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​The Shadow of Blood

​Chapter 1: The Men Who Ruled the Shadows
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The southern coast of Italy had always possessed two faces.

By daylight, it welcomed the world with endless blue seas, ancient villages perched on rocky cliffs, vineyards stretching toward the horizon, and streets filled with the comforting aroma of espresso and freshly baked bread. Tourists wandered through narrow alleys lined with centuries-old stone buildings, believing they had discovered paradise.

When night arrived, another Italy awakened.

The laughter faded.

The lights dimmed.

Conversations became whispers.

Doors locked earlier than usual.

People looked over their shoulders before speaking certain names.

Because some names carried enough weight to silence an entire city.

Among them, none inspired more fear than Pacos.

Few photographs of him existed.

Fewer people had ever dared to look directly into his eyes.

At sixty years old, Pacos remained an unforgettable figure. His long white hair rested neatly over his shoulders, and a carefully groomed white goatee framed a face marked by experience rather than age. Time had added character instead of weakness. Every wrinkle seemed earned, every movement deliberate.

He rarely raised his voice.

He never needed to.

Respect followed him long before he entered a room.

Fear remained long after he left.

His estate overlooked the Mediterranean Sea from a secluded cliff, hidden behind forests of cypress trees and surrounded by high stone walls that had protected the property for generations. From a distance, the villa resembled the residence of an aristocratic family. Marble fountains decorated the gardens. Olive trees swayed gently in the evening breeze. Sculptures stood silently among blooming roses.

It was beautiful.

Almost peaceful.

Only those who truly understood the world knew that appearances often lied.

Inside those walls, decisions were made that shaped the balance of power across much of Italy’s criminal underworld.

Tonight, the villa was unusually quiet.

Pacos stood alone on a wide terrace overlooking the sea.

The sun had nearly disappeared beneath the horizon, leaving streaks of crimson and amber across the sky. Waves crashed rhythmically against the cliffs below, their sound echoing through the evening air.

He held a crystal glass in one hand but hadn’t taken a sip in several minutes.

His thoughts were elsewhere.

Behind him, heavy wooden doors opened without a sound.

Only one person in the world entered without requesting permission.

His son.

Darce stepped onto the terrace wearing a black shirt with the sleeves rolled neatly to his forearms. His posture was relaxed, yet there was an unmistakable alertness in the way he carried himself. He noticed everything—the position of a chair, the movement of a curtain, the distant headlights beyond the gates.

Years of caution had become instinct.

He approached quietly.

“You wanted to see me.”

Pacos nodded without turning around.

“The guests will arrive soon.”

“I know.”

Silence settled between them.

Neither man considered silence uncomfortable.

Sometimes it said more than words ever could.

Finally, Pacos spoke.

“There will be representatives from several organizations tonight.”

Darce gave a small nod.

“I’ve already reviewed the guest list.”

“And Anatoli.”

For the first time, Darce looked directly toward his father.

“He accepted?”

“Yes.”

Again, silence.

The rivalry between their families stretched back further than either man cared to remember. Business disputes had long ago transformed into something more personal. Neither side trusted the other. Neither side expected peace to last forever.

Still...

There were moments when enemies met beneath chandeliers instead of gunfire.

Business demanded patience.

Pacos finally turned toward his son.

Despite the difference in age, the resemblance between them remained unmistakable. Both possessed calm expressions that concealed calculating minds. Both understood the value of restraint.

“Remain unseen tonight.”

Darce answered simply.

“As always.”

Pacos allowed himself the faintest smile.

Most people in Italy knew the name Darce.

Almost nobody knew the man.

He preferred it that way.

Rumors had become more powerful than truth.

Some claimed he never appeared twice in the same place.

Others believed he wore disguises so convincing that nobody could recognize him.

Many insisted he didn’t exist at all—that “Darce” was merely a name used whenever something impossible had happened.

The uncertainty frightened people more than certainty ever could.

A ghost could be anywhere.

A ghost could be anyone.

Darce had spent years protecting that illusion.

Tonight would be no different.

He disappeared back inside the villa without another word.

Pacos remained on the terrace, watching darkness slowly consume the coastline.

Far away, beyond the hills and highways connecting Italy’s southern cities, another man prepared for the same evening.

Anatoli stood inside his own estate fastening the cuffs of a charcoal-gray suit.

Unlike Pacos, Anatoli still carried the restless energy of youth.

At thirty-two, he stood tall and broad-shouldered, his long dark hair tied loosely behind his head. A rugged beard framed a face hardened by years of responsibility that had arrived far too early.

He adjusted his jacket before looking toward a framed photograph resting atop a wooden cabinet.

His father.

The photograph remained untouched.

Every morning.

Every night.

He looked at it.

Not because grief had disappeared.

Because it never had.

His father had been murdered years earlier.

The investigation had produced nothing.

Justice had never arrived.

Only revenge remained.

His uncle now managed much of the family’s business beside him, helping rebuild what had nearly collapsed after the tragedy. Together they transformed their organization into one of Italy’s most influential criminal networks.

Bars.

Nightclubs.

Legitimate businesses.

And beneath that polished surface...

A darker empire.

Anatoli understood exactly what kind of world surrounded him.

He simply refused to let it consume the one person he loved.

“Maria?”

His voice echoed softly through the hallway.

A bedroom door opened.

Maria stepped into the corridor.

For a brief second, Anatoli forgot every problem waiting outside.

She wore a deep emerald evening dress that complemented her long red hair perfectly. The fading sunlight pouring through the windows illuminated her pale skin, while her green eyes reflected quiet warmth.

She smiled.

“You’ve been staring.”

“I know.”

“And?”

“I don’t intend to stop.”

Maria laughed softly.

“You say that every time.”

“Because it’s always true.”

She walked toward him, straightening his tie with gentle hands.

“Nervous?”

Anatoli shook his head.

“No.”

“You never liked meetings at Pacos’ estate.”

“I don’t.”

“Then why go?”

His expression became unreadable.

“Because sometimes peace requires sitting at the same table as people you would never invite into your home.”

Maria looked at him for several seconds before taking his hand.

“I’ll be with you.”

“I know.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Outside, luxury cars waited beside the entrance.

Their drivers stood silently beside polished black vehicles.

The journey across the countryside began as twilight settled over Italy.

Neither Anatoli nor Maria realized that before the night ended...

Someone they had never noticed...

Would notice them.

And nothing would ever be the same again.

The convoy crossed the winding coastal roads in complete silence.

Three black luxury sedans moved through the darkness like shadows gliding across the asphalt. Their headlights briefly illuminated ancient stone walls, vineyards, and abandoned churches before disappearing once again into the night.

Inside the lead vehicle, Maria watched the moonlight reflecting on the Mediterranean.

“It never gets old,” she whispered.

Anatoli glanced at her.

“What?”

“The sea.”

He followed her gaze.

For a moment, he wasn’t a crime boss.

He was simply a man looking at the woman he loved.

“When all of this is over,” Maria said quietly, “I’d like to live somewhere small.”

Anatoli smiled faintly.

“Small?”

“A house near the water.”

“No guards?”

She shook her head.

“No guards.”

“No armored gates?”

She smiled again.

“No.”

“No meetings?”

“No.”

“No guns.”

Her voice almost broke as she spoke those words.

“No guns.”

Anatoli looked forward again.

He didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, he rested his arm against the window, listening to the hum of the engine.

“I’ll give you that life one day.”

Maria turned toward him.

“You promise?”

“I promise.”

She believed him.

She wanted to believe him.

Sometimes hope was stronger than reality.

After nearly an hour, the convoy slowed before a pair of enormous wrought-iron gates.

Two armed guards inspected every vehicle before the gates slowly opened.

Beyond them stretched a private road lined with towering cypress trees whose branches swayed gently beneath the warm night breeze.

Golden lights illuminated the driveway.

At its end stood Pacos’ estate.

Even Maria, who had visited many luxurious residences throughout Europe, couldn’t help staring.

The villa looked less like a mansion and more like a royal palace.

White marble staircases curved elegantly toward massive oak doors.

Balconies overlooked perfectly maintained gardens.

Fountains shimmered beneath soft lights.

Rows of ancient olive trees framed the property while statues of Roman warriors guarded every pathway.

Classical music drifted softly through the evening air.

Luxury cars already filled the circular courtyard.

Business leaders.

Politicians.

Collectors.

Industrialists.

Some were legitimate.

Others simply wore expensive suits to hide darker occupations.

Every smile concealed a calculation.

Every handshake carried suspicion.

As Anatoli stepped from the vehicle, dozens of eyes briefly turned toward him before politely looking away again.

Respect.

Fear.

Curiosity.

He was accustomed to all three.

Maria stepped beside him.

The emerald dress flowed gracefully with each step she took.

Several conversations paused for a heartbeat.

Not because of Anatoli.

Because of her.

She noticed the attention immediately but ignored it.

She slipped her arm through Anatoli’s.

Together they climbed the marble staircase.

At the entrance stood Pacos.

His white hair shimmered beneath the crystal lights hanging above the doorway.

His expression revealed nothing.

“Welcome.”

Anatoli offered a courteous nod.

“Pacos.”

The two men shook hands.

Firmly.

Neither squeezed harder than necessary.

Neither smiled.

Both understood exactly who stood before them.

Maria greeted Pacos politely.

“Good evening.”

“You look lovely tonight, Maria.”

“Thank you.”

Pacos stepped aside.

“Please... enjoy the evening.”

As they entered the grand ballroom, another pair of blue eyes watched everything from above.

Hidden behind the carved wooden railing of the second-floor gallery...

Darce.

He had remained invisible all evening, exactly as his father instructed.

From above he observed every guest entering the ballroom.

He studied posture.

Facial expressions.

Body language.

Every detail mattered.

Then...

Time stopped.

Maria entered beside Anatoli.

The ballroom suddenly seemed quieter.

The conversations below became distant echoes.

Darce’s attention narrowed until only one person remained within his world.

Her red hair caught the warm glow of the chandeliers like burning copper.

Her elegant posture carried effortless grace.

She smiled politely as guests welcomed her, unaware that someone high above had forgotten to blink.

Darce had seen beautiful women before.

Many.

None had ever held his attention for more than a passing glance.

This was different.

Something inside him shifted.

He couldn’t explain it.

Didn’t even try.

For the first time in years...

He wasn’t studying a potential threat.

He wasn’t analyzing an opponent.

He wasn’t preparing for violence.

He was simply watching a woman.

Maria laughed softly at something one of the guests had said.

The sound reached him despite the distance.

Darce looked away for only a second.

When he looked back...

She was still there.

Still smiling.

Still completely unaware of his existence.

He exhaled slowly.

“What is this...”

he murmured to himself.

He had never believed in love.

Not in destiny.

Not in fairy tales.

His world had taught him that everything could be bought, threatened, manipulated or destroyed.

Everything...

Except whatever he was feeling now.

Below, Anatoli rested a protective hand against Maria’s back while introducing her to several guests.

Darce watched every movement.

Every smile.

Every glance.

Without realizing it...

He had already made a decision that would change every life inside that mansion.

He would meet her.

No matter what it took.
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​CHAPTER 2 The Gardener
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The first rays of sunlight crept over the cliffs overlooking the Mediterranean, casting a warm golden glow across the sprawling estate that belonged to Anatoli.

Morning always arrived peacefully here.

Birds sang from the olive trees lining the gardens. A gentle breeze carried the scent of lavender, rosemary, and freshly cut grass through the grounds. Beyond the gardens, the sea shimmered beneath a cloudless sky, its waves rolling lazily against the rocky shore.

To anyone passing by, it was the picture of tranquility.

But beneath its beauty stood one of Italy’s most influential criminal families.

Security guards patrolled the perimeter with practiced discipline. Black SUVs remained parked near the entrance, while cameras silently watched every gate, every pathway, and every visitor.

Life inside the estate followed a routine.

And routines could be studied.

For three days, Darce did exactly that.

Hidden from sight, he observed the mansion from nearby hills and quiet roads, learning every shift change, every gardener’s schedule, every delivery truck, and every familiar face. He never rushed.

Patience had always been his greatest weapon.

On the fourth morning, a new gardener arrived at the estate.

He wore faded work boots, worn khaki shorts, a plain white tank top beneath a lightweight work shirt, and a dark sports cap that shaded much of his face. Gardening gloves covered his hands, while pruning shears, gloves, and small tools hung neatly from a leather belt around his waist.

Nothing about him attracted attention.

That was exactly the point.


























































































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





