantly : 

'So, I looked up videos in Chinese. Struggled with goddamn darned English tongue, studies theory an’ harmony by meself. Froze any video in YouTube an’ watched the guitarist’ fingering . Bach’s preludes cost me sweat an’ tears, an’ hours of practice, but I cracked ’em when they were still waay above me level. ‘Twas how I learned to be tough an’ not fear any music theory.’

‘And after all of this, you behave like a dumb bully at school.’

“Tis a mask me puts on when I wanna survive an’ not stick out like a sore thumb i’ the crowd. I ne’er tell ’em all I know.’

‘It’s wise to mislead the enemy so he underestimates you…and you can plan you move in ghost mode, then strike deadly at them whenever you decide to take your chance.’

‘Like a jaguar in the shadows. ’Tis how I outfox all me foes.’

‘And you certainly surpassed most music students with your sheer dedication’,Boris remarked with admiration in his gaze, “I don’t know if I’ve ever been that dedicated to anything...maybe the idea of the Black Hand and my dear dreams of changing the system. But no particular subject or art.’

‘Well, ’tis enough to think up a great idea and turn it into reality! ’Tis what we’re gonna soon, Bochko’, Krassy bit his lips.

 He lapsed back to Mandarin, for his emotions were heating up once again : 

 ‘Maria wastes away her talent that came directly from Heaven! Depression, giving up on her dreams, and self-doubt… these traits all destroyed her to the point of no return. Powerlessness kills me slowly, for I can kill my foe, but cannot help my beloved… That’s ridiculous and pitiful.’

‘Don’t be too harsh on yourself’, Boris replied in Chinese, as he habitually used the ‘language of my nightly visions’ only when spoken to in it, ‘Mary’s got a manipulative mother and a cruel father. They made her feel totally worthless for years, since early childhood years. She has no foundation on her self-esteem, as it was crushed to pieces long ago.’

  The boy switched back to Bulgarian, for he was undoubtedly more fluent in his current country’s official language.

‘So you…and sometimes I… we’re helping her out of the darkness and destruction and laying foundations that should have been laid down years ago. Her parents did not do this simple job, but rather make her life a hell. Just like your Tisho and my mother did to you and me.’

‘But we grew strong out of adversity…an’ Mimmie? Nothin’ but whinin’, given’ up an’ hidin’ at the first rude word ‘gainst her art. She should learn from us.’

‘She’s a delicate soul, but life requires her to be as tough as man. No girl should ever go through even half of the violence and humiliation she’s ever felt.’ 

‘Life’s been violent an’ cruel to us both, an’ we learned not to back up!’, Krassimir turned to ‘educated’ Bulgarian (a slightly better version of his own street slang speech), as they discussed this vital subject, ‘I was teachin’ her all I know – all me hard lessons so she’d avoid me mistakes an’ ne’er fall in the same traps I crept out o’. 

‘She’s got her own ways of achieving emotional growth, Krassy. We should not force her to follow in our footsteps but rather show her our hard-earned wisdom so that she can take what’s best for her. It’s friendship and understanding that heals wounded souls, not force and quarrels.’

‘Well, let’s see how ye face the harsh reality of her twisted mind, an’ then we’ll see!’, Krassimir raised his voice in indignantly.

  He was literally containing the urge to smash the wooden top plate of the fine oak table beside them.

‘Two damned years, bro!’ the bucko cried,’ I gave my money to the last penny to fuel her passion. Lessons, food, and finest art materials. I went to all the galleries in town to market her paintings. I faced all the hatred and prejudice of those narrow-minded brats that run the galleries instead of her! Because I knew their spiteful word would ruin her for good. I sold some of her works to nasty goons among my colleagues the cartel. I did everything just to make her happy! That’s why I’m so keen on Mary’s education - because she deserves ‘all the chances that were taken away from me.’

‘She claims you were extremely cruel to her. You’re saying quite different things now,’ Boris raised his eyebrows as he finished his meal. 

 ’Tis women that twist ’round ye words, bro! She just crawls back into her shell whenever a rude teacher says she’s good-for-nothing or words o’ the kind. They just see she’s all emotion. They sense weakness an’ are like : let’s crush this wounded animat. ’Tis was getting on me nerves ev’ry damned time! 

‘Maybe you should’ve comforted her, not yelled at her like a wild beast!’!

‘Nah, you’ve got the point here, Bochko,’ Krassimir sighed grimly, his voice echoing like thunder into the room,’ It seems that those parents of hers have nailed down that nonsense in her mind: the others’ approval was her only future.’

‘I hear this very same nonsense from my mother every day. They come from a different generation, Krassy, a generation that was raised in the decay of patriarchal traditional society – the backbone of the Balkans for centuries. But every dog must have its day, and our parents are poorly adapted to the new world that came with globalism and digital technologies. Even we need to adapt to the rules of that brave new world to defeat its masters.’ Boris put his empty plate back onto the table and drank some water from the china cup in its center.

’Age doesn't matter. A person can have bad intentions no matter their age. I did wanna teach me Mimmie a life lesson. Say, ye now go to a teach, an ’he starts treatin’ ya like crap. Plus, he has no system in ‘is lessons – just a mess o’ words an’ random exercises. He laughs at ya, belittles ya, tells ya’re a beginner after thousand o’ hours o’ hard work on yer passion… then makes ya question yer choice, an’ demands ya quit ye passion at any cost. Most o’ Mimmie’s teachers did exactly that. Well, she cried, then whined to me, then again started yellin’ those same bad words at me like ’twas her own belief.’

‘That’s how manipulation works. I’ve been through this process of losing myself numerous times due to my mother’s insistence on her ‘right’ path for me. Learning German, applying to a technical university, going to Germany, working for a big company. That’s her life plan for me. It took me sweat, blood, and tears to get all of this out of my subconscious. That’s why I created ‘The Black Hand’ as an idea. Its solidity was to smash down all manipulated beliefs that I had internalized. That’s a tough path, Krassy.’

‘But ye did it! No one by ye side, ye cried alone in the bitterness o’ye own shattered world and did it ‘against all the odds. An’Mimmie… just started hatin’ her own talent. She ne’er went tougher or stronger.’ Krassy was on the verge of weeping his bitter tears of helplessness beside his understanding classmate. 

‘It’s not as easy as it looks from the side. Especially when the girl doesn’t believe in herself..’

‘Bro, I did my best, believe me!,’ tears flowed down his cheeks.

 Boris hugged him, and they cuddled on the cozy sofa that the black-haired boy was using instead of a real bed. 

‘She should act like a warrior, not like some defenseless child!’, Krassy turned to Mandarin yet again, this time with his heavy Southern-Chinese pronunciation that made most of the words totally unintelligible for Boris’s ears.

He ranted about Maria’s flaws further on.

‘I advised her to confront those buggers that treated her like a useless piece of thrash! She should not act shy around them – they take civilized manners as a weakness. And those people dare call themselves art teachers?! They may as well be called grave-diggers of artistic dreams!’

‘You nailed it, Krassy.’

‘But with enough persistence and sly acts, ya can extract every ounce of knowledge out of the bugger and then just leave ’im behind. Then I can put my hood and beat the crap out of any insolent man that dared humiliate my wife. I’d stalk ’im during the night when the moron comes back home alone. But she should have learned to first stand for herself during the heat of a fight.’

‘You love music and Maria equally, the black-haired lad spoke amiably in the same Asian language, ‘You get more angry and agitated about her malicious art teachers than she does! You never went this far for your own gift.’

‘I tell you what, mate: it’s worth every moment of pain and struggle if you were to develop the gift given to you by Heaven. The rest is utter nonsense…’

‘Our country would become a heaven if all parents understood the importance of their children’s gifts and passion, Borko lapsed to Mandarin for the ease of it,’ These qualities should preside over any economic considerations. The world is harsh, but when you’re doing what you love and learn to be adaptive and quick in strategical thinking, you can achieve anything you set your mind upon.’

 He never felt quite so confident in Chinese or Russian, although he spoke both languages as if they were his mother tongues. Krassy continued speaking in Chinese, as he had not cut off his exposure to the language during all those years he had lived outside of Hong Kong under a foreign name—mostly thanks to YouTube. 

‘People in Bulgaria are just obsessed with money: both poor and rich. And not just with money itself, but with fast money made through schemes of all kinds. Whenever they try something new, they see if someone in Europe has done it, then decide that they got lucky and give up before they even start. If they see a fellow Bulgarian from their social circles doing it, they say he has succeeded due to shady connections. 

  They frown upon any activity that does not promise quick and easy money. They really think art’s some kind of trash. But I saw it myself - if one hates the most meaningful human activity, consider how degraded they must be... Look at this Tisho, for example... When I was 13, he fucked my old classical guitar when he dipped it in the bathtub. ‘

‘Really?! He went this far?!’ Boris raised his eyebrows in confusion. 

‘He told me he’d destroy all my instruments and send me to the penitentiary if I didn’t study at the stupid language school. Poor is your imagination, mate, what I went through because of him. It’s a miracle I’m alive, to say the least.’.

‘I’m so sorry you went through all this hell,’ the black-haired man said, his voice trembling. It was as if he saw through Krassy, and horrible scenes were playing in front of his very eyes.

‘Well, the time will come when I will slit this terrible man’s throat in his sleep. The scores are settled for good.’

‘And what about the guards?’

‘I am an insider. No one expects me to kill the boss.’

‘But others may notice you on your way out, or somebody may follow you the entire time. Without a strategy, you will be caught.’ Boris spoke in Chinese with a lot of uncertainty in his tone: it took him several short pauses in speech to find the right word to express his thoughts.

‘The old dog always survives adversity. I will grab my mother’s ukulele – a guitar can be bought anywhere. Then take Maria with me and leave the town forever. I have new names and new ID cards. Who knows? I can finally attend a university or college to study music. I cannot care less about the college name or country of location: it must be music; that is all I need.’

  The bucko grinned.

‘If our “Black Hand” spreads internationally: perfect, I am going straight to Taiwan. Or my Hong Kong to work undercover in the shadows against the red tyrants. Who suspects an ordinary music student complots against the ruling class? But, if our cause demands me to stay in the filthy Balkans – then so be it. I won’t whine and complain. And if it doesn’t - we’ll learn here and won’t roar. Why don’t you talk, Bochkp? Say something, I’m the only one who explains things.’. 

 “Krassy’, uttered Boris and turned back to Bulgarian with a grim face, ‘I thought you were just a school bully and a brawler, and now, as I get to know you… I feel you’re much like my other half, the blood brother I’ve never had.’

‘Call me bro then, ’tis all okay wi’ me.’, replied his classmate in the language of his dear mom.

‘All right, brother.’

‘Ya can’t say in a more faggie way, huh?!’

 Borko laughed and started tickling his belly. The bucko grabbed his arms and turned towards the plates on the wooden table. They had eaten all, but Borko’s bread had remained untouched. The locals had the custom of eating all meals with a lot of bread, even meat with vegetables. Both boys had already acquired that habit of devouring some bread slices occasionally. Krassy even ate Chinese food with bread: a habit that would seem quite queer to his Hong Kong Chinese compatriots.  

‘Why not eat ye bread?’ the burly boy urged his classmate. 

‘I’m losing my appetite over these  topics.’

‘Huh, then me not talkin’ bout any nasty thing till ye eat all o’ ye food. Ye’re as weak as a bony stick.’ 

‘I appreciate your honesty and am honored that you decided to share all these painful experiences with me.’

‘An’ ye kept bombardin’ me wi’ questions. I felt a bit strange, see…’

‘Sorry, I overdo it sometimes.” Boris bit his lips and uttered, ‘K-k-grassy… could you give me a,... kiss?’

‘Kiss ye where? On the ass?’

‘Uh, no, on the lips.’ 

‘Whaaat?!’ the brawler’s voice rang strong and uncompromising in the boy’s ears.

‘Never mind.’ 

‘Better eat the bread, and then I kiss ye wherever ye wanna.’

‘Really?’

‘Except for the weenie!’

‘Yeah, well, that’s clear.’ Boris grabbed one of the bread slices and took a small bite. 

 ‘Eat it all like a man! Chomping’s is for women. When ya went on a mission o’ ‘The Black Hand,’ ya have no time to lose. Ye take a quick snack an’ then plunge in action.’ 

 Boris gazed disappointedly into the remains of the bread. ‘That Asian hound... I just wanted some caressing, and he backed away immediately. Does he really like me, or am I just lying to myself?’
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