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​SYNOPSIS

ENEMIES TO LOVERS // MAFIA // REVENGE // FORCED PROXIMITY // TRAUMAS

Mason Blake is a man driven by a single fuel: the blood of those who took his brother's life. Seven years of hunting have led him to "The Raven," a festering hole where he encounters Martin Rossi, the heir to an empire built on bones and silence. What Mason didn't expect was that the path to his revenge would lead through the icy, possessive touch of the man he swore to destroy. Martin doesn't just want Mason's silence; he wants his complete surrender. In a game where love is a deadly weakness and loyalty is bought with gunpowder, both will discover that some wounds only heal when reopened by the one who inflicted them.
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​CHAPTER 1

[image: ]


THE SMELL OF THE ABYSS

MASON BLAKE

The cheap whiskey went down, tearing my throat like ground glass, but the internal burning was nothing compared to the fire that had been consuming my insides since I set foot in that damned city. The air inside "The Raven" was saturated with cheap cigarette smoke and the acrid smell of sweat from men who had nothing to lose. I swirled the greasy glass, watching the amber liquid reflect the blood-red neon lights that blinked intermittently above the bar. Each flicker of that light seemed like a reminder of the pulse that stopped beating beneath my hands seven years ago. Ethan. My brother. The only piece of humanity I still possessed, thrown into a mass grave because of a name I finally had within my reach: Rossi.

Seven years. Seven years of sleepless nights, of fights in filthy alleys, of torturing gutter rats to get crumbs of information. I became a ghost, a shadow that fed on hatred, transforming my body into a weapon forged in pain. My hands, now calloused and marked by scars that told stories I preferred to forget, gripped the glass so tightly I expected it to implode. I wasn't there to drink. I was there to hunt. And the alpha predator of that ecosystem of sins had just entered.

Martin Rossi didn't walk; he owned the space around him. The bar door creaked as he passed, and the silence that followed was almost deafening. Even the most professional drunks recoiled in their stools, like animals instinctively recognizing the presence of a wolf. He wore a suit that cost more than I would earn in a lifetime of honest work—if I even still knew what that word meant. The dark fabric hugged his broad shoulders, and his posture was of such sharp arrogance that it was insulting. The heir to the mafia. The son of the man who gave the order for my brother's blood to be spilled as if it were worthless.

I watched him in the stained mirror behind the bar. He sat a few feet from me, exuding an expensive cologne that contrasted violently with the smell of urine and cheap disinfectant in the place. His eyes were dark abysses, devoid of any trace of empathy. He ordered a gin, his voice low and sharp, a sound that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. It was him. The catalyst for my ruin. The man I was going to break, piece by piece, until nothing but dust remained.

Blake, you're looking for something you won't find here.

His words hit me like a punch to the gut. I didn't move. My fingers froze on the glass. How did he know my name? I had been careful. I had moved along the edges, avoiding cameras, using pseudonyms and disposable contacts. But there he was, pronouncing my name with a familiarity that made my blood boil. I turned slowly, hatred bubbling beneath the surface of my skin, ready to overflow.

"I've already found what I was looking for, Rossi," I replied, my voice coming out as a low growl, heavy with the weight of every night I'd spent wishing for the end of his lineage.

He tilted his head, a half-Manhattan sarcastic glint playing on his perfectly sculpted lips. There was no fear in his expression. There was amusement. And that infuriated me more than any insult. He looked at me as if I were an interesting insect trapped in a jar, a toy he could choose to crush or save for later.

"Revenge is a dish that usually causes heartburn in those who don't have the stomach for the truth," he murmured, picking up his gin glass and raising it in a silent toast to me. "You think you know what happened to little Ethan, don't you? You think the blood on my father's hands cleanses your conscience for being too weak to save him."

The noise from the bar seemed to disappear. All that remained was the sound of my own heart pounding violently against my ribs. The mention of my brother's name in that worm's mouth was the trigger. Before I could process the logic or the numerical disadvantage, I was already on my feet. In one fluid movement, I grabbed the collar of his expensive suit and threw him against the counter. The gin glass fell, shattering on the floor, but Martin didn't even blink.

"Repeat his name and I swear I'll rip your tongue out right now," I growled, my face inches from his. I could feel the heat of his skin, the smell of alcohol and smoke, and something else... an electric tension that wasn't just hatred.

He laughed. A cold, guttural laugh that echoed off the walls of "The Raven." His fingers rose and wrapped around my wrist, squeezing with a force I hadn't expected. His eyes burned into mine, a black storm meeting the icy gray of my own fury.

— Do it, Mason. Give me a reason to show you what really happens to those who dare touch a Rossi. Or better yet... let me show you why your brother begged for death before the end.

The catalyst was launched. The impact of his words blinded me with rage, but deep down, deep in that darkness, I realized that Martin Rossi wasn't just the target of my revenge. He was the abyss I had been staring into for years. And the abyss had just pulled me inside.

Martin's grip on my wrist was like a red-hot iron handcuff. I felt every finger of his pressing into the tendons of my arm, a silent display of force that defied the logic of my own aggression. "The Crow" seemed to have frozen around us; the sound of the jukebox choking on a melancholy blues became a distant background noise, and the drunken conversations turned into unintelligible whispers. At that moment, the universe was reduced to the millimetric space between my hatred and his arrogance. Martin's scent—an intoxicating mixture of sandalwood, expensive cigar smoke, and the metallic odor I associated with danger—invaded my senses, clouding my ability to reason clearly.

— Let go. Of. My. Wrist. — The words escaped through my clenched teeth, each one laden with the promise of violence.

Martin didn't let go. Instead, he tilted his face slightly to the side, studying me with predatory curiosity. His dark eyes scanned the scars on my face, lingering on the small cut above my left eyebrow, the result of a fight at a dirty dock in Santos three years ago. He seemed to be reading the map of my self-destruction, and the fact that he showed no fear whatsoever made my stomach churn. I was a man who lived by intimidation, by being the most dangerous thing in any room, but Martin Rossi made me feel like I was entering a cage with a hungry lion and was armed only with a toothpick.

"You're so predictable, Mason," he murmured, his voice vibrating in a way I could feel right down to the base of my spine. "The perfect prototype of a broken hero. You think hatred makes you strong, but it only makes you loud. And noise is what kills men like you in this world."

In one swift movement, he shoved me. It wasn't a clumsy, brutal shove like in a bar fight; it was a calculated shift in mass that sent me staggering backward, my kidneys slamming against the edge of a musty pool table. Sharp pain coursed through my back, but I didn't give him the pleasure of a groan. I regained my balance, my fingers instinctively groping for the handle of the knife hidden in my boot, but something stopped me. It wasn't prudence. It was the realization that if I killed him there, the answers about Ethan would die with him. And I needed those answers more than I needed oxygen.

Martin straightened his jacket, aligning the lapels with exasperating calm. He grabbed a paper napkin from the counter and wiped an invisible speck of dust from his sleeve, completely ignoring the terrified stares of the two thugs guarding the bar's door. Those guys were mercenaries hired to keep the peace at "The Raven," but against a Rossi, they were less than nothing. They were wall decorations.

"Why are you here, Martin?" I asked, trying to regain control of my breathing, which was coming out in short, hot gasps. "A man like you doesn't frequent holes like this unless he wants to hide a body or buy one."

He turned back to the bar, signaling to the bartender—a trembling fellow who looked like he was about to have a heart attack—to pour another drink.

“Sometimes, Blake, I like to see how the other half lives,” he said, without looking at me. “And sometimes, I get information that a rabid little dog is barking very loudly near my property. You’ve been asking dangerous questions. Questions that make my associates... uneasy. And when my associates get uneasy, I have to clean up the mess.”

I laughed, a bitter, dry sound that scratched my throat. "Clean up the mess? Is that what you call what they did to Ethan? He was just a kid, Martin! He had nothing to do with your father's dirty business! He was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, trying to protect his idiot brother who didn't see the trap coming!"

My voice rose in pitch, and I felt tears of fury sting my eyes, but I swallowed them. I wasn't crying. I hadn't felt anything but emptiness and fire for seven years. Martin finally turned around, and for the first time, his mask of boredom wavered. There was something deeper there, a glimpse of a darkness that mirrored my own.

"You think you know what happened that night, don't you?" he asked, his voice now a lethal whisper. "You think it was a simple execution. A straightforward order. But the world isn't black and white, Mason. And your brother's blood is on more hands than you can count on your filthy fingers."

He took a step toward me. The bar seemed to shrink. The heat emanating from it was oppressive. “If you want the truth, if you really want to know why Ethan Blake had to die, you’re not going to find it shouting in roadside bars. You’re going to find it at rock bottom, which is what I call home.”

He reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out a matte black card with only an address embossed in silver. He tossed it onto the worn green cloth of the pool table. The piece of paper felt like it weighed a ton.

“Show up at midnight,” Martin ordered, his tone leaving no room for discussion. “Come alone. No weapons. No pathetic plans for being a hero for hire. If you have the courage to face what your brother truly was, I will give you the names you so desperately want. Otherwise... get out of this city before the sun rises, or I will personally ensure your grave is next to his.”

He turned and walked toward the exit, his broad back a perfect target for the knife in my boot. My hand trembled. I imagined the metal tearing through the expensive fabric, piercing the skin, finding the cold heart of that man. It would be so easy. It would be the end of a part of my torment. But his words— what his brother truly was —echoed like poison in my mind. What did he mean by that? Ethan was a saint. He was the best of us. What could Martin Rossi, a monster born in sin, possibly know about my brother's purity?

The sound of the door closing was like the banging of a coffin lid. The air in "The Raven" finally seemed to circulate again, but I still felt suffocated. I picked up the card. The address was in an abandoned industrial area, near the old docks—a place where screams were swallowed by the roar of the waves and the twisted metal. It was a trap. I knew it was. Martin Rossi didn't give information away for free; he used it to lure his prey to the slaughter.

But I was prey that was already dead inside. And you can't kill what is no longer alive.

I returned to my glass of whiskey, but the liquid now looked gray. My mind drifted back to the Ohio suburbs, to the sound of Ethan's laughter as we kicked a punctured ball in the backyard. I remembered the smell of our mother's apple pie before cancer took her, and the promise I made to my brother that nothing bad would happen to him while I was around. I failed. That failure was an invisible tattoo on my soul, an open wound that never stopped bleeding.

Martin Rossi had just poked at that wound with a sharp knife.

I glanced at the broken wall clock on the counter. It was ten o'clock at night. I had two hours to decide whether to walk straight into the wolf's den or remain the shadow that barked but didn't bite. My fingers touched the scar on my wrist—the place where Ethan's blood splattered when he fell.

"Wait for me, Martin," I whispered to the empty bar, my voice merely an echo of the ghost I had become. "I'm coming. But I'm not coming alone. I'm taking every demon you helped create with me."

The tension in the bar was different now. The mercenaries at the door watched me with a mixture of pity and expectation. They knew I was a dead man. Everyone who crossed Rossi's path ended up the same way. But they didn't know Mason Blake. They didn't know I wasn't afraid of death, because death was the only thing left to me.

I left the bar, the cold Manhattan night air hitting me like a slap. The fog began to rise from the damp asphalt, creating ghostly shapes under the yellow light of the streetlights. I walked toward my battered '69 Mustang, the engine roaring like a wounded beast as I started it. I had ninety minutes to get ready. Ninety minutes to look in the mirror and see if any trace of the man Ethan loved remained, or if I was just the "Narrative Shadow" that Martin Rossi claimed I was.

The address on the card burned in my pocket. I knew that, upon crossing the gate of that industrial complex, there would be no turning back. Either I would leave with Martin's blood on my hands, or my own blood would join Ethan's in the statistics of missing persons in that cursed city.

I engaged the gear and stepped on the accelerator, the tires screeching on the asphalt. The abyss was calling me, and this time, I was going to dive headfirst.

The Mustang roared under my control, a guttural sound that seemed to echo the erratic beating of my own heart. I drove through the deserted streets of Manhattan, watching the neon lights flicker past like blurs of sickly colors. The city, shrouded in thick fog, resembled a nightmare model, where every shadow concealed a secret and every corner whispered of betrayal. Martin Rossi's black card sat on the center console, staring at me like an invitation to my own funeral. I wasn't a man given to hesitation, but there was something about Martin's calmness that unsettled me. He wasn't just a criminal; he was an architect of others' destruction.

I arrived at the industrial zone in fifteen minutes. The scene was a collection of corrugated metal sheds, silhouettes of cranes that looked like skeletons of giants against the cloudy sky, and the omnipresent smell of rust, diesel oil, and stagnant water. The exact location was an old, disused meatpacking plant, a concrete and steel monument that smelled of ancient death and abandonment. I parked the Mustang a safe distance away, turning off the headlights and letting the silence envelop me. The crackling of the cooling engine was the only sound for miles.

Martin's order had been clear: come alone and unarmed . I chuckled to myself in the darkness of the car. Coming to a meeting with an unarmed Rossi was the equivalent of jumping into a shark tank with an open wound. Yet there was a kind of power in apparent submission. I left my Colt .45 in the glove compartment, but the ceramic knife remained hidden in my boot, and a carbon fiber knuckle duster was camouflaged in the lining of my leather jacket. If I were to die, I would take a part of Martin with me.

I walked toward the main gate, my boots crushing gravel and shards of glass. The fog here was denser, clinging to my eyelashes and chilling my skin. The gate was ajar, creaking slightly as the wind blew from the docks. I pushed the sheet of metal, the sharp sound echoing off the steel beams of the shed like a warning cry. The interior was a vast, shadowy space, illuminated only by a single industrial light fixture hanging from the center of the high ceiling, swaying gently and creating shadows that moved like living beings on the peeling walls.

And there he was.

Martin wasn't seated on a golden throne, but the way he leaned against a galvanized metal table in the center of the circle of light gave him an aura of undeniable sovereignty. He was still wearing his suit, but the jacket was now open, and the tie loosened, revealing the base of a strong neck and the steady pulse of his jugular. He held a crystal glass with a dark liquid—probably a ten-thousand-dollar whiskey—and watched me approach with a predatory patience that made my muscles tense.

"You came," he said, his voice ricocheting off the empty walls, sounding deeper and more intimate than in the bar. "Punctual as a condemned man."

I stopped two meters from him, inside the circle of yellow light. The atmosphere was charged with such dense tension that I had difficulty expanding my lungs. The scent of sandalwood and tobacco from Martin battled against the musty smell of the shed, creating an intoxicating contrast that assaulted my senses.

“I didn’t come here to talk about punctuality, Rossi,” I replied, keeping my hands visible but my fingers ready to act. “You promised the truth about Ethan. What was he ‘really’? Tell me now before I lose my patience and turn that suit of yours into a shroud.”

Martin took a slow sip of his drink, his eyes never leaving mine. He moved away from the table and walked slowly around me, like a shark circling wounded prey. I felt the heat of his body as he passed behind me, the light brush of his arm against my back sending an electric shock of revulsion and a dark desire for violence down my spine.

“The Ethan you remember is a fiction, Mason,” he murmured, stopping just behind my right ear. His breath, warm and smelling of peaty whiskey, brushed against my skin. “You saw him as the innocent younger brother who needed protection. The saint from Ohio you carried on the altar of your guilt. But Ethan was an addict, Mason. He was indebted to my family not by geographical error, but by choice. He was one of our best distributors before he decided he could steal from us to support his own addiction.”

I spun on my heels, my fist clenched and blind fury obliterating any trace of caution. I tried to land a punch on Martin's perfect face, but he was faster. In a movement that seemed rehearsed, he dodged my blow, grabbed my arm, and spun me around, pressing my body against the cold metal table. The pressure of his body against mine was crushing; I felt the hardness of his chest against my back and the strength of his hands gripping my wrists against the galvanized metal.

"Lies!" I screamed, my voice faltering, the pain of the revelation cutting deeper than any blade. "Ethan would never touch that shit! He was clean! He was the only one of us who was any good!"

Martin pressed his body even closer to mine, his leg wedging between mine, a physical dominance that left me vulnerable and furious. He tilted his face, whispering in my neck, and I could feel the vibration of his voice against my skin, a subtext of power and seduction that disgusted and paralyzed me.

"Denial is the first stage of grief, Mason. But the truth is a poison you'll have to swallow if you want to survive this night. Your brother didn't die a martyr. He died like a rat that tried to bite the hand that fed it. He wasn't trying to 'protect you.' He was running from the consequences of stealing five kilos of pure heroin from my father's warehouses."

His words fell like hammer blows on the image I had built of Ethan over seven years. I felt the air leave my lungs. The cold metal table against my stomach contrasted with the searing heat of Martin's body behind me. I wanted to fight, I wanted to scream that he was a liar, but there was a clinical precision in his tone of voice, a meticulousness that was beginning to erode my defenses.

"Why are you telling me this now?" I asked, my voice now a hoarse whisper, exhaustion beginning to seep into my bones. "Why didn't you kill me in the bar? Why all this drama?"

Martin loosened his grip on my wrists, but didn't pull away. He slid one hand down my arm, a slow, possessive touch that made my skin burn beneath the leather of my coat. He leaned closer, his mouth almost touching my jaw.

"Because I see the potential in you, Mason. You've spent seven years transforming yourself into a monster to hunt ghosts. You have the discipline, the anger, and the lack of scruples that I need. My father is old, the Rossi empire is full of traitors, and I need a shadow. Someone who doesn't fear blood, because they've already drowned in it."

He turned away suddenly, leaving me staggering against the table, feeling the sudden absence of his warmth and hating myself for it. Martin returned to his glass, finishing his drink with glacial calm.

"I don't want your forgiveness, Mason. I want your loyalty. Work for me, help me clean up the mess my father left behind, and I'll give you full access to the files from that night. You'll see the videos, you'll read the confessions. You'll see your brother for who he really was. And then, if you still want to kill me... I'll give you the gun."

The silence that followed was as heavy as lead. I looked at Martin, the man I should hate above all else, and saw my reflection in his dark eyes. We were two monsters lost in the same abyss. The smell of death in the refrigerator seemed to intensify, mingling with the promise of a new form of servitude.

"Do you think you can buy me off with my brother's tarnished memory?" I asked, regaining my composure, even though my soul was in tatters.

Martin smiled, and this time there was no sarcasm. It was a Manhattan of mutual recognition.

"I'm not buying you, Mason. I'm offering you a purpose for your pain. What will you choose? To remain a ghost or to become the devil's right-hand man?"

The invisible clock of my life seemed to have stopped. Ethan, the addict. Ethan, the thief. Martin, the unholy savior. Everything I believed in was in flames. I looked at the black card on the floor, now trampled and dirty. The first block of my revenge had just turned into the first block of my damnation.

"I accept," I said, the words sounding like a death sentence. "But if I find out you lied to me, Rossi... I won't just kill you. I'll burn your empire down with you locked inside."

Martin walked toward me, stopping inches away. He reached out, not for a handshake, but to touch my face, his thumb brushing the scar on my eyebrow with an intimacy that made me tremble.

Welcome to hell, Mason Blake. The payment is in blood. And we have plenty to spill.

He turned and walked into the darkness of the shed, leaving me alone in the flickering light. The smell of the abyss was everywhere. And, for the first time in seven years, I wasn't just looking at it. I was breathing it in.

The sound of Martin Rossi's footsteps fading into the cavernous immensity of the abandoned freezer was replaced by the whistling of wind seeping through the cracks in the steel sheets. I stood there, under the sickly yellow light, feeling the weight of a reality I hadn't invited in. Addict. Thief. Rat. Martin's words about Ethan reverberated in the walls of my mind like shrapnel from a grenade that had just detonated in the center of my existence. Seven years of sanctified mourning, seven years building a mausoleum of purity for a brother who, according to the devil before me, was just another corrupted pawn on the mafia's chessboard. I wanted to vomit. I wanted to tear off the skin Martin had just touched with that obscene familiarity. But, above all, I felt a dark hunger for the truth, even if that truth was the acid that would melt the rest of my soul.

"Get out of the light, Mason. The shadows suit you better now," Martin's voice echoed from the darkness, coming from the direction of a loading door I hadn't noticed.

I walked toward him, my heavy boots pounding on the concrete like the metronome of a funeral march. Crossing the threshold of the warehouse, I found Martin standing beside an armored SUV, black as a vacuum, its engine already rumbling with a soft, dangerous purr. He didn't wait for me to open the door; he got into the back seat, leaving the entrance open for me, a silent invitation into enemy territory. I hesitated for just a second, glancing at the Mustang parked in the distance, my only link to the lone wolf life I led. Then, I swallowed my pride and got in.

The car's interior smelled of new leather and a sterile, almost surgical quality. The tinted windows isolated us from the outside world, transforming Manhattan into a parade of blurry shapes and lights. Martin sat in the opposite corner, observing the landscape with an indifference that deeply irritated me. The silence between us was a living entity, laden with subtext and the residual heat of the physical confrontation in the warehouse. I could still feel the pressure of his body against mine, the way his leg had nestled between mine—an invasion that my treacherous body seemed to have imprinted on a cellular level.

"Where are we going?" I asked, my voice sounding more steady than I felt.

"Home, Mason. To the place where monsters rest and plans are hatched," Martin replied, without taking his eyes off the window. "You need to be clean. You need clothes that don't smell of cheap whiskey and failure. And in the morning, you'll have your first lesson on what it means to be Rossi's right-hand man."

The journey was short, but it felt like decades. We drove up toward the hills surrounding the city, where the vegetation grew denser and the property walls higher, crowned with barbed wire. The Rossi Mansion emerged like a Gothic fortress of dark stone and cold lights. Massive iron gates opened silently to greet us, and the SUV glided along a perfectly level gravel road, flanked by armed guards who made no concealment of their rifles. This was the heart of the beast.

As we got out of the car, the sheer scale of the place struck me. It was a monument to excess and organized violence. Marble statues that seemed to weep in the mist, imposing columns, and a main oak door that could withstand a siege. Martin climbed the stairs with the authority of someone born to be served. I followed him, feeling the security guards' eyes burning into my back. I was the intruder, the infiltrator, the man who, until an hour ago, wanted to see that house in flames.

The entrance hall was a display of dark opulence. Oil paintings of Rossi ancestors seemed to judge us with their painted gazes, Persian rugs muffled any sound, and a crystal chandelier projected prisms of broken light onto the black granite floor. Martin didn't stop to appreciate the decor; he went straight to a side staircase that led to what appeared to be the private wing of the mansion.

“Your quarters are at the end of the hall, across from mine,” he said, stopping at the top of the stairs. “There are new clothes there. A phone you’ll use exclusively for my calls. And a gun. A Beretta 92FS, to replace that pathetic ceramic knife you carry in your boot. I don’t want unarmed shadows in my house.”

He turned to me, the hallway light highlighting the hard lines of his face and the almost feverish intensity of his eyes. He took a step toward me, closing the distance until I could feel the heat emanating from his skin again. He reached out and, with torturous slowness, adjusted the collar of my leather coat, his fingers brushing against my neck. The touch was possessive, a warning that, from that moment on, I no longer belonged to myself, nor to Ethan's memory. I was his.

Try to sleep, Mason. Hatred is exhausting, and you'll need all your energy for what comes tomorrow. The world doesn't forgive the slow, and I don't forgive those who hesitate.

He entered his room without looking back, the door closing with a dry click that echoed in the empty hallway. I stood there for a while, feeling the silence of the mansion close in on me. I walked to the indicated room. It was spacious, luxurious in a way that made me feel claustrophobic. On the four-poster bed lay a perfectly tailored black suit, and the Beretta he had mentioned gleamed under the lamplight.

I walked to the window and looked out at the gardens below. The fog still covered everything, turning the world into a grey blur. I felt the scar on my wrist throb. Would Ethan be alive if I'd been smarter? Or had he truly been the architect of his own ruin? Martin Rossi had just given me a new life, but the price was the destruction of everything I believed to be true. I picked up the Beretta, feeling the cold weight of the metal in my palm. The balance was perfect.

I stripped off my dirty clothes and stepped into the shower, letting the hot water burn my skin, trying to wash away the smell of the refrigerator and the trace of Martin's touch. But, as I closed my eyes, all I saw was his Manhattan in the darkness, and the abyss that now bound us. I was inside. In the heart of the mafia. At the epicenter of my hatred. And, in some distorted way, I knew the hunt wasn't over. It had only changed form.

I lay down on the bed, but sleep wouldn't come. Every creak of the old house sounded like the whisper of a traitor. I looked at the door, knowing Martin was right behind the other, in his own stone refuge. We were two predators sharing the same roof, an alliance forged in blood and lies.

The first part of my obituary was written. And it didn't have Ethan's name on it. It smelled of sandalwood and had the bitter taste of Martin Rossi's betrayal.

The sun was beginning to show its first pale signs of life on the horizon when I finally closed my eyes. But rest was a luxury I could no longer afford. I was Rossi's shadow now. And a shadow never sleeps before its master.
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THE WEIGHT OF THE BLOOD

MASON BLAKE

The alarm clock didn't ring; what jolted me from the torpor I could barely call sleep was the metallic sound of a key turning in a lock. My eyes snapped open instantly, and my hand plunged under the pillow, my fingers gripping the cold handle of the Beretta before my brain even processed where I was. Adrenaline surged, a bitter taste of bile rising in my throat. I wasn't in my one-bedroom apartment in Ohio, nor in those roadside motels that smelled of cigarettes and mildew. I was in the snake's nest.

Martin Rossi stood in the doorway, framed by the pale, sickly light of dawn filtering through the hallway. He was already impeccably dressed, wearing a lead-gray silk shirt with the first few buttons undone and the sleeves rolled up to his forearms, revealing bulging veins and a tattoo of a rosary wrapped in barbed wire that ran down his left wrist. He didn't seem surprised to see the gun barrel pointed directly at his chest. In fact, he seemed pleased.

"Good reflexes, Mason. But if I wanted you dead, I would have had one of my men inject air into your veins while you drooled on the pillow," he said, his voice hoarse, laden with that authority that made my teeth grind. "Get up. Coffee's served, and my father wants to see his son's 'new project'."

He turned and left, leaving the door open. A command, not an invitation. I threw the gun onto the bed canopy and sat up, feeling every scar on my body protest. The black suit he'd left for me hung there, an armor of expensive fabric that looked more like a luxurious prisoner's uniform. As I dressed, I observed my reflection in the full-length mirror. The man staring back at me was a stranger. His face was thinner, his gray eyes deeper and darker, his jaw covered by a three-day stubble I'd refused to shave. I looked like an elite assassin. I looked exactly what Martin Rossi wanted me to be.

I walked down the monumental hallway, whose walls were decorated with tapestries depicting battles that I knew were metaphors for the bloody rise of the Rossi family. The smell of the mansion in the morning was a mixture of beeswax, strong coffee, and the lingering odor of old age and decay. I found the dining room, a vast space where a mahogany table for twenty people seemed ridiculous to the three occupants present.

At the head of the bed, seated in a wheelchair that resembled an iron and leather throne, was Vittorio Rossi. The patriarch. The man who, in my nightmares, was the demon holding the scythe over Ethan's head. He was decrepit, his skin like yellowed parchment stretched over fragile bones, but his eyes... his eyes were exactly like Martin's. Two onyx stones that still carried the gleam of someone who had sent hundreds to their graves without blinking. Beside him, Martin was cutting a piece of bloody steak with surgical precision.

"So this is the dog you brought from the gutter, Martin?" Vittorio's voice was a hissing whisper, but it carried the weight of a death sentence.

I felt the hatred bubbling up. My fists clenched at my sides. Martin didn't even lift his eyes from his plate.

“He’s not a dog, Dad. He’s an investment. Mason has reason to hate this family, which makes him far more trustworthy than any of their henchmen who feign loyalty for a handful of notes,” Martin replied, bringing the meat to his mouth and chewing slowly. “He wants the truth. And I’ll give it to him, in exchange for what he does best: destroying what needs to be destroyed.”

Vittorio let out a laugh that turned into a dry, cavernous cough. A nurse in a suit, standing in the shadows, stepped forward, but the old man dismissed him with an impatient gesture. He fixed his gaze on me, and I felt as if I were being dissected.

"Really?" the old man spat out the word. "You want to know about your brother? The boy was weak. Just like your father. I remember when your father came crawling to my feet, begging for a loan to save that crappy workshop. He cried like a woman. Ethan had the same cowardly blood. He stole from me, boy. And at my table, whoever steals pays with the only thing they truly possess."

The world turned red. I took a step forward, the mahogany chair creaking as my hands rested on the backrest. The urge to leap onto the table and crush that old man's neck with my bare hands was so physical I could taste the blood in my mouth.

"He wasn't a coward!" my voice burst out like thunder, shattering the icy etiquette of that room. "He was a child you used and discarded!"

Martin stood up suddenly. In a movement so quick I could barely follow, he circled the table and stopped in front of me, his body blocking my view of Vittorio. He grabbed my face with one hand, his fingers squeezing my cheeks with a force that compelled me to look only at him. The scent of sandalwood and morning whiskey hit me, a sensory anchor amidst my chaos.

“Control yourself, Mason,” he whispered, his voice laden with a dangerous promise. His eyes were inches from mine, and I saw something in them that I hadn’t expected: a warning. “You’re not here to fight a ghost in a wheelchair. You’re here to prove you’re useful. If you take one more step toward my father, I’ll kill you myself before you can touch a hair on his head. Not out of love, but out of hierarchy.”

He let go of me, but the mark of his fingers remained burning on my skin. Vittorio watched the scene with a cruel, toothless Manhattan gaze. Martin turned to his father, his posture returning to that glacial indifference.

— That's enough, Dad. Mason and I have work to do. The warehouses in the south side are being infiltrated by the Moretti family. I'm taking Mason to clean up the infestation. It's his initiation.

Vittorio nodded, closing his eyes as if the conversation had exhausted him. "So be it. But if your 'investment' fails, Martin... make sure he doesn't come back to stain my carpets with his blood."

Martin left the room without saying another word, and I followed him, feeling old Rossi's predatory gaze on my back until I crossed the threshold. The hallway seemed to be closing in. Ethan's trauma, the image of my father being humiliated by that family, the realization that I now served the monsters who destroyed my lineage... all of it weighed on my shoulders like a suit of lead armor.

As we reached the entrance hall, Martin stopped and turned to me. His expression was unreadable, but the tension between us was almost palpable, a taut thread ready to snap.

“My father is a relic of an era I intend to bury, Mason,” he said, his voice losing some of its robotic formality. “But his lies have a grain of truth. Your father was a broken man long before Ethan was born. The workshop? He lost it gambling. Ethan wasn’t the first victim of the Rossi workshop. He was just the last.”

"Shut up, Martin," I muttered, the emotional exhaustion starting to take its toll. "Just tell me who I have to kill today."

He stepped forward, invading my personal space in a way I was beginning to recognize as a tactic of dominance. He adjusted the lapel of my new suit, his fingers brushing the fabric against my chest, just above my heart.

"Today, you're not just going to kill, Mason. You're going to show the Morettis what happens when someone tries to steal what belongs to a Rossi. And, in the process, you're going to discover that your brother's blood isn't the only one that runs through these streets."

The armored SUV was already waiting for us. We entered the heavy silence of those who share secrets that could destroy entire cities. I looked out the window, watching the mansion shrink in the rearview mirror. I was in the heart of darkness, and the only thing keeping me sane was the thought that if I fell, Martin Rossi would fall with me. We were two men united by trauma, by blood, and by a dark attraction that neither of us dared name, but which pulsed between us like a time bomb.

The drive to Manhattan's port area was an exercise in psychological torture masked by absolute silence. The SUV glided along the avenues with a smoothness that seemed insulting in the face of the chaos roaring inside my chest. I looked at my hands, now encased in the cold wool fabric of the luxury suit, and couldn't help but see the grease and blood that used to adorn my fingers in the Ohio workshop. Vittorio Rossi's words about my father— I wept like a woman —were like live embers being fanned by my memory. I remembered my father, yes. I remembered the smell of metal and moonshine, the sound of the radio tuned to old country stations, and the look of utter defeat he wore every time the bills arrived. I thought bad luck was to blame. Now, I discovered that the name of bad luck was Rossi.

Martin was sitting next to me, reviewing something on a tablet, the bluish light of the screen accentuating the aggressive angles of his face. He seemed perfectly at peace in the eye of the storm. That was the difference between us: I was the storm, chaotic and destructive; he was the void in its eye, cold, calculating, and absolute.

“The Morettis think they can bleed me dry because my father is dying,” Martin said, without taking his eyes off the screen. “They believe that the transition of power is a moment of weakness. They’ll learn today that my hand is much heavier than old Vittorio’s ever was.”

"Why take me?" I asked, watching the docks rise on the horizon, a tangle of cranes and containers that looked like the teeth of an iron beast. "You have armies of henchmen who would do it laughing."

Martin turned off the tablet and turned to me. The proximity inside the car was oppressive. His sandalwood scent seemed to fill every available molecule of oxygen.

"Because my men kill for contract. You kill out of necessity, Mason. There's a purity to your violence that I don't find anywhere else. Besides..." he leaned in, his voice dropping to a dangerously intimate tone, "I want to see how far you'll go before you break. I want to see if the suit and the new gun have changed the man who almost strangled me last night."

The car stopped in front of a brick shed, its windows covered with rotten boards. The sound of the waves crashing on the dock was a monotonous and somber rhythm. Martin got out, and I did the same, feeling the weight of the Beretta in my holster. Four of Martin's men, dressed in tactical jackets, were already positioned in the shadows, waiting for the signal.

Martin didn't hesitate. He walked toward the side door with a confidence bordering on suicide. I followed him, my hand hovering near the gun, my senses on high alert. The trauma of losing Ethan had made me paranoid; every shadow was a killer, every creak of metal a gunshot I hadn't heard.

We entered the warehouse. The interior smelled of rotten fish and cocaine. Large wooden crates were stacked haphazardly, and in the center, under a flickering yellow light, three armed men argued around a map. They weren't elite mobsters; they were low-level henchmen, the kind of cannon fodder the Morettis sent to do the dirty work.

"Gentlemen," Martin's voice cut through the air like a guillotine.

The men jumped, drawing their pistols. But before the first could get his sights right, Martin's team fired from the upper walkways. Silencers spat death in rhythmic intervals. Two men fell before they even understood who had killed them. The third, a thin man with a scar across his lip, managed to throw himself behind a cargo box and began firing frantically.

"Mason. The one on the left. He's yours," Martin ordered, leaning casually against a steel pillar, as if he were watching a boring play.

Adrenaline surged through my system. I drew my Beretta. The weight of the metal was an extension of my rage. I moved sideways, flanking the scarred man. He was terrified, firing blindly. I could smell his fear, an acidic odor mingling with the gunpowder. When I had the angle, I didn't hesitate. I fired twice. The first shot hit his shoulder; the second, his neck. The man fell to his knees, his hands rising to try and staunch the gush of blood.

I approached, the gun still pointed. I watched the light fade from his eyes, the same look Ethan must have had. Nausea rose, but I pushed it down. I was no longer the protective brother. I was the Narrative Shadow.

“Efficient,” Martin murmured, appearing beside me. He didn’t look at the corpse; he looked at me. He reached out and wiped away a splatter of blood that had landed on my cheek. His touch was icy, but his eyes burned. “But you hesitated for half a second. Why, Mason? Were you looking for your brother’s face in it?”

"Shut up, Martin," I growled, violently pushing his hand away. "I did what you wanted. What more do you want from me?"

Martin smiled, a predatory gesture that sent a chill down my spine. He pressed me against the side of a cold container, the metal creaking under the weight of our bodies. His arms encircled me, and he leaned in, his mouth brushing against my earlobe.

“I want everything, Mason. I want you to accept that this darkness is your home. I want you to understand that your father’s workshop, your brother’s purity... all of that was just an illusion to hide the monster you were always destined to be.” He slid his free hand across my chest, feeling my frantic heartbeat. “You’re alive now, Mason. More alive than you ever were on those Ohio roads. Feel the blood. Feel the power. Feel what it is to be a Rossi.”

The tension between us reached a boiling point. The hatred was there, yes, but there was something more—a magnetic and unhealthy attraction born from shared trauma and proximity to death. I wanted to punch him, I wanted to kiss him until we both bled, I wanted to destroy the man who was destroying me.

"I will never be one of you," I whispered, though my voice was losing strength.

“You already are,” Martin replied, stepping back slowly but keeping his gaze fixed on mine. “Look at your hands, Mason. They already bear the weight of this family’s blood. And there’s no water in the world that can cleanse them now.”

He turned to his men and ordered them to burn the rest of the cargo. Flames began to rise, illuminating the interior of the warehouse with an infernal glow. Martin walked towards the exit, his silhouette framed by the fire, and I followed him, knowing that with each step I was moving further away from the man I used to be and deeper into Martin Rossi's possessive nightmare.

The past was a corpse I was burying under ashes and gunpowder. And Martin was the gravedigger who wouldn't let me rest.

The smell of burnt flesh and gunpowder permeated the cold wool suit, a cursed fragrance that seemed to have seeped into my pores. As the Moretti shed became a funeral pyre behind us, Martin didn't order an immediate return to the mansion. Instead, his men dragged a survivor—the only one we hadn't executed—into the trunk of a second car. He was a young man, not much older than Ethan would be now, with wide eyes and a puddle of urine staining his cheap jeans. He was the secret Martin wanted to extract, the loose thread that would lead us to the heart of the Moretti betrayal.

We returned to the Rossi estate under a leaden sky. The rain began to fall, thick and merciless, washing the blood from the SUV's bodywork, but not the feeling of grime in my soul. Martin sat beside me, meticulously wiping a small speck of soot from his silver cufflinks. He showed no sign of fatigue, only a chilling satisfaction that made me nauseous.

"Take him to the solarium," Martin ordered as soon as we went down to the inner courtyard.

The "solarium" was a euphemistic name for a glass and steel structure at the back of the mansion, which in better times must have housed exotic orchids, but now served far more sinister purposes. We were greeted not by Vittorio, but by a woman who seemed sculpted from marble and resentment: Bianca Rossi, Martin's stepmother. She stood at the top of the staircase, wearing a black silk robe, holding an ivory cigarette holder with an elegance that concealed a rotten soul.

"More mess in my house, Martin?" her voice was like a silken whip. "Your father is having a rough morning, and the sound of your 'interrogations' isn't helping his health at all."

Martin stopped on the first step, and I saw his jaw clench in a way that hadn't happened even during the shootout at the docks. The subtext of hatred between the two was so thick you could almost touch it.

“If my father wanted silence, Bianca, he would have married a librarian, not the daughter of an arms smuggler,” Martin retorted, climbing the steps until he was
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