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Prologue
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In the heart of Italy, a twenty two year old kid goes missing. A very intelligent man, The Professor has an audacious and desperate scheme: kidnap Juan Hernandez, the only son of a reclusive billionaire to force him into revealing a secret code.

Unknown to The Professor, he wasn't alone in this quest. Everyone now was driven by their own motives.

Meanwhile, Rei, Juan's sister, faced with new fear that threw her into a maelstrom of desperation and urgency, seeks out her old time best friend Jack to help her in this difficult quest. They had to race against time to save Juan and uncover the mysteries behind this secret code.

In this book, lies betrayal in great depths. Untraversed sections of love and life. Greed for power and money drives humanity out of people, yet only one thing comes out victorious in the end. Distinguishing the good from the bad and ugly. love.
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Chapter 1
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Juan flinched as the rough rope dug deep into his skin, the wooden seat doing equally as much damage to his battered backside. Why? His bruised mind swam aching for answers. Money wouldn't explain this personal vendetta. This was cold calculated cruelty. This wasn't the hospitality he had envisioned forty eight hours prior to now. He just couldn't wrap his head around what had transpired in what seemed like a sharp turn of events.

"You are up I see," a deep voice boomed from the dark. 

"Why?" Juan rasped weakly, "What do you want ..? I really cannot fathom any possible reason for you to torture me"  

"Torture, eh!" The man snapped,  "You are very funny." His sarcasm dripped with acidic vibes. "Indulge me in some enlightenment, Juan. For your torment was not my fulcrum of purpose in any way. Far from it. In fact, you are an expert in inducing suffering."

"What was that?" Interjected Juan

"Don't play that game... In the age of information, ignorance is a choice...your family estates, your industries all across Florence, Milan and Rome. Do you have the incomprehensible tally of souls lost with over attendance of those pompous structures? Can you imagine the number of families, separated and aggrieved because of the loss of their ancestral lands? Of course, have you given a thought to the millions of children brought up in the absence of parental care only because of progress? Have you, Juan? Have you indeed? Each and every one of you Hernandez is a filthy pig!" Bursted the man as he crept closer.

Rage was written all over his face. His eyes were now bloodshot. Juan had never seen anyone that angry before. He understood what exactly this meant. His choice of words would dictate his fate. From his standpoint he had already begun at an unequal footing. He had to think and he had to think fast. He could barely see the man but he remembered vividly how they had met. He remembered getting into his car and driving away into unperceived imperilment.

"My father Juan, my father worked at your dad's construction in Rome. He... he had an accident one fine afternoon and lost a good part of his arm. Do you have any clue what transpired? He died Juan.. he died because your stupid father refused to compensate him, let alone cover his medical. My father resorted to self medication at home. He used all the savings and any other resource we had to self medicate. He died shortly after. The sole breadwinner of the family was gone. Died like a dog. He left us more impecunious  than we had ever been. Due to all the pressure, my mother carbonated herself -or that's what we were meant to believe - and passed away too leaving behind a four year old girl to my care. My small sister was later taken by social services. All because of your filthy estates!! " cried the man angrily advancing towards Juan.

He swung a left hook that connected perfectly with Juan's jaw. There was blood gurgling in Juan's mouth. He spat it down. His head now dangling around supported by his neck. He lost a few seconds there before he finally came back to his wits.

"Come on man!" Shouted Juan," what do I have to do with all of that?" 

"You still have the nerves to ask me that...? I can easily forgive a child who's afraid of the dark; the real tragedy in life is when men are afraid of the light. I.. I really took you for a smart guy." The man shot back, smirking. He licked his lower lip then continued," Tell you what, I'll just finish you off and go after the rest of emm. I have a short window of opportunity to complete everything. You all will dance to my tunes before I am done with you. For starters Juan, I want you to be the perfect example to all kids out there who think Rome is just but a bed of roses. You filthy pigs are eating from the backs of minorities. It's the poor church mice in the streets that keep your companies moving yet you spit on us?"  

" please for... the love of God sir, just let me go.. I will see what I can do. Please man. Lets come to an understanding, how about I work on bringing your sister back to you. That's more practical. Please let me go," cried Juan.

"Go to hell!" Screamed the man firing a strong left jab at Juan's nose. Blood sprayed all over this time. Juan’s face was now deformed. His two front teeth were already knocked off, his nose now broken and his left ear barely holding on.

At one point Juan very much preferred to be dead than spend another minute with this crazy man. He had reached the breaking point. He was no longer feeling pain and he understood his body would succumb soon. 

"At least tell me your real name before you kill me. I'll make sure to reserve a place in hell for you," said Juan arrogantly.

"Now that's funny, I write the list to hell and all you Hernandez's are in it. But since you are dying today anyway I'll just tell you my moniker. Mi chiamo Professore Ciro," said the man in Italian, moving away.

" Well Prof, shoot me already," said Juan

Professor Ciro let out a loud hysterical laughter then said to him firmly," Young man, I'm not the bad person here. See, a villain is simply a victim whose story has not been told".

Ciro left the room quickly for about five minutes and came back with handcuffs loosely dangling in his hands. He carefully untied Juan from the seat then handcuffed him. He led him to the center of the room where a rusty but strong chain hung. Juan very much knew he would die one day but never had it ever crossed his mind that hanging would be his way out.

I'm going out Saddam's way? Juan thought out loud.

"Not really," Professor shot back as if reading his mind, "you my friend, have no idea of what's in store for you."

Professor then proceeded to tie Juan's hands high above his head using the rusty chain. He disappeared again and this time he came back with a metallic toolbox clenched tightly against his hands.

"No ... Please no... Don't do this Prof... Please let me go.." cried Juan.

"Get over it man!! Can't you see? I don't care about your pleas. As I said before, I really have a short window and it seems to me that you are planning to elongate your death. It's knocking on the door Juan and you gotta answer. One way or the other, today is the day," barked Professor while picking through his toolbox.

He pulled out a long tube and placed it on the table. He then pulled out a blood bag and a short slender blade. Juan still couldn't process what was coming his way. Professor moved closer and massaged his neck carefully.

"I need you to be still. I will make this painless if you comply, any random movements and you will die in a very painful manner. Clear?" He asked

He then found what he was looking for, the precise location of the carotid.  He swiftly pushed the blade into Juan's neck and pulled it out almost immediately. Blood was oozing. Professor applied pressure on the incision with one hand and used the other to reach the tube and carefully sank it into the incision. At the end of the tube was a blood bag. 

Everything happened so fast. Juan couldn't believe it, he had already started feeling light headed. He was losing blood. He started having vivid visions. He could clearly see pictures of his family moving in front of his eyes. The estates, the companies, his rich friends, his lifestyle. All these meant nothing to him now. He would trade all of that for a chance to live. He envisioned how big of a person his father had projected him to be. He was to rise the ranks.

A young billionaire. His father often used that title while referring to Juan's future self. He remembered vividly the hands he had shaken. How many kids get the chance to walk side by side with the president? How many kids get the chance to dine with the one percentile of the one percent? At twenty two Juan had already experienced a life no other person at his age would have experienced. What he couldn't believe was that he was going to die like a mutt. In the hands of a poor church mouse from the streets of Rome. It just didn't make sense to him.

Professor then walked to the far end of the room. In the dimly lit corner he bent down and opened what appeared to be a small door at the wall that was hidden by an old photo frame.

"Juan, I want you to meet Shelly," he said

"So now you wanna introduce me to your pets??  Classic mockery Prof.." said Juan weakly.

The blood loss had really taken a toll on him. He started having blurred vision. He then bent his head down and thought to pray. He had gone against the scriptures many times and if he was dying today, he thought he'd better save his soul. Professor noticed his victim was almost out. He decided to engage him to keep his brain firing neurons a little longer. He still wasn't done with him.

" Fear Juan, fear is the relinquishment of logic..."

"That's Shirley Jackson," whispered Juan.

"Correct! Fear is the relinquishment of logic, the willing relinquishing of reasonable patterns, we yield to it or we fight it, but we cannot meet it halfway.." Professor then moved a couple steps back

"Without it we cannot continue for long to exist sanely under conditions of absolute reality," Juan completed it.

"Viola!" Exclaimed professor," now say hi to Shelly, will you" 

Juan weakly opened his eyes he saw Professor standing a couple of feet straight ahead. He then saw something moving at the corner of his eye. Fear ran through his spine. He froze. His eyes still fixated on Professor. The blood in the tube starts running faster and faster. Ironically Juan became more alert. He now cared less about the blood. What he saw was nerve wracking. Professor knew very well that Juan had seen Shelly. No single human could stand the look of her.

"She has killed more people than any soldier has ever done single handedly. She is one deadly serial killer Juan. Shelly.. Shelly doesn't understand forbearance my friend. Last year alone, she killed three people from that very spot. Two of whom were well built gigantic men. I never saw that but I heard from reliable sources. 

Juan, Shelly hasn't had an opportunity to kill anyone since then. Now I believe she is hungry for  blood. And you my friend will be the first person I see being killed by Shelly. I don't know how Shelly got to Italy, but she has somehow managed to survive.A little friendly advice, don't fight. You'll only make her angrier. Sources say when she's angry, she could turn this room into one hell of a slaughterhouse. Tell your God to send down his angels. Good luck sir," said Professor.

Shelly was now just two feet away, she then brought her head up locking her eyes with Juan's. It's unbelievable how she could get that high. She had deep black eyeballs. Her eyes sent death threats. She had a slight cut between her eyes, probably an injury sustained during her last kill. She moved closer now. Their heads just separated by a six inch air space. Juan had peed his pants long before his muscles gave up and he went number two on himself. He had seen a lot of horror movies - Nightmare of Elm Street, Drag Me to Hell, The Exorcism of Emily Rose, the Conjuring,  Sinister -  you name them all. But what he was looking at was a perfect representation of horror. No cameramen this time, no director or CGI effects. He was on the verge of death. 

Unmoved, Shelly kissed the air - she was not an ordinary serial killer. She had mastered the art of mockery. The art of instilling fear in her victims. She wasn't familiar with her ugly face - no- . Professor barely brought a mirror down to the basement. All she knew is that she was fierce enough to make a full grown man soil his pants. Right now, she had locked eyes with a new victim. A victim who was scared enough not to blink. His eyes barely diverting attention.

They were fixed on Shelly.A twenty foot mutated python staring back into his eyes.
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CHAPTER 2
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Jack Cross was just about to sleep when his phone rang. To begin with Jack had the habit of ignoring phone calls past ten pm. He valued his eight hour sleep more than anything. He reluctantly pulled the phone closer. The name flashing on the screen made him hop fast to his feet. He walked across his room with a surprised look on his face. One he actually wore when he watched season 5 of Breaking Bad- when Gustavo Fring walked out of a door adjusting his tie. His fingers were shaky as he tried swiping to receive the call.

Why would Rei be calling me, especially at this hour ? He wondered.

******
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JACK HAD MET REI SO many years ago. They were next door neighbors in a very quiet neighborhood. At the time they were the only kids. Two five year old children who valued each other's company more than anything the world had to offer. Rei's parents were both Spanish. Occasionally Rei would make trips to Spain during school holidays to be with her father who by then was just a mere businessman. Jack would go insane on learning that Rei had traveled to Spain. Rei had become his best friend and the two of them had such a special bond.

Even in elementary school Jack had gotten himself in numerous fights trying to defend Rei. To Rei Jack had always been a hero, a shoulder to lean on. He provided her with that big brother effect even though they were agemates. She never trusted no one but him to walk around with. They played together with the toys Jack was bought. During the evening after school the pair would often hang at Rei's place and watch cartoons till dusk.

Rei being the smarter one, often snuck around and did homework for her friend. She did get most of the questions right and Jack appreciated it. He despised books and learning as a kid. He loved playing. He loved anything that involved muscle. "When I grow up, I wanna be a soldier," he often told Rei. "When I grow up, I wanna be a scientist. Invent weapons for you huh! And together we take over the world" young Rei used to remind Jack. Little did they know what they were building.

When Rei got her first bicycle at age six, Jack would push her around all day and vice versa. At one time Rei got a Eureka moment when she was cycling so fast and upon looking behind she saw Jack all the way back following her slowly. It was the very first time Rei cycled without Jack pushing her. He had never seen Rei so enthusiastic. It was like a sugar rush for Rei. She couldn't hide her excitement.. "Jack! Jack! I'm cycling on my own!"

This continued even after they joined boarding school. They made their parents take them to the same school. They even got registered in the same classroom. As if that's not enough they became desk mates. They had made it a habit of spending short breaks together basking in the warm morning sun. More often than not they talked about cartoons they had watched the previous day. 

"Marriage is inevitable for these two," said Rei's mom one day.

"It couldn't be any perfect," added Jack's mother.

Ten years later they both joined campus. For the first time ever, they studied at different classes. Different schools. Different regions. Despite the distance they had made it a hobby to visit each other whenever possible. Just like any other teenagers, they would go for dates and take long walks in the parks. They were as close as they were twelve years ago. They started wearing the same cloth brand. Adidas. They both loved Samsung. Jack grew up to be a marvelous cook. He worked miracles in the kitchen. For this reason Rei always came for a sleepover each and every weekend. Not once did she miss. She wasn't a good cook herself but Jack didn't mind.  

Their relationship was platonic despite the closeness. Jack had never imagined being romantic to her. It was unthinkable. It was utterly absurd. They even shared a bed. And against all odds the idea never crossed any of their minds. 

––––––––
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ONE EVENING REI WAS at Jack's place. She had borrowed his oversized hoodie. With that she really didn't need to wear pants. It was really hot that time of the year. Both sat quietly at adjacent sofas. Rei had a coffee mug between her phalanges, her legs crossed. Jack on the other hand was just going through something on his laptop. Rei came by his side. She was just quiet and that was highly odd of her. She had always been a noisy bird. She shut Jack's laptop and sat extremely close to him. 

This is weird. 

There was a long moment of silence. She looked into Jack's eyes. He couldn't tell what was going to happen next. He could only imagine the worst but he still gave her the benefit of doubt. Amidst the warm evening, a cool breeze came through the window. It found its way to Rei's hair and carried with it the exquisite scent of the oil she uses- into Jack's nostrils.

"Can I ask you something X?" Started Rei. 

Oh so this was it? Jack thought. He knew how tricky the question was. It always had been- Rei had a dozen difficult-to-answer questions that Jack had gotten fond of.  He loved it when this question was asked. But this evening the mood was different. No smile on her face. Just a sad Rei. 

" Shoot Rei," Jack shifted his attention. "I'm all ears," 

She paused for a moment as if trying to read his mind then shot the unexpected question, "What do you think happens when we die? Speaking for yourself" 

Here we go. Not what I expected. Jack bought a few seconds as the question registered in his brain.

"Well I really dunno how to answer that. What do you think happens Rei?" He countered

"Why do you always do that?" Rei asked Jack softly, " Anyway speaking for myself I think my body stops one cell at a time but the brain keeps firing those neurons. Little lightning bolts like fireworks inside, and I.. and I thought I'd despair or feel afraid but I didn't feel any of that none of it, because I'm too busy remembering.."

"Remembering huh! What exactly are you remembering," Jack cut in.

"I remember that every atom in my body X, every atom is forged in a star. This matter,this body is mostly an empty space after all and solid matter? Is just energy vibrating slowly and there's no me. There never was. The electrons of my body mingle and dance with the electrons of the ground below me and air. I am no longer breathing and I remember, there's no point where any of that ends and I begin. I remember I am energy, not memory, not self. My name, my personality, my choices all came after me. I was before them and I will be after," Rei said, holding Jack's palm.

He found the idea so perplexing. It was beautiful. Poetic and deep. Even so, he stared deep into her eyes- in his mind he had already figured out something was bothering her. She used questions like these to express her emotions. Jack, now feeling warmer, nodded motioning Rei to continue.

"See X, everything else is pictures picked up along the way. Fleeting little dreamlets printed on the tissue of my dying brain and I am the lightning that jumps between. I am the energy firing the neurons and I am returning. Just by remembering I am returning home. It's like a drop of water falling back into the ocean in which it has always been a part. All things a part. All of us a part. You, me. Every plant, every animal, every atom, every galaxy, all of it. We are the cosmos dreaming of itself. I think it's a dream. My life is a dream. I will forget this. I always do," she said with a broad smile. 

Her eyes were watery. Jack hugged her tightly. He knew something was up but he just couldn't place it. Rei had never hidden anything from Jack. She fitted perfectly in Jack's huge arms. She made herself comfortable. Her face against Jack's chest. Jack felt warm droplets running down his chest. He automatically knew Rei was crying. He cuddled her even tighter. Her huge Brazilian hair was irritating him but the oil she used had a really exquisite scent. Rei never plaited her hair. She loved a natural afro but at times she tied a bouncy bun. 

She raised her head and looked straight at Jack. Her face was already red from crying. But just like any other day she had such a striking beauty. She faked a smile. Jack smiled back.

Rei looked straight into Jack's eyes. He was thinking of something. Rei was herself locked in an emotional prison. She needed a hero. She was staring at her hero who was looking back at her in silence. Rei put her soft palm on Jack's face.

"Do you have any clue what you mean to me X? I can't imagine a life without you. What even hurts the most is none of us will be there forever for each other. One day we will go separate ways. The thought of that kills me X. I just can't .... '' Rei said sobbing once more.

Jack felt that. He understood a day shall come when they'll be separated. The more they aged the closer they became and yet the further apart they could be. It was ironic their lives would be taking an unfortunate turn but that was that. A day shall come.

"We celebrate what we have now. Cheers to what's coming in future, cheers to those we left behind and cheers to us who are here. Cheers to you and I Rei, " Jack said, raising Rei's head with his palms.

Rei wiped her tears. She loved Jack. It was mutual. A feeling you cannot explain. It was inbuilt. They had been together for almost seventeen years. That was unparalleled love they were feeling. No matter how much Jack denied, he knew beyond reasonable doubt that he loved Rei. At this very moment his blood was pumping faster.

A palpable tension hung between the two souls like an invisible thread that had bound their hearts with unspoken bond. Rei with her beautiful hazel eyes shot straight into Jack's, she laughed, trying to hide the escalating feeling. Between them, was a love that simmered- just out of reach.

This wasn't rocket science. Rei thought. This wasn't Oppenheimer building the atomic bomb. No! This isn't password cracking. 

There were unsaid confessions waiting to be set free but fear, it held them captive. The kind of captivity that the two souls wanted to be liberated from. Wanted to free themselves and dance to the ambient tunes of love. 

Jack reached out his hand and brushed over her cheeks tenderly igniting a feeling Rei had never felt before. With a silent exhale, she leaned to his touch - her eyes searching for answers they both craved.  

The universe was bending in her way just not with the right person. Rei was stuck in a dilemma. 

This one moment could compromise our relationship.

Even so, her eyes sparkled. It does that when she's happy. Jack leaned a little closer. Rei came nearer. Jack and Rei were only separated by an inch of airspace. A mixed feeling of embarrassment and pure joy filled Jack's face. Rei could only admire his strikingly handsome appearance. Finally with a tendered kiss, they surrendered to the undeniable truth of their love, no longer bound by the constraints of fear and uncertainty.

There's always a first time for everything, but this one here, could be the Alpha of the Omega-Rei thought.

––––––––
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TWO DAYS LATER REI flew to Italy. Her father had arranged the flight to Italy two weeks prior and Rei was in perfect knowledge. She knew how much this would destroy Jack. Her biggest dilemma was whether or not she should inform him. On the plane all she could think of was her last moment with her best friend. Things escalated quickly but they both knew it was inevitable.

Two years after that fateful evening, Jack flew to the USA to apply for a military position he had been informed about. He was lucky to get a chance at the navy to which he served for seven years. Within his time there, he came close to death not once but a hundred times. They were sent in such risky and very secretive operations. One time Jack and his group were to rescue a high profile personnel with the code name - white swan- who'd been taken hostage in a plane. This high stake mission nearly cost his life and the life of his team.

He took an early retirement and flew back to Nairobi where he's been residing to this very date. 

It's now been over twenty years since that unforgettable night. It's been equally as long since he last saw Rei.

**********
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"HELLO REI.. REI YOU there? What's up little bird?" Jack asked while walking uncontrollably in his room.

" Hello X.. thank goodness you are awake. I really need you to pull one solid for me. Please. How fast can you get to Italy?" 

"Italy? Is everything alright girl?.. okay okay lemme see if I can book a flight tonight," Jack responded.

"My brother has been missing for three days now. Just get here I'll explain everything in detail. And X, I love you. I know it's been long . Just come, we'll catch up. Ciao, " Rei said, ending the call.

Rei had flown to Italy twenty  years ago together with her mother. They had gone along with a bouncy baby boy. Back then only at two years but Rei's father had already seen a bright future for this kid. He carried him along every time he was going up to meet important people. At the age of three the boy had already met the president. His father wanted to shape him into a very financially minded superhuman.He wanted to turn his boy into a future billionaire. A person whose decisions dictated the fate of major companies in the world. 

Everything was going pretty well, the boy turned four. He was growing up very fast. He was even sharper in class. He topped in every exam and it had started becoming a little boring for him.

" We are bringing up a young Elon Musk," His father often teased

It was late that year that his mother was gunned down. Official statement from the authorities was that it was a robbery gone bad. This was of cos unsettling for the family but there was nothing they could have done to reverse the situation. Rei picked the role of a mother for her last born brother. She made sure he turned out exactly as their mother would have wanted. Now at twenty two years, the boy has gone missing. Untraceable.
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CHAPTER 3
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In the streets of Rome, a young Mario Leonardo or as the streets often whispered 'leo' was one heavily built young lad. At thirteen years the boy was already arm wrestling his peers who were seventeen plus years. He had lived in the streets for only one year but he had gained so much popularity that he almost considered himself the king of the streets. He had his name branded on every corner. Despite his huge physical appearance, Leo wasn't a bully. He used his muscles to protect young emaciated boys in his crew or part of the street.

Leo had a good heart. But in that heart there laid a monster. A demon that if released would cause havoc beyond human repair. He caged tremendous anger in him. He often released some of his anger on rogue street kids who tried to snatch food and clothes from the debilitated boys in his crew. He once beat a boy to death. He crushed his skull against the tarmac. Skinny Vetra would be missed by his people but he would have known better than to steal from Leo's crew. Leo had grown to be a mini vigilante in the streets. The streets had to run with a code. 

Brotherhood.

Those who went against this code very much faced the unmatched wrath of Leo.

Leo's true passion lay on football. He had skills almost otherworldly - dreaming of a future adorned in the colors of FC Roma. The odds stacked up against him - a teenager who had nothing to show to his name other than his unmatched football talent. He was still a street kid. Or that's what he thought of himself. Despite the circumstances, Leo refused to succumb to despair. He transformed the mundane streets into a stage of his boundless talent. He clearly understood there were slim chances of his football aspirations ever materializing but he poured his heart and soul into the game, drawing crowds that marveled at his prowess.

The matches Leo organized with his friends were not only a display of skill but a beacon of hope in a world fraught by uncertainty. The throngs of people who gathered to watch the games were not just spectators - they were patrons of a much greater cause. Their small donations made huge impacts in the streets.

In Leo's world, the streets ceased to be a battleground where only the fittest survived. He instead transformed it into a small community where everyone had a stake. He bridged the huge existing gap between adversity and opportunity.

One day after Leo's team played and beat Mauricios team, a man approached Leo after the match. Leo later learnt that the guy's name was Mueller Baumgartner. He was a German club owner who was based in Munich.

"How would you like to play football in Munich Leo?" Asked Mueller

"Are you serious? I won't give it a second thought. When are we traveling? Wait and what about my boys here?" Leo asked

A week later three boys were seated behind Mueller in a high speed train to Germany. Once in Munich Mueller went through the laws in Germany. He made them understand how strict German laws are.

The police in Germany don't play around.  

Mueller kept reminding them that. He very much understood the boys were from the streets so they were capable of pulling some stupid unthought of stunts. 

Leo, Marko and Nicolo settled quite fast in Germany. The saying football was made in Germany finally made sense to them. Young lads were hungry for the game. Leo went ahead and played for Borussia Dortmund fc while Marco and Nico played for Bayern Munchen. Life for the boys was going on really well. They put their all in the field. They played each and every game like their lives depended on it. The trio met at an u17 match. Bayern was hosting BVB. The game was pretty intense. Leo scored twice to put BVB two nil in front. Nico and Marco had developed a chemistry in the game. During the last minutes they were still trailing a goal behind. They both miraculously combined for a goal. Marko nutmeged BVBs last man and squared a right footed low Cross to Nico. With the ball perfectly controlled at his feet, Nico body feinted the goalkeeper and realizing he had fallen for the little trickery, he backheeled the ball back to Marko who sliced the ball with a perfect trivela. BVBs keeper did a
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