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Prologue
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Blood is much thicker than water. It spreads slowly over the wet asphalt, forming dark rivulets under the dim light of the streetlights.

Kleo looked at his hands. They were tremblinHg like leaves. He hadn't pulled the trigger, sure, but it was his money that had paid for the ammunition. 

Fifty meters away, in front of the flickering light of the cafe, a silhouette he knew by heart lay on the sidewalk, dislocated, like a rag doll thrown there.

Mathias.

In the space of two gunshots, their pact had shattered. Twenty years of unwavering brotherhood, erased in a fraction of a second, for the beautiful eyes of a girl who, at this hour, was probably sleeping peacefully, her face buried in her pillow.

Kleo no longer heard the sirens beginning to wail in the distance. He only heard his own breathing, choppy, oppressive, as if he were suffocating under a lead blanket. The duo had just disappeared. All that remained was a duel. And the victor, deep down, was already nothing more than a dead man walking.

ACT I : THE FUSION AND THE FRACTURE
The grounding of their friendship, the appearance of the poison, and the first secrets.
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Chapter 1




The Schoolyard Oath
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May 2012.

Kleo had his back pressed against the rough bark of the old chestnut tree. He was counting the seconds in his head, a little tic he'd always had when he was nervous. Twelve more minutes to go before the bell. He buried his nose in his book, hoping to be forgotten, to blend into the pages to escape the schoolyard din. Those shrill cries that pierced his eardrums, those kids running in every direction, a world too noisy for a boy who preferred the silence of books.

The smell of hot dust and chalk hung in the air, that typical mix of schoolyards when spring arrives. It was big recess, that moment when everything could change, when destinies were forged and unraveled with marbles, whispered secrets, and bullying.

Suddenly, three shadows stretched across his pages.

"Hey, four-eyes. Give me your packet of cookies."

Kleo recognized the voice even before looking up. Kevin. The repeating 5th grader, the one who terrorized the schoolyard with his two sidekicks, kids already taller, wider, more menacing than the others. The kind of guy who didn't need much intelligence to dominate, just a good dose of nastiness.

Kleo closed his book gently. His heart was pounding so hard in his chest that he could hear it in his temples. He tried to back away, but the chestnut tree's bark bit into his back. Dead end. He was trapped.

Kevin reached out his hand.

It never reached Kleo.

A stocky, red-haired mass appeared out of nowhere, hitting Kevin full force. A backpack flew to the ground. Clenched fists. Eyes shining with a rage that was anything but childish.

"Touch him again and I'll smash you", yelled the stranger, his voice in full puberty cracking on the last syllables. 

After that, everything became confused. A whirlwind of shouts, clumsy blows, flying dust. It was two against three, but Kleo, carried by a pure adrenaline rush, threw his book and plunged into the fight. He returned blow for blow, without really thinking, ignoring the pain that was beginning to surface. It was as if an instinct he didn't know had awakened in him: survival, perhaps. Or something older, more visceral. The visceral need to no longer be alone.

When the supervisors finally separated them, Kevin was crying, his nose bleeding. His two sidekicks had already vanished, like beaten dogs with their tails between their legs. Kleo and his savior, meanwhile, had split lips and torn clothes. But their gazes met.

And Kleo saw the redhead crack a smile. A smile that, somewhere deep in his gut, seemed unsettling to him. But he immediately dismissed that thought. He was too tired, too happy not to be alone.


—  Come on, said the redhead.


An hour later, they were sitting side by side on the plastic chairs in the infirmary, a cotton swab soaked in disinfectant on their wounds. Silence settled, a silence that Kleo, unexpectedly, found rather comfortable. Not that awkward silence you have with strangers, but something more soothing.


—  Why did you do that ? he asked, wincing at the sting of the alcohol. You don't even know me.

—  I saw you on the bus this morning, the other replied, shrugging, an ice pack against his bruised cheek. ― You seemed like a good guy. And I hate injustice.


He held out his right hand, still dirty, marked by the dust of the courtyard.


—  Mathias.

—  Kleo.


Kleo shook the outstretched hand. The grip was firm, almost too firm. He suddenly felt as if he were shaking the paw of an untamable animal. But, once again, he dismissed the thought.


—  Shall we make a pact? Mathias said, a glint of defiance in his eyes. ― From today on, it's you and me against the rest of the world. No matter what.


Kleo looked at him. His chapped lips burned. His scraped knee throbbed. But for the first time in months, he wasn't afraid.


—  No matter what, he repeated.


The handshake sealed their vow. And for the next ten years, they became inseparable. They shared school benches, the first furtive joints behind the gym, sleepless nights in Mathias's room reimagining the world, high school crushes, betrayals by friends, small sorrows and great rebellions. Kleo was never afraid again. And that was Mathias's true gift.

A concrete block. But even concrete eventually cracks when the ground shakes.

They didn't know it yet, but this childhood vow had just sealed their lives.

Until they pushed open the doors of university.
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Chapter 2




The Golden Years
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September 2018.

The pact they had sealed in the infirmary that day had not evaporated with childhood. Far from it. With time, it had taken on an almost solid consistency, to the point that everyone around them eventually noticed it. In middle school, then in high school, no one said "Kleo" or "Mathias" alone anymore. It was always "Kleo and Mathias," as if the two names were one, as if they were a single person.

They had become the two sides of a perfectly balanced coin. Kleo was the mind, the strategist. Tall and slender as a thread, his gaze always dissecting the world behind his thin glasses, he spent his nights devouring history or law books, things most people his age found boring. Mathias, on the other hand, was brute force and crowd-attracting charisma. Broad shoulders, a smile that could melt a glacier, and an inexhaustible chatter, he was the king of the high school rugby team and the master of public relations for their duo.

Where Kleo lacked confidence, Mathias asserted himself effortlessly. Where Mathias acted on impulse, sometimes dangerously, Kleo applied the brakes. A perfect symbiosis, as if nature had wanted to complete one with the other.


—  If you fail this Spanish test, Mathias, no honors on your baccalaureate, and goodbye to our university plans, Kleo said one day, without even looking up from his revision notes.


They were sprawled in Mathias's room— a real teenager's mess, with rock posters all over the walls and sports trophies scattered everywhere. The disorder smelled of abandonment, in fact. His mother worked nights at the hospital, his father had been gone for so long that Mathias himself had forgotten his face. This room was all he owned. And Kleo, the only family he had chosen.

Mathias, lying on his bed, was spinning a rugby ball on his index finger, perfectly relaxed.


—  Stop stressing, old man. You know very well I have a secret weapon.

—  Oh yeah? Which one?

—  You, Mathias replied with a wink. ― You're going to write me a three-page summary, the way only you can, I'll learn it by heart ten minutes before the exam, and boom, it's done.


Kleo sighed, but a corner smile betrayed his affection. It was always like this. They shared everything: revision notes, clothes, first romantic secrets, and even chores. When Mathias got caught tagging the gym wall, Kleo half-confessed to get detention with him. When Kleo was humiliated by an overzealous teacher, Mathias subtly deflated all four tires of the guy's car that very evening.

They were a unit. Inseparable. The girls who entered their lives quickly understood that they would never come first. The loyalty that united the two boys was an impregnable fortress.

On the evening of the baccalaureate results, under the proud eyes of their respective parents—Kleo's mother cried, Mathias's mother arrived late to the ceremony but her tired smile spoke volumes—they obtained the precious diploma. Good honors for Mathias, very good honors for Kleo. The future belonged to them.

Later that night, perched on the roof of Kleo's garage, a few warm beers in hand, they watched the July stars.


—  What do you really want to do, Mathias? Kleo suddenly asked, his eyes fixed on the sky. ― Not what we're going to do. What do you, really want?


Mathias paused, his bottle suspended in the air. Then his smile returned, a little too wide.


—  The same thing as you. Break everything.

—  We did it, he then murmured, raising his bottle. ― Off to Law school in the mainland. A shared apartment for two. Freedom, Kleo.

—  Freedom, Kleo replied, clinking glasses. ― Nothing will change, right?

—  What do you want to change? We're brothers, Kleo. The teachers will suffer, the other students will envy us, and we'll sweep up all the diplomas. It's you and me against the rest of the world, remember?"


Kleo took a sip, light-hearted, savoring this absolute certainty. He was convinced that nothing, absolutely nothing on this earth, had the power to break the steel of their friendship.

That night, however, he had a strange dream. A brunette woman, in a dark corridor, handing him a key. When he woke up, he didn't tell Mathias about it.

Two months later, suitcases piled in the trunk of an old city car, they were driving towards the big university city. They didn't yet know that in the crowded lecture halls of the university, a magnetic shadow was already waiting for them, ready to test the solidity of their
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