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      Chapter One

      THE ROOM WAS dark, the heavy drapes drawn across the windows to block out the summer sun. At the far end of the room, standing on a raised
         platform, was a tall, slender young woman, her beautiful face framed by a mane of tawny hair. She was completely naked, her
         small breasts swollen, the nipples tight with arousal.
      

      
      It was silent in the room, but it was a silence charged with an electric air of eroticism. Seated in the comfort of their
         leather chairs, three men and a woman watched the tawny-haired beauty as, following an instruction from one of them, she parted
         her long legs and began to move her fingers between her thighs. Her breathing became more audible as her excitement grew and
         her body began to tremble. Her large, violet eyes, for which she was famous, widened as her thighs shook with an approaching
         orgasm. Almost imperceptibly she changed the rhythm of her fingers and some of the tension was released from her body.
      

      
      ‘You’re cheating, Alessandra,’ said a deep voice from the darkness of the room. ‘You know how much I hate it when you cheat.’

      
      Immediately the girl’s fingers quickened and soon her back was arching, and her breasts thrust forward as she approached the point of no return.
      

      
      ‘How many orgasms will this be?’ Leonora Balocchi asked her brother, Fabrizio, quietly.

      
      ‘Five.’

      
      ‘And she was only allowed four?’

      
      ‘That’s right.’

      
      ‘Which means she’ll be punished for this one?’ There was no mistaking the pleasure in Leonora’s voice.

      
      ‘Naturally. A fact of which Alessandra is clearly very aware,’ he responded. ‘That’s why she tried to cheat.’

      
      There was a small gasp from the girl on the platform and immediately Fabrizio and his sister stopped speaking, concentrating
         all their attention on Alessandra instead. She struggled desperately to delay her pleasure, but as her fingers continued to
         stimulate the highly responsive damp flesh between her thighs it proved impossible, and with a tiny cry of despair she climaxed,
         her body shaking from head to foot.
      

      
      The four other people in the room remained silent, but now their breathing was audible as they waited for Fabrizio to decide
         on his lover’s punishment.
      

      
      Getting to his feet he stepped up onto the platform. Although he was six foot one, Alessandra was only a couple of inches
         shorter than him, and he rested a hand lightly on her shoulder. ‘One too many, I’m afraid.’
      

      
      Alessandra didn’t reply, but he could feel her body shaking beneath his touch.

      
      ‘You still have twenty minutes left to go,’ he continued smoothly. ‘Your first punishment will be an easy one. It’s time for
         you to have the blindfold on.’
      

      
      Alessandra stiffened, drawing away from her lover’s hand, but she didn’t protest. Instead, she lowered her head with an air
         of resigned submission. She hated the blindfold, as Fabrizio knew very well, which was why he’d chosen it. So many things had happened to her in the darkness brought by the black velvet band that her fear of it was
         nearly as great as the incredible pleasure she’d received; bizarre, pain-filled pleasure that had possessed her during the
         long, strange sexual sessions of initiation into the world of Fabrizio and the other three watchers in the room.
      

      
      Fabrizio drew the black band from his pocket, fastened it over her eyes and ran a finger down her spine, scratching the skin
         with his fingernail as he did so. ‘You look ravishing,’ he murmured. ‘I wonder if you have any idea how much pleasure this
         gives me.’
      

      
      Alessandra didn’t answer him. Now she stood, unable to see anything at all, and waited for someone to come and start arousing
         her once again, determined to give her yet another forbidden orgasm which would lead to further punishment. Yet despite her
         fear she was excited, because her body had learnt to enjoy the dark pleasures. Sometimes she wondered how far Fabrizio would
         take her, and if she would ever choose to refuse him.
      

      
      Fabrizio left the platform and as he returned to his seat touched Leonora on the knee. ‘You may try and bring her to orgasm
         now,’ he said casually.
      

      
      Leonora hurried to the platform. This was what she loved, to be in control, whether of a man or a woman, dominating and forcing
         sexual pleasure from them against their will. She was as big a control freak as her brother but less subtle in her methods.
         At five foot four she was much shorter than the other woman, but it didn’t matter because she immediately turned Alessandra’s
         body slightly, angling it so that as she knelt between the tawny-haired girl’s legs, the three men seated below the platform
         would have the best view possible. As her hands circled Alessandra’s ankles and began to slide upwards, massaging the calves as they went, Alessandra tried to move back, to remove herself from the insidiously
         arousing caresses that she knew were coming. Leonora gripped the other woman’s legs tightly, and as her hands stroked the
         insides of Alessandra’s thighs, Alessandra began to moan with despair. Now Leonora’s fingers were parting the girl’s sex lips
         and she held her mouth close to the exposed vulva, breathing softly against it so that Alessandra knew only too well what
         was going to happen to her.
      

      
      The anticipation added to Alessandra’s excitement and once more her nipples formed tight little peaks and the skin rippled
         over the surface of her flat belly. After several seconds of almost unbearable tension Leonora’s tongue struck with incredible
         precision, swirling around Alessandra’s already swollen clitoris so that her victim’s moans of mingled distress and pleasure
         increased in volume. Leonora could feel her silk panties becoming damp with her own excitement as Alessandra fought once more
         to prevent the forbidden pleasure from overcoming her. As she licked, sweat formed on her top lip and on her breasts.
      

      
      ‘No! No!’ Alessandra cried.

      
      ‘Be silent,’ Fabrizio called, and Leonora chose that moment to draw the tight little nub of flesh into her mouth, sucking
         hard on it. She could imagine the delicious sensations that must be suffusing Alessandra’s belly, and all at once, while continuing
         to suck on the centre of Alessandra’s pleasure, she roughly pushed three fingers inside the other woman, moving them in and
         out in a fierce, rapid rhythm.
      

      
      Within seconds Alessandra threw her head back and the tendons of her neck stood out like whipcords as sexual tension caused
         every muscle within her to tighten until, with a scream, she succumbed to yet another orgasm of unbearably intense pleasure.
      

      
      ‘You lack control still,’ said Leonora, standing up in front of the girl. Although she knew that she should now leave the
         platform, Alessandra’s breasts proved too much of a temptation, and reaching out Leonora pinched each of the nipples hard
         between her fingers. To everyone’s amazement Alessandra’s body was convulsed with another spasm of pleasure.
      

      
      ‘Does that merit two punishments?’ asked Leonora brightly, as she returned to her seat.

      
      Fabrizio didn’t answer his sister. He was watching his lover through narrowed eyes. Her beautiful hair, usually so immaculately
         groomed, was a tangled mess, the roots drenched with sweat. Her cheeks were flushed, as were her chest and her breasts. She
         looked wonderfully debased and humiliated and his erection inside his trousers was painfully hard. Despite this he had no
         intention of pleasuring himself until much later in the day. This was entertainment, and yet another experience for Alessandra.
         Looking over to his left he nodded to Renato Staffieri, his best friend and Leonora’s lover. It was Renato’s turn to punish
         Alessandra, a fact which amused Fabrizio because he knew that this really wasn’t Renato’s scene. His sexuality, although intense
         and wide-ranging, was of a different nature from Fabrizio’s, but he enjoyed all the games and had never yet let Fabrizio down.
      

      
      Renato walked quietly to the platform, pausing only to collect something from a small table as he went. Once on the platform
         he pulled Alessandra’s hands behind her back and quickly fastened them with a pair of leather handcuffs. Next he pushed her
         to her knees, but she knelt too far down and he tugged on her hair until she was kneeling upright in the position he wanted.
         Alessandra uttered a tiny cry of pain but Fabrizio could see that she was, if anything, even more excited now than earlier
         in the game and he smiled to himself.
      

      
      It was clear that she assumed this to be her full punishment, but Renato had correctly guessed that because she’d climaxed
         twice she could be punished twice. He moved away from the kneeling girl, who stared sightlessly out into the room, and at
         the last moment, just before stepping down from the platform, he turned, and with a quick flick of his right wrist struck
         Alessandra a glancing blow across her swollen breasts with a latex whip. Alessandra screamed in shock and Fabrizio watched
         her closely as Renato returned to his seat.
      

      
      A tiny tear rolled from beneath the blindfold and Fabrizio started to rise to his feet, but then he saw how hard Alessandra’s
         nipples were, and saw too the moisture running down the insides of her thighs and he knew then that her pleasure was far outweighing
         her distress. ‘You only have another five minutes to go,’ he called out. ‘I’m sure you can avoid further punishment in that
         time.’
      

      
      Alessandra moved her head around, trying to see something out of the corners of the blindfold, but he knew that she wouldn’t
         be successful. He was aware that Franco Pierotti, his private secretary and frequent companion, was expecting to try to bring
         Alessandra to another orgasm in the final five minutes but decided against it. He himself would be the one to exert the ultimate
         power, to wrench yet more pleasure from the humiliated girl and then allow Franco to punish her. Knowing Alessandra’s body
         as well as he did it was hardly likely that he would fail.
      

      
      With three long strides he was quickly on the platform, removing the handcuffs before pushing her onto her back. Then he knelt beside her prone body, running a hand briefly over her breasts, cupping the soft flesh before moving
         his hands lower and starting to massage her belly in the round circular movements that she loved so much. She whimpered with
         rising desire, and despite the fact that she was trying not to climax her hips began to lift off the floor in order to increase
         the pleasure he was giving her.
      

      
      ‘Be very careful,’ he cautioned her. ‘You may not like the final punishment.’

      
      Immediately she stopped moving but Fabrizio’s expertise was so great that it made no difference; even motionless she would
         be helpless to resist the pleasure he was going to give her, a very special pleasure that he’d taught her to enjoy. Carefully
         he pressed the heel of his hand hard against the bottom of her belly causing pressure to increase in her bladder, which added
         extra stimulation to all the nerve endings in her engorged pelvic area. She uttered a gurgling sound of protest which he ignored,
         and as he continued to press with the heel of his left hand, his right hand moved between her soaking thighs until he located
         the clitoris which was half retracted.
      

      
      He teased it lightly with his fingers until it swelled and emerged from its protective hood once more. Now his fingers closed
         around it and he heard Alessandra’s breath catch in her throat as he started to apply gentle pressure, pressure that he gradually
         increased until she was moaning with discomfort, but it was a discomfort that always led to a shattering pleasure-pain that
         sent her into paroxysms of ecstasy.
      

      
      He looked down at her long, lean body with the tiny breasts and beautiful olive skin and suddenly he couldn’t wait any longer.
         The fingers of his right hand pinched hard on the stem of her clitoris, while at the same time he pushed deeper into her belly. Her desperately over-stimulated nerve endings, unable to withstand it any longer,
         exploded into an orgasm of such intensity that Alessandra’s body jerked up off the floor and she screamed in horrified pleasure
         as her arms and legs spasmed and jerked uncontrollably.
      

      
      Fabrizio leant over her and kissed her full on the mouth. ‘You’re so beautiful,’ he whispered against her ear. ‘So beautiful
         and so shameless. It’s a pity that you have to be punished, but that’s the game.’
      

      
      Striding down from the platform he signalled for Franco to administer the final punishment, whispering into his secretary’s
         ear exactly what he wanted him to do. He had something else on his mind as well now, and even as his sobbing mistress was
         pulled to her feet and forced to bend forward from the waist so that Franco could thrust himself deep inside the tight, forbidden
         entrance between the cheeks of her bottom, he was leaving the room. He had to be sure that the advertisement was in the magazine.
      

      
      The last thing he heard was her sharp cry of pain, pain that he could imagine only too well, but that he also knew would lead
         to a primeval pleasure that as yet Alessandra was ashamed to enjoy. It was, as Fabrizio knew, a very special kind of pain.
      





      
      
      Chapter Two

      MEGAN STEWART FLINCHED as the pain of her throbbing tooth increased. She wondered if there was anything worse than really bad toothache, and glancing
         at the library clock saw that there were still three hours to go before her dental appointment.
      

      
      ‘Hurting a lot?’ asked Alice, her fellow library assistant.

      
      Megan nodded. ‘I’m not very brave when it comes to pain,’ she confessed.

      
      ‘Who is?’

      
      Their conversation was interrupted by an angry, middle-aged man. ‘I’ve been looking for How Did She Die? for half an hour now,’ he said furiously. ‘According to the lady I asked when I got here, the book’s meant to be in but it’s
         clearly been put back in the wrong section.’
      

      
      Megan plastered a smile on her aching face and set off to search the library shelves. She eventually found the book in the
         family saga section.
      

      
      ‘There, what did I tell you?’ asked the man, satisfaction and annoyance mingling in his voice. ‘Pure carelessness, that’s
         what it is, pure carelessness.’
      

      
      ‘I’m very sorry,’ said Megan. ‘I can’t think how it happened.’

      
      
      ‘Can’t think more likely,’ snapped the man, grabbing the book and marching off to the desk.

      
      Megan felt like weeping. It was always difficult dealing with the public, particularly on a hot summer’s day at the beginning
         of the school holidays when the place was crowded with noisy children accompanied by their irritable mothers, and fraught
         pensioners who were used to a more tranquil atmosphere. However, with the persistent throbbing pain in her left cheek the
         day was proving even more difficult than usual.
      

      
      At two o’clock, when she was finally sitting in the relative peace of the dentist’s waiting room, she tried to distract herself
         from the thought of what lay ahead. Her fear of the dentist was so great that she never went for regular check-ups which was,
         she realised, why she’d ended up in this situation. It was obvious that the dentist was running late and she tried to concentrate
         on the forthcoming weekend. Unfortunately it didn’t hold anything very exciting. It would be the usual Saturday night at the
         pub with Nick and his group of friends, where she’d have to listen to them talking about football before she and Nick went
         back to her flat for twenty minutes’ sex after which Nick would snore all night. On Sunday morning they’d probably have sex
         again, after which Nick would talk at great length about his work selling fitted kitchens. It was hardly a weekend to distract
         her from the thought of the dentist’s drill.
      

      
      ‘There must be more to life than this,’ muttered Megan.

      
      ‘Excuse me?’ asked a woman sitting next to her.

      
      ‘I’m sorry, I was just thinking out loud,’ explained Megan. The pain in her cheek stabbed viciously and she rested the palm
         of her hand against it to try and ease the discomfort. The woman moved away slightly, as though worried that Megan was unhinged.
      

      
      
      Feeling utterly depressed Megan picked up a magazine from the table in the middle of the room. On a sudden whim she turned
         to the situations vacant page, deciding that it would be interesting to see what exciting opportunities there were for dissatisfied
         girls of twenty-three like herself. Not that she’d ever change her job, she’d probably never even leave Lincolnshire, but
         at least it might take her mind off the pain.
      

      
      She was surprised at how many people needed companions, either for themselves or for elderly relatives, a job which she imagined
         would be even more depressing than her current one. She was about to turn to another page when her eye was caught by a boxed
         advert which was far more to her liking.
      

      
      Help urgently needed to catalogue and organise extensive library of rare books and first editions in the heart of the Sussex
         countryside. Good salary and excellent live-in accommodation provided. Apply in writing to Box No. 6724 giving qualifications
         and references. Duration of employment approximately 6 months.
      

      

      ‘Miss Stewart,’ called the dental nurse. Megan’s stomach lurched, and as she got to her feet she grabbed the magazine and
         shoved it into her shopping bag. It was probably so old that the post had been filled months ago she thought to herself, but
         she could check when she got home. It was just that compared with the chaos in the library that morning, the peace and tranquillity
         of the Sussex countryside sounded very alluring.
      

      
      Twenty minutes later she emerged from the dentist, her mouth frozen and pain-free, but instead of returning to the library she went back to her flat, ringing in to say that she felt too unwell to work before settling down to re-read
         the advert. She couldn’t understand why it held such an attraction for her. It wasn’t as though she’d really been considering
         changing her job, but for some reason she felt that she’d been meant to read it, meant to follow it up.
      

      
      The magazine turned out to be that week’s edition, confirming her feeling that she was intended to apply. She knew that if
         she discussed it with Nick he wouldn’t want her to. They’d been going out for nearly a year now and it was a very comfortable
         arrangement for him. The trouble was, it was no longer enough for Megan, and she knew that if she didn’t break out of her
         safe rut soon, it would be too late. Within another six months Nick would probably propose and she, out of lethargy and fear
         of being left on the shelf, would accept. In another two years she’d be married and probably a mother. ‘But I won’t have lived,’
         she said aloud. ‘I ought to do more while I’m still young.’
      

      
      Finally she wrote a letter of application, but then panicked. It was only after ringing her best friend, Kathy, who was full
         of enthusiasm for the plan, that she actually found the courage to post it that same night.
      

      
      She didn’t mention what she’d done to anyone else, and as several days passed she decided that this was fortunate because
         she clearly wasn’t going to hear anything about it. Then, exactly a week later, she was asked to an interview.
      

      
      ‘What should I wear?’ she asked Kathy when they met for a drink after work.

      
      Kathy shrugged. ‘Nothing too threatening,’ she advised. ‘You know what these moneyed families who live in country houses are
         like. Sensible shoes and a light brown skirt, preferably well below the knee, are the sort of thing they appreciate.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose so,’ agreed Megan. ‘Mind you, that doesn’t sound much more exciting than working in a public library.’

      
      ‘At least you’ll get a chance to meet new people,’ Kathy pointed out. ‘Besides, there might be a handsome son who works in
         the City and falls madly in love with you during a visit home one weekend.’
      

      
      ‘He’s not going to fall madly in love with me if I’m wearing sensible shoes and an ankle-length brown skirt, is he?’ retorted
         Megan.
      

      
      Kathy laughed. ‘You’ll have to do the classic librarian’s trick. Pile all that long curly hair of yours up on top of your
         head and put on a pair of horn-rimmed glasses while you’re working. Then, when the son arrives, whip off the glasses, pull
         out the hair pins, shake your head and hey-presto you’re the gorgeous Renaissance-style heroine that he’s always longed for.’
      

      
      ‘You’re laughing at me aren’t you?’ said Megan. ‘You don’t really think this is going to make any difference to my life.’

      
      ‘I do!’ protested Kathy. ‘I think it’s going to make a big difference. For a start it will stop you drifting into an engagement
         with Nick, which would be an absolute disaster. The pair of you haven’t got anything in common, except sex.’
      

      
      ‘And even that’s not what it was,’ confessed Megan.

      
      ‘Well there you are then. What have you got to lose? Go for it girl.’

      
      ‘I haven’t told Nick,’ confessed Megan.

      
      ‘Why should you? You haven’t been offered the job yet. Time enough to worry about that if you turn out to be the successful
         candidate. Look, I’ve got to dash. I’ve met this gorgeous hunk at the office and we’re going out for a meal later. When’s the interview?’
      

      
      ‘Monday.’

      
      ‘Well give me a ring when you get back, tell me all about it.’

      
      ‘OK,’ agreed Megan. ‘And you really think I should wear sensible shoes?’ she added.

      
      ‘Definitely,’ said Kathy firmly. ‘Nobody wears stiletto heels when cataloguing books in the heart of the Sussex countryside!
         Good luck.’
      

      
      In her imagination Megan had been picturing a slightly above average-sized country house, with the usual air of genteel poverty
         and slight decay, so that when she parked her red Peugeot in front of the double garage and stepped out to look about her
         she could hardly believe her eyes.
      

      
      The house was an enormous Victorian mansion, built she guessed around 1870 and set in what appeared to be at least twenty
         acres of ground. Furthermore, there was no sign of poverty, neglect or decay. The lawns, as far as she could see, were in
         immaculate condition, as were the flower beds. The driveway, which was crazy-paved, didn’t have a single weed on it, and every
         window in the house sparkled in the sunlight, while the paintwork looked so fresh it could have been done that very week.
         Nerves overwhelmed her and her breathing felt constricted as she rang the front door bell.
      

      
      A middle-aged maid let her in, took her name and then hurried away, after indicating that Megan should take a seat on one
         of the tapestry-cushioned, ladder-backed chairs that stood against the wall.
      

      
      The hall was enormous, the walls decorated with the most incredible paintings, and everywhere there were small tables holding
         beautiful, fragile ornaments that looked so valuable Megan was terrified she might break something even before the interview began.
      

      
      She had to wait a good ten minutes, which only increased her nervousness. When she finally heard the sound of a door opening
         at the far end of the hall she felt a flutter in her chest, a flutter which only increased when she set eyes on her prospective
         employer for the first time. She’d been expecting to meet an elderly member of the minor British aristocracy, and the sight
         of this tall, dark-haired man with his high cheekbones, heavily-lidded eyes and wide, sensual mouth came as a terrible shock.
         He was comparatively young too, not much more than thirty she guessed, and impeccably dressed. His dark blue suit was obviously
         tailor-made, and his crisp white shirt looked as though he’d taken it out of its box that very morning. The pale blue and
         yellow tie with matching handkerchief in the pocket of his jacket also looked new, and Megan wondered if she’d come to the
         right place. This man didn’t look as though he’d be in the least bit interested in rare books and first editions. He looked
         more like a high-powered businessman, or even a film star, and he most certainly didn’t look English.
      

      
      He held out his hand. ‘I trust you had a pleasant journey, Miss Stewart?’

      
      ‘It was fine,’ she assured him hastily. ‘Your directions were very good.’

      
      He nodded. ‘Naturally. I’m a man who knows how to organise things, but unfortunately I do not have the time to cover everything.
         That is why I have advertised for assistance. Please, follow me. I’m sure you would like a coffee after your long drive and
         we will talk together in the library. That way you’ll be able to see for yourself what kind of task you would be undertaking,
         should I decide to offer you the position.’
      

      
      
      With one final, slightly amused glance at her the man turned and began to walk briskly down the hallway, Megan following behind
         him. She was horribly conscious of how dowdy she was looking and silently cursed Kathy and the sensible shoes and skirt that
         she was wearing. But then how could she have known what to expect? This wasn’t the kind of man you expected to place an advert
         in Country Life. She was certainly suitably dressed to meet with an elderly scholar’s approval; unfortunately this man wasn’t an elderly scholar.
      

      
      The library was also large, but unlike the hall it was in a horrible mess. Books lay everywhere in chaotic heaps, and although
         she didn’t like to stare Megan was sure that she saw a first edition of Alice in Wonderland lying on top of one of the piles.
      

      
      ‘As you can see, this will be quite a task for whoever takes it on,’ said the dark-haired man.

      
      Megan nodded. ‘Did someone leave halfway through getting it organised?’

      
      He shook his head. ‘Not at all. Let me explain. First of all I’ve been remiss in not introducing myself. My name is Fabrizio
         Balocchi. My sister and I recently inherited this house from our bachelor uncle. He lived here for the last thirty years of
         his life, building up a catering business for the rich and famous people of this country. We also inherited this catering
         firm, but as we already have our own family business in Tuscany I cannot spare more than six months to get my uncle’s affairs
         straight here.’
      

      
      ‘I see,’ said Megan, realising that she’d been right. The books meant little to a man who was probably nothing more than a
         playboy and a complete philistine.
      

      
      ‘Tell me about the work you do at the moment,’ said Fabrizio.

      
      Megan explained exactly what working in the library entailed, including dealing with truculent members of the British public. He watched her thoughtfully, never smiling but looking
         so intently at her that she felt distinctly uncomfortable. It was as though he was trying to see into her soul, and she wondered
         if he was afraid that she was under-qualified for the job, or perhaps would vanish after a few days taking some of the valuable
         first editions with her. Finally she ran out of things to say and fell silent.
      

      
      ‘Your work does not sound very interesting,’ he said. His voice was neutral, as though it was of no consequence to him whether
         it was or it wasn’t.
      

      
      ‘I enjoyed it at first,’ said Megan. ‘Now I feel it’s time for a change.’

      
      For the first time his face showed some expression. His eyes looked brighter and he put his head on one side as he looked
         thoughtfully at her. ‘So you wish for your life to change?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I suppose so.’

      
      ‘You suppose or you know?’

      
      Megan felt flustered. ‘I know that I want a change. I suppose I hadn’t thought of it as life-altering, that’s all.’

      
      ‘But of course your life would alter. For a start you would live here, in this house. You would be living with me and my companions.
         We would like you to feel like one of the family, but this would be difficult if you have already left a family behind. You
         haven’t mentioned whether or not you have a fiancé.’
      

      
      Megan stared at him. ‘I didn’t think it was important.’

      
      ‘Yes, it’s important. If I employ you I don’t wish you to become homesick, or ask for every weekend off in order to see your
         partner.’
      

      
      ‘But you wouldn’t expect me to work seven days a week?’

      
      
      ‘You would get one weekend off in three,’ he said shortly. ‘Is that a problem?’

      
      Megan shook her head. ‘No. And as a matter of fact I don’t have a fiancé. I do have a boyfriend but we don’t live together
         or anything like that.’ She couldn’t imagine why she was telling the Italian so much about herself, except for the fact that
         he clearly wanted to know and she sensed that if she wasn’t perfectly honest with him she stood no chance of getting the job.
      

      
      ‘So this boyfriend is more a friend than a lover, is that what you’re saying?’ He kept his eyes fixed on her face as he waited
         for her reply.
      

      
      Megan shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. ‘Well, I wouldn’t say that exactly but …’

      
      ‘It is of no importance. I understand very well what you’re trying to say. You would not miss your friends in Lincolnshire
         if you were to live here for six months?’
      

      
      ‘Well it’s not as though I’m taking a job in Australia is it?’ said Megan with a smile. ‘I can easily drive up to see them.’

      
      ‘I shall need you here for a lot of the time. Also, I do not like having strangers in my house. I would not wish you to bring
         your friends here.’
      

      
      ‘The idea never crossed my mind,’ said Megan truthfully.

      
      ‘Have you ever been affianced?’ he asked abruptly.
      

      
      Megan was beginning to feel very uncomfortable indeed under this intense personal questioning. ‘I’ve never been engaged, no.’

      
      ‘So, unlike many of your contemporaries, you are not in a rush to be married?’

      
      ‘I want to live a little more before I settle down,’ explained Megan.

      
      ‘Ah!’ His eyes lit up. ‘This I can understand, and of this I approve. I too believe it is important to live life to the full.’
      

      
      ‘The problem is,’ said Megan, ‘that working with books is quite a solitary occupation. I suppose if I really wanted to live
         life to the full I’d emigrate to the States, wouldn’t I?’
      

      
      ‘Not at all. Already you have answered an advertisement which gives you the opportunity to live in a different part of your
         country and to meet new people. I can assure you that if you take this job you will most certainly learn to live life to the
         full. We Italians understand how to do this, perhaps rather better than the English.’
      

      
      Megan wanted to defend her fellow countrymen but since she’d never met anyone like this man in her life, and as she was already
         feeling more alive talking to him than she’d ever felt before, there wasn’t very much she could say. ‘I think I could do a
         very good job here,’ she assured him. ‘I do know a lot about books and, like you, I’m good at organising. I presume you want
         everything catalogued?’
      

      
      Fabrizio didn’t answer. In fact, to her dismay Megan realised that he no longer appeared to be listening to her, but instead
         had turned away and was pulling on a bell-rope, presumably in order to have her shown out.
      

      
      ‘You’ve probably already decided how you’d like them catalogued,’ she continued, talking far too fast because all at once
         she knew that she desperately wanted this job. She wanted a chance to see more of this incredibly attractive, dark-haired
         man who, although he frightened her for reasons she didn’t understand, also intrigued her.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry?’ He looked vaguely at her.

      
      ‘I was saying …’

      
      At that moment the library door opened and a girl of around Megan’s own age walked in. She was of average height, and had dark eyes that were so much like Fabrizio’s that Megan
         realised she must be his sister. However, whereas his hair was dark, hers was a beautiful shade of honey-blonde, and her voluptuous
         figure was set off to perfection by the riding outfit she was wearing. She smiled at Megan, tapping her riding crop against
         the side of her long boots. Confronted with such beauty, Megan felt even worse about herself.
      

      
      ‘You’re the librarian who’s come from Lincolnshire aren’t you?’ asked the girl.

      
      ‘Let me introduce you,’ said Fabrizio swiftly. ‘Leonora, this is Miss Megan Stewart. Miss Stewart, this is my sister Leonora.
         Leonora knows nothing about books; she is far more interested in her horses.’
      

      
      Leonora smiled at Megan in a friendly fashion. ‘I do read books, but not ones like these. I prefer novels about love and desire.
         Tell me Megan, what kind of books do you like to read?’
      

      
      ‘Biographies mainly,’ confessed Megan. Then, realising that this sounded very stuffy she added, ‘There’s often a lot of passion
         in them. It’s amazing what kind of love-lives people led in the olden days.’
      

      
      ‘Indeed?’ asked Fabrizio. ‘You think that people were more licentious then than now?’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t say licentious,’ murmured Megan. ‘It’s just that they weren’t like we imagine them to have been.’

      
      ‘Not like you imagine them to have been perhaps,’ said Fabrizio, glancing at his sister.
      

      
      ‘Well, it’s been a pleasure to meet you,’ said Leonora, holding out her hand. ‘I do hope that we meet again.’ As she turned
         on her heel to leave the room, Megan saw her give her brother an almost imperceptible nod.
      

      
      After she’d left there was a short silence and then Fabrizio pulled out a chair for Megan and sat down at the table opposite her. ‘I would like to offer you the job,’ he said
         abruptly.
      

      
      Megan stared at him in astonishment. ‘But you haven’t even asked for references.’

      
      ‘I trust my own judgement. However, I do have a contract for you to sign, a contract in which you agree to stay until the
         work is completed unless I myself break the terms and conditions. We wish you to become part of our whole way of life here,
         do you understand me?’
      

      
      He stared at her. Megan’s skin prickled and to her astonishment her nipples hardened and she felt them brushing against her
         blouse. She couldn’t understand what was happening to her, but there was something about the way he was looking at her, and
         something dark and unsettling about his insistence on her entering into the family’s way of life that was both erotic and
         unnerving.
      

      
      ‘I’m very flattered,’ she said at last. ‘I’d be delighted to take the contract away, and then as long as we both feel we suit
         each other …’
      

      
      Fabrizio’s face darkened. ‘Clearly I haven’t made myself plain. I wish you to sign the contract here, before you leave.’

      
      ‘I don’t understand,’ said Megan. ‘You can’t expect me to make up my mind this quickly.’

      
      Fabrizio sighed. ‘Very well, you may take it away if you wish, but naturally I cannot guarantee that in the meantime I may
         not interview someone even better qualified than you. Then you would lose out on this opportunity. If you accept the position
         now, I shall not interview any other candidates.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps if I could have a few more details,’ said Megan, who certainly didn’t want to lose her chance of getting the job.

      
      
      The Italian rose to his feet. ‘Certainly. Let’s begin by having a tour of the house. Come with me.’ Without even glancing
         behind to see if she was following, he walked swiftly out of the library, along the hall and into what she assumed must be
         the main drawing room. Once again she was taken by surprise. There was no faded, antique furniture here, simply beautiful,
         tasteful chairs and a vast, deep sofa, all in cream. The room was light and airy, but the paintings on the walls were of a
         very different kind and she looked in surprise at one of them.
      

      
      ‘That’s Titian’s Doge Andrea Gritti, isn’t it?’ she asked, looking at the glorious red and gold of the Doge’s clothing.
      

      
      Fabrizio looked surprised. ‘You recognise it?’

      
      ‘Of course. I love Titian’s work.’

      
      ‘Then you will like the one on the first landing, La Bella. I too greatly admire his work and La Bella fascinates me. The woman is so enigmatic. There is much that is hidden in her eyes. It is far more exciting for men if they
         feel that women are keeping part of themselves secret. There is excitement in attempting to discover such secrets.’
      

      
      Megan felt that this was a most peculiar conversation for them to be having, and also a rather unsettling one. ‘I suppose
         so,’ she murmured.
      

      
      ‘This is the room where we usually gather in the evenings,’ he explained. ‘Come, now I will take you upstairs and show you
         the room that will be yours if you accept the post.’
      

      
      In order to reach it they had to go up two flights of stairs. On the first landing Fabrizio pointed to the Titian painting
         that he’d mentioned earlier. ‘Do you understand what I mean about her expression?’ he asked.
      

      
      Megan stared at the woman and after a few minutes she thought that she did understand what he meant. The woman might well have had secrets. There was a hint of amusement in
         the superficially bland face, but you had to look very hard to see it. ‘It’s wonderful,’ she agreed.
      

      
      To her surprise Fabrizio laughed. ‘The painting or her expression?’

      
      ‘The painting.’

      
      ‘Her expression troubles you doesn’t it?’

      
      ‘No. Why should it?’

      
      ‘A question I ask myself,’ he murmured. ‘Now, let us find your room.’

      
      He appeared to be assuming that she would take the position. And in truth, the more she saw of the house, and her employer,
         the more desperate she was to stay here, but she was still worried by the fact that he wanted her to sign an agreement before
         leaving. It seemed so strange and unprofessional, particularly for a man who was beginning to show himself as experienced
         in employing people and taking decisions. Her earlier opinion of him as a philistine had been hastily reversed.
      

      
      On the next floor, which was all luxuriously carpeted, he opened the door to a bedroom at least three times the size of her
         own flat. She couldn’t help but utter a tiny cry of delight; it was so beautiful. The walls and fabrics were all a glorious
         shade of dusky pink, and the bed was enormous with a long fringed cover and a high, soft padded headboard above which, suspended
         just below the ceiling, hung matching drapes. There were spotlights around the room, reproduction Italian prints on the walls,
         tiny but beautifully made stools, and chests of drawers with marble tops.
      

      
      ‘Through here is an en-suite bathroom,’ explained Fabrizio, opening a door that had been concealed by a hanging curtain. ‘Be careful, there are two steps down.’
      

      
      Megan walked into the bathroom, took one look at the sunken bath and the mirrors on three of the walls, the gold taps and
         the glass jars containing various perfumes and bath salts, and hurried back into the bedroom. Such luxury for an employee
         seemed incredible. It was as though the room was a baited trap, but it was a trap that she was becoming more and more anxious
         to walk into.
      

      
      ‘I hope it is satisfactory?’ queried Fabrizio as she stared around the bedroom once more.

      
      ‘It’s out of this world,’ confessed Megan.

      
      ‘Good. What were you expecting? A small room in the attic?’

      
      Megan laughed. ‘Hardly, but the idea of luxury like this had never crossed my mind.’

      
      ‘I believe that everyone should have the opportunity to experience luxury, and to learn to use their senses to the full,’
         he said enigmatically. ‘Now, we will return to the library and discuss the financial terms.’
      

      
      On their way downstairs Megan began to feel a little nervous. It was all too good to be true, and Fabrizio was far too anxious
         to get her to take the job. Despite his attempts at indifference she knew that he wanted her to work for him, and she found
         it hard to believe that it was simply her abilities as a librarian that made her so indispensable. On the other hand, it was
         hard to believe that she was of any interest to him as a person in her own right.
      

      
      She had no illusions about herself. She was attractive enough, with a good figure, and her naturally curly, long dark brown
         hair gave her a Renaissance-style look, but she wasn’t in the least sophisticated. In fact, because she was lacking in self-confidence
         she never dressed to show her figure off to its best advantage. She didn’t doubt for one moment that Fabrizio Balocchi was used to a very different type of woman. Just the same, there had to be a reason
         for him wanting her so badly, and it was possible that the reason was a dangerous one.
      

      
      It would be foolish, she thought, to commit herself to staying here, cut off from friends and family, only to find herself
         in a difficult situation from which she couldn’t escape. Her fears increased as she saw another man coming up the stairs towards
         her. He was around the same height as Fabrizio but his face was far softer. He had a mop of dark brown curly hair and as he
         drew level he gave her a gentle smile.
      

      
      ‘You must be Miss Stewart?’ Megan nodded and held out her hand. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you,’ he continued. ‘I do hope that
         Fabrizio hasn’t frightened you off. The library is in a terrible mess, but although he may seem like a hard task-master he
         wouldn’t expect you to put it to rights in less than six months, would you Fabrizio?’
      

      
      Megan glanced over her shoulder to where the Italian was standing behind her. He looked consideringly at the other man and
         then shook his head.
      

      
      ‘Of course not. But I’m sure that I haven’t alarmed Miss Stewart. Miss Stewart, this is Renato Staffieri, my sister’s boyfriend.
         If you decide to take the job you will be seeing a great deal more of him.’
      

      
      ‘That would be nice,’ said Renato, before continuing up the stairs.

      
      Hearing Renato speak calmed Megan’s initial fear. He seemed very normal, far less threatening than her prospective employer,
         and she wondered if she’d been making mountains out of molehills. If she really wanted to change her life, then she could
         do it by taking this job. The people here were unlike any people she’d ever met before. There was never any chance that she
         and Nick would have a discussion about Titian’s paintings. It would be an opportunity for her to enter another world, however briefly, and she knew that if she passed it up she would regret
         it for the rest of her life, always wondering what might have happened during the six months of her employment.
      

      
      Back in the library Fabrizio passed her a piece of paper. ‘I have written down the salary for this position. Of course, your
         accommodation and food will be provided so you will have very little expenditure.’
      

      
      Megan glanced at the piece of paper. ‘It’s very generous,’ she said, trying to hide her astonishment.

      
      ‘It’s a very special position,’ he said quietly. ‘The books are rare and the person I choose has to be trustworthy. Also,
         I need someone who will fit in with us all here, someone who will wish to experience our way of life to the full. Do you think
         you would like that, Megan Stewart?’
      

      
      Megan continued to look at the piece of paper on which her salary was written. It was three times more than she was earning
         now, which was utterly ridiculous, but again she sensed that it was part of the honeyed trap. For some reason this man was
         anxious to have Megan working for him, and even more anxious for her to become a part of the household. Such an opportunity
         was never going to come her way again and she knew that any decision she took should be carefully considered, but she wasn’t
         being offered the time needed. For once she would take a risk and live with the consequences. Lifting her head she looked
         directly at him.
      

      
      ‘I’d like to read the contract through.’

      
      ‘Of course.’ Opening a drawer he pulled out several sheets of paper stapled together and handed them to her. Megan read it
         all, but absorbed none of it. She was too conscious of the fact that he was watching her, and out of the corner of her eye she could see one of his hands resting on the table top, his long, lean fingers tapping very
         lightly against the surface.
      

      
      When she came to the end she nodded. ‘It all looks fine. I’ve only one question.’

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘How many people live here with you?’

      
      ‘As you already know, there is my sister Leonora and her lover Renato. My girlfriend also lives here, her name is Alessandra.
         Apart from that there is only my private secretary, Franco. Naturally we have some servants but you will not be mixing with
         them. You will make the numbers here even, three men and three women, something that is necessary at meal times. At the moment
         the ladies are outnumbered.’ For the first time he smiled at her.
      

      
      Megan was ashamed to realise that she was disappointed to learn that he had a girlfriend living with him, although it was
         ridiculous to think that a man like him wouldn’t have. Nevertheless, although a disappointment it did take away some of her
         fears. He was hardly likely to have what her mother would have called ‘wicked designs’ on her if he was already living with
         someone. Whatever his reasons for wanting her so badly they couldn’t be too terrible. It was always possible that no one else
         had applied for the position.
      

      
      ‘Well, are you going to take the plunge?’ he asked quietly.

      
      Megan hesitated for a split second and then nodded. ‘If you’re really offering me the post then yes, I would like to take
         it.’
      

      
      ‘And you do understand that you have to stay for the full six months of the contract?’

      
      ‘Yes. I take it you don’t think I’ll finish the work before then?’

      
      
      ‘The task for which you are coming here will definitely take six months in order for it to be completed satisfactorily,’ he
         replied.
      

      
      It was only after she’d signed the contract and was driving home that Megan pondered Fabrizio’s strangely worded answer to
         her question, but by then it was too late for her to back out. Not that she really wanted to, in fact she couldn’t wait to
         start work the following week. All that remained now was for her to break the news to Nick.
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