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PROLOGUE
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Franco Giordano

Past

I LOOK AT THE WOMAN sitting tied to the chair. She’s hurt, and she must have suffered a lot, too. My grandfather and two other soldiers are standing there, looking at her, only they’re smiling with malice.

“Take this gun, Franco.” I look at him, questioning why, but he says nothing. “Shoot her now.” Bland, calm.

“But Grandpa, I can’t do that. She never did anything to me, and it’s not right to kill her.” My refusal seems to irritate him.

“I didn’t ask you to speak. I asked you to kill this bitch. Now!” He squeezes my shoulder, and I turn my eyes back to the woman, who is now crying, curled in on herself.

“I won’t do it.”

It’s wrong. I’ve never killed anyone! I’m only eleven, why do I have to kill her?

“Listen here, you little shit.” He turns my head roughly, forcing me to look at him. “You’re a mafioso, like me, your father, and your brothers. You have to honor our family name, not be a weakling or a coward. You will not disappoint me like your father did when he decided to marry that bitch of a mother of yours.”

“Don’t talk about my mother!”

“I’ll say what I want. She wants to raise you all like little girls, but I won’t allow it. So I’ll say it again: kill this bitch.” He points at the creature in the chair.

If I don’t kill her, he will, and he’ll punish me afterward. But I can’t let him manipulate me or turn me into the monster he wants. I know Giovanni is already on that path! When we found out what our family did, I didn’t feel right about it. My father told me we would never harm innocent people.

This woman, to me, is innocent. I don’t know what she could have done wrong to deserve to die like this. To me, she is a victim of my grandfather’s cruelty.

“What are you waiting for, Franco?” he snarls.

“I already said I won’t kill anyone.”

“Signor Conrado, it’s obvious the boy isn’t cut out for this.” Pedro, my grandfather’s soldier, says with sarcasm.

“But he will learn, even if it’s the hard way.” I stayed still. I won’t do what he wants.

“What did she do to deserve to die?”

“Don’t ask questions, boy. Just kill her.”

Damn him!

“I won’t, and you can’t make me.” I defied him.

“Very well. Since you’ve made your choice, be ready for what’s coming.”

He takes the gun from my hand and shoots the woman. She falls, eyes open, and a pool of blood begins to spread on the floor.

And now what happens?

“Clean this up. As for you, Franco, you’ll stay locked up here for a few days. Think about whether it’s worth defying me next time.”

He left me alone. I sat on the cold floor near a window and closed my eyes. I don’t regret what I did. If he wants to be a bastard, let him, but he won’t take me with him.

Of course, he’s also taking advantage of the fact that my father isn’t here to do what he wants with us.

[image: ]

A DAY HAS PASSED SINCE I was locked in here. I’ve only been given food and water. But I don’t speak to any of the soldiers. Especially not Pedro. He’s a son of a bitch.

“So then, ready for your punishment, you little pussy?”

“Go to hell,” I spat in his direction.

“Your grandfather was too soft, just locking you up. But I’m going to do something very... let’s say pleasurable.” I frowned, trying to understand what he meant.

I’m taken by surprise when he lifts me up, grabs a rope, and ties my wrists. I try to struggle, but it’s useless; he’s much stronger.

I panic when he lays my torso on the old wooden table in the corner and pulls my clothes down. What does this guy think he’s doing?

“Now stay still while I make you my little whore.” My eyes go wide and I start to thrash.

“Let me go, you bastard!” I roar.

“Quiet, I said!”

I don’t know what’s happening, and it’s only when I feel a sharp, brutal pressure that I realize he’s violating me. The surreal pain I feel as Pedro forces his filthy cock inside my body makes my breath catch for seconds before I can gasp for air. I feel my flesh tearing. Tears come, even though I don’t want them to.

“Imagine if anyone found out what I’m doing... or that you’re enjoying being my little whore...”

“That’s a lie! Let me go!” I let out a piercing scream.

He doesn’t stop. He keeps violating me. And as his hoarse groans of pleasure, echoing in the moldy room while he raped me, filled the air, I imagined ways to kill him. Gutting him, maybe.

I said I would never kill anyone. But him, I won’t spare for stealing my innocence.

With his filthy hands on me, moving fast as he tore my skin, he roared louder and finally let me go. I fell to a sitting position as he dressed, untied my hands, and vanished from sight.

I started vomiting right there, with a feeling of powerlessness and pain I’d never imagined. After I got dressed, I began to cry with pure hatred.

If anyone finds out what he did, I’ll be humiliated. And my brothers, and my parents, will be disgusted by me, the same way I’m disgusted with myself now.
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CHAPTER 1
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Ilza de Luca

Past

I WAS LEAVING MY ROOM to find my father.

Today is my fifteenth birthday party and I am so happy, even without my mother here. But I know she’s watching over me from heaven.

At least, that’s what I thought. Until I heard my father’s raised voice, arguing with Fernanda, my stepmother.

“Do you think it’s fair to keep lying to Ilza like this? She deserves to know the truth.”

“That’s for me to decide; she’s my daughter. I don’t want her to suffer.”

“But you want her to keep worshipping a woman who abandoned her, a woman who’s nothing but a gold-digging tramp?”

I pushed open the door to their room. My father’s mouth fell open, then snapped shut in surprise.

“What is Fernanda talking about?”

“It’s nothing, sweetheart, and you look beautiful.” He looks over my yellow dress and my loose, wavy hair.

“Don’t change the subject, Dad. Explain what’s going on... were you talking about my mother, Fernanda?”

“Yes, we were.”

“Not another word,” Dad pleads with her.

“Your mother isn’t dead, sweetie. She abandoned you when you were three. She left you and ran off with some tycoon.”

“What?” I took a step back. “Dad, that’s a lie, tell me it is!”

It can’t be possible that my mother is alive and that she abandoned me!

“I’m sorry I lied to you, but I wanted to spare you the pain.”

“Spare me what? I would have rather known the truth all along, Dad.” The tears began to well up, along with the sting of betrayal.

“Forgive me, my girl. I just didn’t want you to hurt.”

“It didn’t help a damn thing! The truth, Dad, remember? You always said the truth was better than a lie... no matter how much it hurts, it’s better to know. Why did she do it?”

I wanted to know everything, no matter how painful.

“She wasn’t happy. She was always complaining about how hard things were. You know we’re not rich; I just have the Café, which is how we get by. And she... she always wanted more. Being a young, beautiful woman with a daughter and a husband who had nothing was terrible for her.”

“So she chose to leave. And leave me.” My voice trembled with anger.

“She never deserved you, little one,” Fernanda says gently.

“But what matters is that I love you and I would never, ever leave you for anything,” Dad says, crying.

“You just didn’t have the right to hide this from me, Dad! I’m going to my room. I need to be alone.”

I left them behind and locked myself in the one place I feel safe. How could it all have been a lie? Worse still is knowing that she, the woman I loved like my own little star, abandoned me for money.

I didn’t go down to the small party Dad had prepared for me. Even though I knew he’d done it with all his love. I didn’t have the heart to celebrate. I preferred to stay in my room and study anatomy, so that one day I could become what I’ve always dreamed of: a surgeon.
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CHAPTER 2
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Franco Giordano

Present Day

I TOOK ADVANTAGE OF the gym being empty and came to meditate. It helps when I haven’t slept well at night because of the nightmares. My head gets all scrambled, my muscles tense, because the images from that night always surface to torment me.

After everything that happened, I could never be the same again. My grandfather was a demon in my life, and ever since, I’ve just been keeping pace. I trained hard, to learn how to protect myself and kill whoever was necessary.

But my father, for some reason, doesn’t demand much from me. He just says: Be the brains for your brothers and for our organization, and let others handle the bloody work.

I actually prefer it that way, even though I know that in my position, I can’t exactly close my eyes when someone needs to be punished. If I’m the only one there to do it, then I do it.

My best friend is Fillipo. People might think, and even ask me, “But what about your brothers?” They are, too, but my cousin is the only one who knows part of my secret. I had to tell someone, because I couldn’t keep it all to myself anymore.

Of course he was shocked, because he never imagined I was a virgin. Because of everything that happened to me, I turned away every woman who threw herself at me. I can’t stand having a stranger touch me, and besides, how could I take pleasure in something that was presented to me as something disgusting?

I don’t know if I’ll ever get over it. Because if I’m disgusted by myself, imagine how others would feel?

Of course my body reacts sometimes when I see a woman. In the clubs, when I look at some of them half-naked, my damn dick wants to show signs of life. But I make a point of ignoring it and thinking of other things, that way I avoid doing something I abhor.

Naturally, my cousin asked me why... I made up a story that if the woman I was going to marry was a virgin, it was only fair that I be one too. Obviously, that was a lie, especially since, if I ever do get married, I’ll never touch her.

So, whenever a woman crosses my path, Fillipo helps me get rid of them.

“Morning, brother, what are you doing here at this hour?” Domenico asks, smiling.

So much for my peace.

“I was trying to have a little quiet.”

“You are quiet. You’re practically boring.”

I roll my eyes because he’s irritating.

“Why don’t you go bother someone else?”

“There’s no one else! Giovanni’s all flowers and sunshine because of the gnome. Fillipo’s swamped with stuff to sort out about the club and drug accounts, Malu’s studying. So, well... you’re the only one left.”

“Someone’s got to do penance,” I taunt.

“Now you’re hurting my feelings,” he says dramatically, putting a hand to his chest.

“Feelings? I didn’t know you had any.”

“I do, of course. They’re made of stone, but I have them.”

I smile and head off to lift weights.

“But what about you, why are you here this early?”

“Decided to work out before heading to the office.” I just nodded.

Domenico might be a sadistic lunatic, but he’d do anything to protect his own. My brother, even if he’s reckless, knows his duty and does what’s assigned to him.

He’s the underboss, and I got the advisor role. Giovanni trusts me to help him with any decision that needs to be made.
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CHAPTER 3
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Ilza de Luca

THE HOSPITAL WAS A madhouse today, and because of that, I couldn’t make it to see Dr. Rosi. She helped me when I was at my most vulnerable.

After I discovered the truth about my mother, I needed therapy; there were even times I had to take sleeping pills. But luckily, I’ve been clean of them for a year now. I only see Rosi when my mind is worn out.

My life took a turn after my fifteenth birthday. I started dedicating myself to my studies and helping my dad at the Café. And that’s how our life went on.

And, with the arrival of my little brother, everything became even more perfect. Luigi is an adorable boy—affectionate, smart, and full of energy. He always says he wants to be a firefighter. Of course he might change his mind; he’s only eight, and it’s normal to want to change.

I’m getting changed to leave after a 48-hour shift. It’s been about eight months since I started my residency, and I couldn’t be happier. Of course, there’s still a long road ahead; even with a year of post-graduate work in medicine, I still need to specialize in surgery.

When I got into the program, I thought at first it would be hard, that I wouldn’t make it. Dr. Rodrigo Greco didn’t make my life any easier, just because he has vast experience he thinks he can walk all over people. A real asshole, that’s what he is.

“Ilza, what are you doing standing there, creature?” I jump at the sound of Giulia’s voice. She’s my best friend and also a nurse here at the hospital.

“You crazy woman, stop scaring me,” I said, shoving her shoulder.

“I was just thinking and getting changed to go home. I’m exhausted.”

“Is the devil’s errand boy sucking you dry as usual?” That’s how she refers to that jerk of a doctor.

“Not so much. I even like it. The more I learn, the faster I get rid of him.”

“That’s the spirit, babe! Wait for me? I’ll get changed and go too.”

I agreed, and ten minutes later, we left the hospital.

We called a car because I was too tired to take public transport. And of course Miss Pushy invited herself over to my place; she just wants to eat the Café’s delicious food.

“Friend, on our next day off, can we go to the Infinity nightclub?”

“And why the hell would I go to a nightclub?”

“Oh, girl, to see people, drink, make out, and maybe sit on some hottie. Of course, you’re practically a nun, you’re so pure, but we’ll figure it out.”

“I don’t need to see people; I see them every day at the hospital.”

“You sly thing, you know what I mean. Oh, friend, you’re a beautiful, intelligent, gorgeous woman, and I’m sure you’d have a line of suitors if you weren’t so closed off in your stars-and-rainbows world.”

“I’m not even going to argue with you because it’s a waste of time. I’m not a woman who goes out with just any guy because I feel like it. And if I live in my rainbow world, as you put it, it’s because I believe I’ll find the love of my life.”

“Maybe you’ll get lucky and he’ll fall into your hands for you to stitch him up.”

“That only happens in books.”

“I just want a CEO or some guy who’s a real arrogant asshole with villain vibes, but who’d turn into a little puppy and lick the ground I walk on!”

We got to my place and she went to take a shower, while I went to find my little keychain.

“Luigi, I’m home, baby.” He runs to hug me, and I ruffle his brown hair.

“I missed you.”

“Me too. Where are Dad and Fernanda?”

“Serving the last customers before they close the café.” I nodded, and minutes later Giulia appeared wearing one of my pajama sets. I left her to keep my brother company and went to take a shower too.

By the time I got out of the shower, my dad and Fernanda had already closed the café and were in the living room talking with Giulia and Luigi.

“How are you, my dear?” my stepmother approached, hugging me.

“Tired. I’m just going to eat and sleep.” I gave my dad a kiss and then we went to have dinner.
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YESTERDAY I SPENT THE day with my family and really enjoyed my day off; Giulia went home early too. At night we had pizza, which we love, and played cards.

My relationship with my father wasn’t the same as before, after what happened in the past, but I love him and would never turn my back on him.

I can only be grateful for everything he’s done for me, as well as for Fernanda, who is like a mother to me.

Today I woke up with a strange feeling, my heart beating faster than normal. You know that sixth sense you get? That something is going to change and maybe you’re not even ready for the impact? That’s exactly the feeling.

I came to work; today is just training. Luckily, I don’t have a shift, so I’ll head home to rest a bit more, since my next shift will be 72 hours.

I was on my way home, looking at the cars, everyone heading back to their houses, but the two lanes weren’t too full either.

My eyes went wide when I saw one of the cars hit another, causing it to roll over twice. Suddenly the car was surrounded by onlookers, and on impulse I got out of the taxi, running to see how the people in the overturned car were and, if necessary, perform first aid.

I approached and heard a hoarse voice telling everyone not to touch him. The man who was by the passenger door moved away, and I got closer. When I saw those crystalline blue eyes, my heart raced as if it would leap out of my chest.

Everything stopped in that moment. It was as if only he existed, and nothing else.
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CHAPTER 4
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Franco Giordano

I WAS ON MY WAY BACK from one of the clubs. I’d had to go there to deal with an issue about a girl working there, even though she was underage. That bastard Antônio tried to pull a fast one on me, but it backfired. Ended up with a bullet in his head.

I watch the street as Alessandro drives in silence. One of his qualities is that he’s always quiet, never asking questions or saying things I don’t need to hear. I appreciate that.

Suddenly, out of nowhere and I don’t know how, a car slams violently into mine, sending us spinning and flipping over twice.

A few minutes pass and I don’t know if I’m dead, but I don’t think so, because everything hurts. I open my eyes and my head feels like it’s spinning.

I swallow dryly and put a hand to my abdomen, where I feel a strong pressure. I open my eyes and see I’m bleeding.

I let out a long groan and call for Alessandro.

“I’m sorry, sir, I don’t know what happened, but I can’t feel my legs.”

Shit...

I notice movement. Some people are saying they’ve called an ambulance, and I go into shock. No one is going to touch me.

Some time later, the car door is opened. A man tries to touch me, but I won’t let him.

“I’m fine, I want you to back away,” I growl.

“But you’re bleeding, we need to apply pressure until the ambulance gets here.”

“I told you to back off, goddammit.” I let out another long groan.

He retreats, and a woman appears in my field of vision. Calmly, she approaches and gives a slight smile.

Her eyes are green, her face delicate but with strong features in all the right places. Her mouth looks like it was drawn by some kind of artist. She’s small and beautiful.

Shit... I’ve never noticed a woman this much before, I must have hit my head! She needs to back away.

“Please, will you let me look at the wound? We need to take care of it quickly.” Her voice seems to hypnotize me, low and sweet like honey.

“You can’t touch me. Please, step back,” I practically beg.

“But you’re losing a lot of blood. I’m a doctor, I promise I’ll be quick and I’ll just look at the injury.”

Her eyes don’t leave mine. And even though I don’t want to let her touch me, I could die right here if I don’t let her examine me. So, with a nod of my head, I consent.

She approaches slowly and lifts my shirt. She looks at me again, and when she touches the wound, my body goes rigid.

Every instinct screams for her to get away, but my voice won’t come out.

“It looks deep. You’ll need surgery.”

“That bad?” My voice comes out deadly, even though I don’t mean it to.

“If you don’t have the operation, yes. I’m trying to stop the bleeding.”

I hear the sound of a siren, and she smiles.

“They’re here.”

Involuntarily, I touch her wrist and, as if I’d taken an electric shock, I let go.

“Will you come with me?”

“If it will make you more comfortable, I will.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

“My name is Ilza. And you?”

What a different name, and a pretty one too, I think.

“My name is Franco.”

“Beautiful name,” she said with a smile.

The paramedics approached. Two of them went to extract Alessandro, who was trapped in the wreckage of the car, and two others came near me. This is such bullshit. Even with an overwhelming urge to tell them to back off, I don’t. They put a cervical collar around my neck, carefully remove me, and lay me on the stretcher.

Ilza stays by my side, and I only hear her say she’ll ride with me in the ambulance. My phone starts ringing, and I ask the doctor to get it and answer. It must be my brother, since I should have been back at the office by now.

“Hello.”

Despite the pain, I try to concentrate and listen to what she says, while a paramedic tries to feel me over to see if I have other injuries.

“I don’t feel pain anywhere else, so don’t touch me!” I shoot him a hard look.

“Sir, he’s been in an accident, and we’re taking him to the downtown hospital.”

She stops and listens...

“He’s conscious, but he’ll need to undergo surgery.” Pause. “Yes, I’ll let them know.”

She hangs up the phone and puts it back in my pocket.

“It was your brother Giovanni. He said he’s going to the hospital to be with you, and so are your parents.”

“Thanks. Will it take long? I want to get out of here.”

I started to thrash. It was like I was suffocating, without air, and people touching me made me want to run. I felt a sharp prick in my arm like a needle, and everything started to go dark. I closed my eyes and don’t remember anything else.
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CHAPTER 5
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Ilza de Luca

“WE NEED TO SEDATE HIM, or he’s going to end up hurting himself even more.” I hear the paramedic’s voice, and then he administers a sedative to the young man with the crystalline eyes.

When he allowed me to help him, I got a better look at his face. It’s masculine, with thick eyebrows, full lips, a well-defined jawline, just like the rest of him. His face looks like an angel’s, and his body, like a god’s, all defined muscle! I know I shouldn’t have looked so much, he needed help and I was checking the guy out... for heaven’s sake!

“Ilza, you’re not Giulia’s crazy friend!” I scold myself.

Looking at Franco, who was now sleeping so peacefully, something makes me wonder what he’s afraid of, why won’t he let anyone touch him?

We arrive at the hospital and Franco is taken to the operating room. I went to change and two minutes later I was ready.

Doctor Greco calls for me, shouting:

“Let’s go, this patient who just came in is the son of a very powerful man, and the brother of an even more powerful one.”

I’d imagined the patient was rich, but is it really that much? For now, I pushed that thought aside.

We proceed to the operating room and the nurse announces that everything is ready to begin. I stand next to Rodrigo, analyzing everything he does. With the scalpel, he opens the cut a little more and with the help of forceps removes a piece of glass that was inside.

“I need a bag of O-negative blood, he’s losing a lot more blood than I thought.”

Giulia runs to get the bag, while the doctor asks me to finish the surgery.

“You can suture, and then we just wait for the blood to arrive for the transfusion.”

“Yes, Doctor.”

After suturing, I can relax a little.

Doctor Rodrigo asks them to take the patient to the ICU until he receives the blood and we’re sure he’s stable.

Noticing that Giulia is taking a while, I go after her. I find her looking at the available blood bags and she seems agitated.

“Giulia, where’s the blood, girl?”

“We don’t have any O-negative here and now, friend.”

This isn’t good.

I go find Doctor Greco to tell him, and learn that he’s in the waiting room talking with the patient’s family. So I head there.

I arrive in the room and come face to face with four men and three women. One of the men is older, the other three are younger. Two of them are tattooed and look downright savage, the third is more serious and his eyes are like two chips of ice.

Of the women, one is blonde and looks like an angel she’s so beautiful, a porcelain doll, and she’s hugging an older lady. The other is young and seems to be a teenager, also very beautiful.

“Excuse me, Doctor, but we have a problem.” I get everyone’s attention.

“Is something wrong with the patient?”

“We’re out of O-negative blood.”

“Shit,” he curses.

“My brother needs blood, is that it?” the man with the icy gaze asks.

“He lost a lot of blood, and will need a transfusion.”

“My blood type is O-negative,” the taller of the tattooed ones declares, so I ask if he’s been drinking, if he has any diseases, if he smokes.

“No to all three.”

“Then come with me, please.”

Already in the collection room, I begin the standard questions.

“Your full name, please?”

“Domenico Rocatti Giordano.”

“Age?”

“Twenty-three.”

“Have you had unprotected sexual intercourse in the last three months?”

He raises an eyebrow and smiles sideways.

“Had sex about four days ago but I always use a condom, Doctor.” The guy winked suggestively, and I rolled my eyes.

After a few more questions, I finally draw the blood. Luckily, he hasn’t gotten any new tattoos recently.

When I finish, I head straight to the ICU to do the transfusion. The sooner the better.

Opening the door, I got a shock seeing Franco with a murderous look on his face, gripping nurse Daniela’s wrist. And he was snarling, furiously:

“Don’t you ever dare touch me again!”

“What’s going on here? Daniela, this isn’t your ward, please leave.”

“I just came to see if he was awake, and it was at Doctor Greco’s request.”

“Okay, I’ll take it from here, you can go.” The nurse leaves, displeased, and I ignore her.

“Sorry about that, she won’t be coming back here. So... you need a transfusion and I’m here to take care of it. Would you like to see someone from your family? How do you feel?”

“I’m still under anesthesia, I can’t really feel if anything hurts yet. I’d like to see my father or my mother.”

“Great, I’ll just get everything ready and call them. Okay?”

He nods yes.
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Franco

I WOKE UP FEELING A strange touch, and when I opened my eyes, a nurse was trying to touch a specific part of my body. What the hell did she think she was doing? I gripped her wrist hard and told her to back off.

I breathed more easily when I saw the doctor with the green eyes and sweet voice. She shoos the intruder away and tells me I need a blood transfusion. As I prepare to receive the blood, I watch her, who does everything with care. She’s wearing gloves, but even through the latex I can feel her touch is warm. Shit, Franco, she’s just a doctor helping you.

“Thank you for doing this and not letting someone else touch me.” Her eyes turn to my face.

“Actually, a nurse should have done it, but I thought you wouldn’t like that. I noticed how agitated you got when the paramedics tried to help you. And I noticed that by letting me do it, it’s because you somehow trust me,” she smiled, in a cute way. “I’m finished here. I’ll call your parents and then come back to remove the equipment. Excuse me.”

I watch her leave the room with my eyes, and take a deep breath. She seems so pure, it makes me feel bad for letting her get contaminated with my filth.

My parents come in and approach me.

“For the love of God, don’t scare me to death like that, Franco! I almost went crazy coming here.” My mamma kisses my cheek.

“I’m okay, Mom.”

“Your mother’s right. What really happened?” my father questions.

“I was coming back from the club and suddenly a car came at me full speed. Couldn’t see who it was. Any news on Alessandro?”

“He’s in the ICU too, and from the looks of it, his situation is pretty bad.”

I need to find out who did this to me, and soon.

My parents tell me that Domenico donated blood for me, and that the rest of the family is all out there. Even though I seem exhausted, I want to see them.

When my parents leave, it’s Giovanni’s turn to come in with Diana.

“Hey brother-in-law, what a scare! Are you really okay?” She touches my hand, and that’s the limit of what I allow her to do.

“I’m just a bit groggy.”

“I’ll find out who did this to you, brother, and that bastard will regret it.”

“Suspect anyone?”

“No! But it could be someone trying to hit our family, to test my power as Don.” I noticed he’s turning red with anger.

“Let’s leave that for when I get out of here. We’ll investigate every possibility, we can’t let anything slide.”

They say goodbye to me; they need to go because Bernardo must be missing them already, but they say Domenico and Filippo will stay at the hospital.

Bernardo is my nephew and godson. He’s a very smart and handsome little guy.

​
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CHAPTER 6
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Franco Giordano

A FEW MINUTES LATER, Domenico and Fillipo entered the ICU and approached the bed.

“I heard you donated blood for me. Thank you, brother.”

“Don’t mention it. You know I’d do it as many times as it took. The bad part was the forty-minute wait to recover.” He smiled.

“Are you really okay?” Fillipo asked.

“Yes, and I can’t wait to get out of this place.”

“It’ll be soon. But for now, just focus on getting better. You went through surgery, and you still needed a transfusion,” Fillipo said, serious.

We heard the sound of the door opening, and Ilza came through it, followed by Dr. Greco.

“You need your rest, Mr. Giordano, so visiting hours are over for today.”

“Excuse me,” Ilza said, moving closer to remove the IV line from the blood I’d received and replace it with another to hang a bag of saline. She explained it was to keep me hydrated, since I hadn’t eaten in a while.

“Dr. Ilza is my surgical resident, but she will be taking care of you until you’re discharged. I heard about the incident with the nurse, and that you were uncomfortable.”

I felt a wave of relief hearing that. Having too many people around me wasn’t safe.

A few more minutes passed, and my brother and cousin left. They said my father and mother would be staying at the hospital, along with the soldiers, for our security. I didn’t want my parents here, but I wouldn’t try to change their minds.

[image: ]

I LITERALLY PASSED out after I was left alone in the ICU. I didn’t see anything else, and the next thing I knew, I was in another room, more comfortable and larger. Apparently, I’d already been moved to a private room, which was great.

“Good morning, son. How are you feeling?” my mother asked, kissing my cheek.

“I need to use the bathroom.”

I sat up in bed and felt a little dizzy. I closed my eyes for a moment, and when I opened them, I saw the woman who was stirring up my demons. Ilza was standing next to my mother.

“Good morning. Do you need something?”

“He was just going to the bathroom, dear.”

“Oh, yes, of course. Do you need help?”

Shit, no, not a chance!

“That won’t be necessary, Doctor!”
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