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CHAPTER 1

“Do you know what this means, Massimo?”

I turned my head toward the window, looking at the cloudless sky, and then fixed the man with a stare.

“I’ll take over that company whether the Manentes like it or not.”

I stood up, and Mario and Domenico slowly followed suit, assuming their places behind me. The meeting had been pleasant enough, but it was getting decidedly too long. I shook hands with the men gathered in the room and headed to the door.

“It will be better for everyone this way.” I lifted my hand, index finger outstretched. “You’ll thank me for it later.”

I took my jacket off and undid another button of my black shirt. I was sitting in the back seat of the car, savoring the silence and the coolness of the conditioned air.

“Home,” I growled at the driver, scrolling through the messages on my mobile.

Most were business related, but one was from Anna. It read, I’m wet, I need to be punished. My penis stirred in my pants. I sighed, grabbing it through the fabric and squeezing hard. Oh yes, my girl always knew my moods.

She knew the meeting wouldn’t be enjoyable, and that it would only make me weary. She also knew how I liked to unwind. Be ready at eight, I replied, and sat back comfortably, observing the world outside the window as it whizzed by. I closed my eyes.

There she was again. My cock instantly grew hard as steel. God, I’ll go crazy if I don’t find her. It had been five years since the accident. Five long years since the—how did the doctor put it?—the miracle of death and resurrection. Five years of dreaming about a woman I had never seen in real life. I had met her in my comatose visions. I could almost smell her hair, feel the smoothness of her skin—I could almost feel it. Each time I made love to Anna or any other woman, I made love to her. I named her my Mistress. She was my curse, my obsession, and apparently—my salvation.

The car stopped. I grabbed my jacket and stepped out. Domenico, Mario, and the other guys I’d taken with me were already waiting on the tarmac. Maybe I’d overdone it, but sometimes you just need a show of force to catch your enemy off guard.

I greeted the pilot as I entered the plane and sat down in the soft seat. A flight attendant passed me a glass of whisky with a single ice cube. I glanced at her. She knew my tastes. I sent her a blank look, while she blushed and smiled flirtatiously. Why not? I thought, and pushed myself up in a fluid motion.

I seized the surprised woman by the hand and pulled her with me toward the private part of the jet.

“Take off!” I called to the pilot, and closed the door, locking the girl and myself in.

I shot out an arm, clasping my hand over her neck and pushing her against the wall. I fixed her with a gaze. She was terrified. I closed the distance between us, allowed our mouths to touch, and bit her lower lip. She moaned. Her arms hung limply along her body and she stared straight into my eyes. I seized her by the hair and pulled, tilting her head back. Her eyes closed and she moaned again. Such a beauty, so girlish. I required all my employees to be aesthetically pleasing. I liked my things pretty.

“Kneel,” I growled, pushing her down. She did as she was ordered without hesitation. I purred, praising her submissiveness, and trailed a thumb along her lips. They parted obediently.

I had never even talked to this girl before, but she immediately knew what she was supposed to do. I gently pushed her head against the wall and unzipped my pants. The flight attendant swallowed loudly, her enormous eyes still fastened on mine.

“Keep your eyes closed,” I said gently, my thumb moving across her eyelids. “You’ll only open them when I tell you.”

My cock sprang from my pants, rock-hard, almost painfully stiff. It rested on the girl’s lips, and she obediently opened her mouth. Wide.

You don’t have any idea what’s coming, darling, I thought, and pushed my prick all the way in, holding her head so she couldn’t move. I felt her choking, and thrust even deeper. Oh yes, I loved it when their eyes snapped wide open in terror, as if they really thought they’d suffocate. I withdrew. Slowly. Then I stroked her cheek in a tender, delicate gesture. I observed her calming down, licking her lips clean of the thick spittle that came deep from her throat.

“I’ll fuck your mouth,” I said. She was trembling. “May I?”

My face expressed nothing—no smile, no emotion. For a moment, the girl stared at me with those huge eyes, finally nodding her consent.

“Thank you,” I breathed, caressing her cheeks with both hands. I leaned her head further back against the wall and slid myself along her tongue all the way to her throat. She clasped her lips around my cock. Oh yes! My hips began to thrust, hard. I could feel her fighting for a breath, so I gripped her harder. That’s it! Her nails bit painfully into my thighs. At first she tried to push me away, then to simply hurt me, scratching my skin. I liked it. I liked it when they fought when they were helpless against my strength. I closed my eyes and saw my Mistress kneeling in front of me, her jet-black eyes piercing me like daggers.

She loved it when I took her like that. I clenched my hands on her hair even harder, seeing the lust in her stare. I couldn’t last any longer. Two more hard strokes and I froze, while my jizz spurted out from my shaft, filling the girl’s throat, choking her. I opened my eyes and looked at her smeared makeup. I withdrew a fraction, making some space.

“Swallow,” I growled, pulling her hair once more.

Tears rolled down her cheeks, but she complied. I pulled my cock out of her mouth and she collapsed back on her heels, sliding down the wall.

“Now lick it.” The girl froze. “Lick it clean.”

I propped my arms against the wall in front of me and glared at her menacingly. She hoisted herself up again and grabbed my manhood in one slender hand, starting to lick off the remains of my seed. I smiled faintly, watching as she did her best. When I decided it was enough, I pulled away and zipped my pants.

“Thank you.” I offered her a steadying hand as she pushed herself up, stood next to me on slightly shaky legs. “The bathroom is there,” I said, pointing her in the right direction, despite the fact that she must have known the plane intimately. She nodded and headed toward the door.

I returned to my companions and sat, taking a sip of the exquisite liquor, though its temperature had ceased to be perfect sometime before. Mario put down his newspaper and sent me a look.

“Back in your father’s day, they’d shoot us all dead.”

I sighed, rolling my eyes, and clinked the glass against the tabletop with irritation.

“Back in my father’s day we used to bootleg booze and drugs instead of running the biggest companies in Europe.” I leaned back in the chair, pinning my consigliere with an angry stare. “I am the head of the Torricelli family and I got where I am by no quirk of fate. It was my father’s decision. I have been brought up prepared to lead the family and bring it into a new era.” I sighed again, relaxing a little when the flight attendant flitted silently to the front of the plane. “Mario,” I said. “I know you used to like shooting.” The older man, my adviser, allowed himself a slight smile.

“We’ll have an opportunity for that soon enough.” I sent him a grave look. “Domenico.” I turned to my brother, who was stealing glances at me the whole time. “Tell your men to start looking for that whoreson Alfredo.” My eyes traced back to Mario. “You want a shootout? You’ll get one.”

I took another sip of the whisky.

The sun over Sicily was setting when we landed in Catania. I put my jacket on and we exited the plane, then headed out toward the terminal entrance. I pulled out my sunglasses, feeling a blast of the scorching-hot air on my skin. Mount Etna loomed over the horizon—perfectly visible today.

The tourists should be happy, I thought, entering the air-conditioned building.

“The guys from Aruba want to meet with you over that issue we talked about earlier,” Domenico said, walking by my side. “We have to take care of the Palermo clubs, too.”

I listened to him intently, silently making a list of things that still needed tending to. Suddenly, it was like everything became dark, even though my eyes were wide open. I saw her. I blinked frantically. I’d only ever seen my Mistress when I wanted to. My eyes widened, but she was already gone. Was my condition deteriorating? Were the hallucinations growing stronger? I needed to go back to that idiot doctor to get examined. Later. For now, I had to get things done. Like find the cocaine dealer who had mysteriously disappeared. Well, not “disappeared” per se, but the term was the closest one that fit the situation. We were approaching the car when I saw her again. Fucking hell, but that’s impossible! I stepped into the parked car and nearly pulled Domenico inside when he opened the other door.

“It’s her,” I whispered, my throat constricting. I pointed at a girl marching down a walkway, away from us. “It’s the girl.”

My head was spinning. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Or maybe I was just seeing things. Losing my mind. The car started.

“Slow down,” my younger brother said as we were closing in on the girl. “Holy shit,” he breathed as we caught up with her.

My heart skipped a beat. Her head turned; she was looking straight at me, not seeing me through the reflective window. Her eyes, nose, her lips… It was her—just like I’d dreamed. I reached for the handle, but Domenico stopped me.

A muscular bald man was calling over to my Mistress, and she turned and started walking his way.

“Not now, Massimo.”

I sat there, paralyzed. She was right there! She was real! I could have her, touch her. Take her with me and spend the rest of my life with her.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I shouted.

“She’s with others. We don’t know who they are.”

The car accelerated and I could do nothing but stare at the fading silhouette of my Mistress.

“I’m sending people after her right now. You’ll know who she is before we reach home. Massimo!” Domenico was saying, raising his voice. I didn’t react. “You’ve waited so long—you can wait a couple hours more.”

I pinned him with a gaze so furious and hateful he shrunk away. I could have killed him right there. The quickly diminishing rational part of my brain knew he was right, but the rest—the prevalent part—didn’t want to listen to a word he said.

“You have one hour,” I growled, staring dumbly at the seat in front of me. “You have sixty fucking minutes to tell me who she is.”

We parked at the driveway and stepped out. Domenico’s men immediately walked over, handing him an envelope. He passed it to me, and I headed toward the library without another word. I needed to be alone so I could wrap my head around all this.

I sat behind my desk and tore off the upper side of the envelope, my hands suddenly shaky. I spilled its contents to the desktop.

“Motherfucker!” I clutched my head in disbelief as the photos—no more paintings ordered from various artists—finally revealed the face of my Mistress. She had a name, a past. And a future she had no idea about. I heard someone knocking on the door. “Not now!” I yelled, not removing my eyes from the photos and notes. “Laura Biel,” I whispered, touching her face on the glossy paper.

After about thirty minutes of analyzing all the new information, I got up from my desk and sat down in an armchair and froze, staring at the wall.

“Can I?” Domenico asked, peeking through a crack in the door. I didn’t react, so he entered and sat in the other chair.

“What now?”

“We’ll bring her here,” I said numbly, not looking at him. He stayed locked in place, nodding his head slowly.

“But… how are you going to do that?” He sent me a disbelieving look, as if I were an idiot. Irritating little prick.

“You’ll go to her hotel and tell her you used to have these visions back when you nearly died and that’s where you saw her…” Domenico trailed off, looking at the note lying on the table in front of me.

Yes, I added in my head. Laura Biel, you are mine now.

“I’ll kidnap her,” I said. There was no hesitation in my voice. “Send people to the apartment of that—” I broke off, searching for the name of the bald guy in my notes. “Martin. They are to find out who he is.”

“Maybe I should ask Carlo? He’s right there,” Domenico said.

“Good. Tell his men to get everything on the man. I need to find a way to bring her here as soon as possible.”

“You don’t have to look far, you know.” I shot a glance at the door, from behind which a woman’s voice had sounded. Domenico looked, too.

“I’m right here.” Anna, all smiles, was walking my way in sky-high heels.

Fuck, I swore silently. I had completely forgotten about her.

“Well… I’ll leave you two.” Domenico grinned stupidly, pushed himself up, and headed to the door. “I’ll take care of that thing, and we’ll finish our business tomorrow,” he said.

The blonde approached me. With one of her long, slender legs, she delicately spread my own. Her scent was intoxicating, as always. A mix of sex and power. She drew up her revealing black silk cocktail dress and sat astride me, pushing her tongue into my mouth.

“Hit me,” she pleaded, biting my lip, rubbing her clit on the zipper of my pants. “Hard!”

She licked and bit my ear, and all I could do was stare at the photos scattered on the table. I pulled off my tie, which I had loosened earlier, and got up, pushing Anna down to the floor. I turned her around and blindfolded her with the tie. She smiled, her tongue tracing a line over her lower lip. She found the table with an outstretched arm, stood up, legs spread wide, and bent over the oak slab. She was wearing nothing under that dress. I walked over to her and smacked her on the ass. Hard. She yelped, head turning to the side, opening her mouth wide. The sight of the photos spread over the table and the thought that my Mistress was so close immediately made my dick hard as steel.

“Oh yes,” I purred, gently rubbing her wet snatch, keeping my eyes on the pictures of Laura. I grabbed her by the neck, lifting her for an instant and removing all the papers she had lain over. I let her lie over the desktop again, lifting her arms above her head. Then I arranged the photos so they all faced me. To possess the woman from those pictures… There was nothing I wanted more.

I was ready to come at once. I pulled my pants down quickly and slid two fingers into Anna. She moaned, squirming under my touch. Her pussy was wet and hot and so tight. My fingers started to circle her clit and she grabbed the edge of the table harder.

My left hand shot out to grab her by the neck, and my right smacked her on the ass cheek. I felt an inexplicable relief. I shot another glance at one of the photos and slapped her again, even harder. She screamed, but I hit her again and again, as if it could really change her into Laura. Her ass was purpling. I bent over and licked it. It was hot and pulsating. I spread her ass cheeks and began trailing my tongue around her sweet hole, visualizing my Mistress all the time.

“Yes,” she moaned softly.

I need to have her. Laura. I need her to be mine, I thought, straightening and impaling Anna with my throbbing cock. She bent her back into an arch and then lowered herself to the wooden table, now wet with sweat. I fucked her hard, keeping my gaze fixed on Laura. It won’t be long now. Soon, those black eyes will look at me as she kneels before me.

“You bitch!” I clenched my teeth, feeling Anna’s body go rigid.

I pushed myself inside her hard and aggressive, heedless of the orgasmic waves rippling all over her body. I didn’t care. Laura’s eyes made me want more, but at the same time I couldn’t last any longer. I needed to feel more. Experience everything fully. I slid my cock out of her pussy and slammed it into her tight ass. I heard her scream wildly in pain and ecstasy and felt her tighten around me. My prick exploded with cum, but the only thing I could see was my Mistress.

Eight Hours Earlier

The sound of the alarm clock pierced my brain.

“Get up, honey. It’s nine already. We have to be at the airport in an hour. Our Sicilian vacation awaits. Wakey, wakey!” Martin stood at the bedroom door, sporting a wide grin.

I opened my eyes slowly, reluctantly. It’s the middle of the night for me, for God’s sake. What a barbaric idea to fly at this time, I thought. Since I’d left work a few weeks ago, time of day stopped making any sense. I would go to sleep too late, wake up too late, and the worst of it was that I didn’t have to do anything. I could do what I wanted. I’d spent too much time in the quagmire of the hotel business, and when I had finally gotten my dream position as a sales manager, I quit. I just lost the passion for my work. I never thought that at the age of twenty-nine I’d feel burned-out, but those were the facts.

Working at the hotel had been satisfying and fulfilling, and it was good for my ego. Every time I negotiated a big contract, I felt the thrill of excitement, and when those negotiations involved competing with more experienced people—adepts at the art of manipulation—I was exhilarated. Especially when I won. Each little victory in my financial battles had given me the feeling of superiority.

It satisfied the vainer side of my character. It might sound stupid, but as a girl from a small Polish town who hadn’t even graduated university, proving my value to everyone around was a priority.

“Laura! You want cocoa or tea with milk?”

“Martin, please! It’s the middle of the night!” I rolled over on the bed and covered my head with a pillow.

Bright August light illuminated the bedroom. Martin never liked darkness, so even our bedroom windows lacked any kind of blinds. He used to say that darkness caused depression. Well, for him to fall into depression was easier than getting a coffee at Starbucks. The windows were all on the eastern wall, so each morning the sun made it pretty much impossible for me to sleep late.

“I made both cocoa and tea.” With a smug expression, Martin remained standing in the doorway, holding a cup in each hand. “It’s scorching hot outside. I bet you want the cold one,” he said, and passed me the cocoa. Then he began pulling the sheets from the bed.

By that time I was getting pissed at him, but I crawled out of my cave. I knew he wouldn’t relent. Martin flashed his teeth in a wide grin. That was so much like him—every morning he had too much energy. He was a heavily built, bull-like man with a bald head perched on top of a wide neck. People called him a muscle head. Aside from the purely physical aspect, he had nothing in common with that kind of man. He was the best human being I’d ever met. He had his own company, and each time he scored a big hit, he’d transfer a large sum to a children’s hospice. He liked to say: “I need to share God’s blessing with others.”

Martin had blue eyes. They were gentle and full of kindness. His nose was large and crooked—it had been broken in the past. Nobody’s perfect, and Martin hadn’t always been this wise and well mannered. What I loved about him the most were his full lips and his spectacular smile that always disarmed me each time I was mad at him.

His enormous arms were covered with tattoos. His entire body was, in fact, aside from his legs. He was a strong man, weighing a good deal more than two hundred pounds. I always felt safe with him, though I have to admit that at five feet five and 110 pounds, I might have looked a bit mismatched with him. My mom had always told me that sports are good, so I trained in whatever took my fancy at any given time, from Nordic walking to karate. I never stuck to any discipline for long, though. What it ultimately boiled down to was that my body was extremely fit, my tummy was hard as rock and perfectly flat, my legs were slim and muscled, and my buttocks toned and curvy. I must have done more than a million squats to achieve that effect.

“All right, I’m getting up,” I mumbled, then drank the delicious now-cold cocoa in one great gulp.

I put the cup down and went into the bathroom. As I stopped by the mirror I realized just how much I needed this vacation. My dark eyes were sad and resigned, and the lack of anything to do had made me apathetic. My chestnut hair flowed around my lean face and fell to my shoulders. That it reached this length was a success—usually I wore my hair a lot shorter. In normal circumstances, I would have thought myself pretty hot, but I didn’t right then. I was overwhelmed with the burden of my own failings and my aversion to work. I had no idea what to do with myself. My professional life had always determined my self-esteem. Without a calling card and a work phone in my purse, I didn’t feel too confident.

I brushed my teeth, put some pins in my hair, applied some mascara, and… that was about it. I didn’t have it in me to do much else. Besides, it would be enough. A while ago I had splurged on permanent brow, eye, and lip makeup out of sheer laziness. It allowed me to have more sleep and limit the morning bathroom routine to the bare minimum.

I went to the closet to get the clothes I had prepared for today. One thing always remained the same for me, irrespective of my moods and all the things I had no power to change—I had to be dressed as perfectly as possible. Wearing the right clothing made me feel better. Obviously, it made me look better, too.

My mother always said that a woman should always be beautiful even if she is hurting. And if my face couldn’t be as attractive as it was on a good day, I had to take everyone’s attention off it. So for the trip I selected light denim shorts, a loose white shirt, and despite the scorching heat outside, a light, gray mélange cotton cardigan. Planes were too cold for me, and even if it meant I’d boil outside first, at least I’d feel comfortable on board. Well, as far as I could, anyway—I was terrified of flying. I slipped my feet into my Isabel Marant wedge-heel gray-white sneakers and I was ready.

I went to the living room, which was connected to the kitchen annex. The apartment had modern decor—cold and minimalist. The walls were covered with black glass, the bar was illuminated with LEDs, and instead of a table like you’d have in a normal home there was a small counter with two leather-covered stools. An enormous gray corner sofa sitting in the middle of the room was a testament to its owner’s size. The bedroom was divided from the living room by a great aquarium. It was clear that a woman hadn’t designed this apartment. It was the perfect fit for a committed single, which the lord and commander of this particular apartment had been until recently.

Martin was sitting with his nose in his laptop as usual. It didn’t matter what he was doing at any given time—working, on a call, or watching a movie—he always kept his laptop close by. It was his best friend and an integral part of who the man was. I hated it with a passion, but it had always been like that, so I really had no right to change it. Even though I had appeared in his life more than a year ago only owing to that little device, it would be hypocrisy if I suddenly wanted it out of his life.

I remember it had been February, and I hadn’t been in a relationship with anyone for more than six months. I was growing bored, or maybe lonely, so I decided to set up a profile on a dating site. It turned out to be fun, not to mention that it ended up boosting my already high self-esteem. During one of those sleepless nights, browsing through hundreds of men, I finally stumbled on Martin. He was looking for a loyal woman to fill his world all at once. Anyway, we clicked and thus a petite girl tamed the tattooed monster. Our relationship wasn’t your run-of-the-mill affair. We were both the strong, dominant types and were prone to explosive outbursts. We were also both intelligent and had significant knowledge of our respective professions. It pulled us both to each other, intriguing and impressing us. The only thing our relationship was lacking was the animal magnetism, the unbridled attraction and passion that had simply never been there. As Martin had once said, he’d already had his share of fucking. I, on the other hand, was a volcano of sexual energy threatening to explode at any time. I had to search for release by masturbating on a daily basis. But still, I felt good at Martin’s side. Safe and calm. It was more important than sex. Or at least that’s what I thought.

“I’m ready, honey. I just have to zip up my travel bag, which is not going to be easy, and we can go.”

With a laugh, Martin pushed himself up, stuffed the laptop into its bag, and headed toward my luggage.

“I think I’ll manage, baby doll,” he said, squeezing my gigantic suitcase. “It’s the same thing all over again, eh? Excess baggage, thirty pairs of shoes and half the closet flying with us while you’re not going to wear more than, like, ten percent of all that.”

I frowned and crossed my arms.

“At least I’ll have choices!” I retorted, putting on my sunglasses.

I always felt apprehensive and anxious in airports, afraid even. I had claustrophobia and hated flying. Besides, I had inherited my mother’s pessimism. It was always doom and gloom for me, so I tended to overthink things that at least theoretically might end up in some kind of trauma. So a flying can with a pair of engines strapped to the sides wasn’t something I’d likely trust without a shadow of a doubt.

We were traveling with Martin’s friends, who were already waiting for us in the brightly lit departures hall. Karolina and Michał had been together for years and had chosen our destination. They were thinking of getting married, but at least for now, thinking about it was enough. He was your typical womanizer. With short blond hair, a deep tan, and blue eyes he was also pretty good-looking. All he was ever interested in was boobs, though. He didn’t even try denying that. She, on the other hand, was a tall, long-legged blonde with a delicate, girlish face. Nothing special at first glance, but when you came to know her, she became remarkably interesting. Karolina all but ignored Michał’s bothersome inclinations. I wasn’t sure how she managed it. With my possessiveness, I wouldn’t be able to stay with a man whose head turned every time he glimpsed another woman. I swallowed two antianxiety pills to be sure I wouldn’t have a full-blown panic attack on the plane.

We were supposed to have a stopover in Rome. An hour’s break and then another hour flying straight to Sicily. Last time I had been to Italy I was sixteen, and since then I didn’t have a high opinion of Italians. They were noisy, intrusive, and didn’t know a word of English. And English was like a native tongue to me. After all those years spent in various hotels, there were times I even thought in English.

When we finally landed in Catania, the sun was already setting. The guy at the car rental office took his bloody time handling customers. We got stuck in the queue for an hour. Martin was hungry and edgy, and his foul mood was rubbing off on me, so I decided to take a look around the place. There wasn’t much to see, truth be told. I exited the air-conditioned building and felt the overwhelming heat. In the distance, I saw the smoking summit of Mount Etna. It was a bit disturbing, really, though I had known the volcano was still active. Walking with my head in the clouds, I didn’t notice the end of the pavement, and before I gathered my wits, an enormous Italian popped out of nowhere and I nearly walked into him. I stopped, dumbfounded, a couple of inches from the man’s back, but he didn’t even flinch, failing to notice I nearly slammed into him. A group of men wearing dark suits were walking out of the airport terminal. The man in front of me looked like he was escorting them. I didn’t wait for them to pass, instead turning on my heel and walking back to the car rental office, praying for the car finally to be ready. When I was close, three black SUVs drove by. The middle one seemed to slow down a bit for an instant, but I couldn’t see anything inside through the darkened windows.

“Laura!” I heard Martin call out, the keys to our car clasped in his hand. “Where the hell are you going? We’re off!”



Hilton Giardini Naxos welcomed us with an enormous vase in the shape of a head, holding a bundle of tall white and pink lilies. The scent of the flowers filled the impressive entrance hall decorated with golden motifs.

“Real ritzy, darling,” I said, turning to Martin with a smile. “A bit Louis XVI. I wonder if there’s a bathtub with lion paws upstairs.”

Everyone burst out laughing. We all had all been thinking the same thing, it seemed. The hotel wasn’t as luxurious as a Hilton should have been. There were a lot of shortcomings I could discern with my professional eye.

“The only things that matter are a good bed, a freezer filled with vodka, and some sunny weather,” Michał said. “I don’t care about anything else.”

“Right, well, I forgot this is going to be just another trip of binge drinking. Now I feel bad for not being an alcoholic like the rest of you,” I replied with a grimace of mock irritation. “I’m hungry. I had my last meal back in Warsaw. Can we get a move on and eat out today? I can already taste that pizza and wine…”

“Spoken like the absolutely-not-alcoholic afficionado of large quantities of wine and champagne,” Martin said with a smirk, wrapping his great arm around my shoulders.

All similarly hungry, we unpacked our things quickly, and after fifteen minutes met in the corridor between our rooms.

With what little time I had, unfortunately I didn’t have the opportunity to adequately prepare myself for going out, but on my way to the room earlier I’d been mentally combing through the contents of my baggage. I wanted something that would end up the least crumpled after the long trip. Finally, I’d picked a long black dress with a metal cross on the back, a pair of black flip-flops, a black leather fringe bag, a gold watch, and large round earrings. I’d hastily applied some eyeliner and mascara, touching up my earlier work, which was already fading after the flight, and then powdered my face lightly. I’d grabbed a tube of golden-speckled lip gloss and drew a line along my lips without looking in the mirror.

Karolina and Michał shot me surprised glances as I left the room. They were still in the same clothes they had had on during the flight.

“How did you manage to change clothes already? You look like you had hours to prepare!” Karolina muttered as we were walking to the elevator.

“Well…” I shrugged. “You’ve got your talent for excessive drinking, but I have a trick or two up my sleeve, too. I prepare in my head, so then I can ready myself in a couple minutes.”

“All right, quit it with the chitchat. Let’s go have a drink!” Martin boomed.

All four of us crossed the hotel lobby to the exit.

Giardini Naxos at night was a beautiful, picturesque place. The narrow, winding streets pulsated with life and music. There were all kinds of people everywhere, from young partygoers to mothers with children. Sicily only woke up after sundown, it seemed. The scorching heat of the day was too much for everyone to go out earlier. We reached the densely populated port district. There were dozens of restaurants, bars, and cafés along the seafront.

“I’m about to die of hunger here,” Karolina said.

“And my blood alcohol content is definitely too low,” added Michał. “Look at this place. It’ll be perfect.”

He pointed to a restaurant by the beach called Tortuga. It was a classy place with glass tables, white chairs and sofas, and candles everywhere. Overhead, enormous sheets of white sailcloth waved and rippled in the wind, making it seem like it was floating. The restaurant was divided into cozy nooks enclosed by heavy wooden beams supporting the cloth roofing. The effect was magical—bright and breezy and simply perfect. The prices were a bit steep, but it was filled with people. Martin waved at a waiter, and with a quick incentive of a few euros, we were sitting comfortably and reading the menu in no time. My dress did nothing to make me blend in with my surroundings. I felt everyone’s eyes on me. With all that white, my black outfit made me stand out like a black beacon.

“I’m feeling watched, but who could have known we’d end up in a big milk jug,” I whispered to Martin with a stupid, apologetic smile.

He took a quizzical look around, leaned in to my ear, and whispered, “You’re paranoid, babe. Besides, you look astonishing. Let them look.”

I scanned the place again. At first glance, nobody was looking my way, but I had this strange feeling of being watched nonetheless. I pushed away the nagging thought of having inherited some kind of mental disease from my mother and focused on the menu. I quickly found my favorite, grilled octopus, and chose a rose Prosecco. The waiter, despite being a Sicilian, was also an Italian, which meant we couldn’t expect anything done fast. We’d have to wait a good long while before he came back to take our order.

“I have to go to the restroom,” I said, my eyes darting around.

There was a small door by the beautiful wooden bar in the corner of the restaurant. I headed that way. I passed through, but it was just the dishwashing room. I turned back, only to hit the stone-hard chest of a tall man. Frowning and rubbing my forehead, I raised my eyes. The man in front of me was handsome. An Italian. Haven’t I seen him somewhere before? His icy stare transfixed me. I couldn’t move as he gazed at me with his black eyes. There was something in him that terrified me. I froze.

“You seem to be lost,” he said in perfect, fluid English with an immaculate British accent. “I can help you if you tell me what you’re looking for.”

He smiled, presenting a set of perfectly straight, white teeth, and placed a hand on my back, between my shoulder blades, touching naked skin. He pushed me gently in the right direction and led me to the door. Feeling his touch made shivers run down my spine. It made walking no easier. I was light-headed, bewildered. I couldn’t speak. The only thing I could do was smile, or rather grimace. I headed back to Martin. With all these emotions running through me, I completely forgot why I had left our table in the first place. As I returned, my friends were already having their drinks—they had managed to down one round already and were just ordering another. I collapsed on the sofa, grabbed my glass of Prosecco, and finished it in one gulp. At the same time, the glass still at my lips, I gestured to the waiter that I needed another one.

Martin shot me an amused glance.

“You boozer!” He laughed. “And you tell me I have a problem with alcohol.”

“I just needed a drink,” I replied, a bit dizzy with the wine I had drunk too quickly.

“That restroom has to be a magical place if that’s the way it worked on you.” Hearing that, I glanced around nervously in search of the tall Italian who had made my legs shake like they had on the day I had first ridden a motorbike after getting my driver’s license.

And he’d be pretty easy to spot in the white interior—just like me, he wore black. Loose black linen trousers, a black shirt with a wooden rosary sticking out from underneath the collar, and black loafers. I might have only glimpsed the man, but I remembered him well.

“Laura!” Michał’s voice pulled me out of my reverie. “Stop staring at people and have a drink!”

I didn’t even notice the second glass of Prosecco arriving at our table. I decided to take my time with it, though I felt the urge to pour it all into my mouth just like the first one. My legs were still shaky. Dinner was served and we devoured it. The octopus was perfect—accompanied only by small, sweet tomatoes. Martin got a gigantic squid, cut into pieces and scattered over his plate with garlic and coriander.

“Holy shit!” Martin exclaimed suddenly, jumping to his feet. “Do you know what time it is? It’s past midnight, so, Laura… ‘Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you…’ ” he sang. Michał and Karolina stood, too, and joined in the merry, loud, and raucous rendition of the birthday song. The other guests were looking at us, intrigued, and then joined as well, singing in Italian. The restaurant reverberated with loud applause, and all I wanted to do was vanish. I hated that stupid tune. I don’t think anybody really like it. Nobody really knows how to behave as everyone is singing it—sing along, clap their hands, smile like an idiot? All options seemed bad, and you are just left the center of attention, looking out of place. With a fake smile plastered to my face, I rose and waved at everyone, bowing and thanking them for their wishes.

“You just had to do this to me, didn’t you?” I growled at Martin, the smile still stretching my lips. “Reminding me of my age isn’t too polite. Besides, did you have to involve everyone?”

“Well, babe, it seems the truth is a hard pill to swallow. But, by way of apology, I’ve ordered your favorite drink.”

The waiter appeared with four tall glasses and a bottle of Moët & Chandon Rosé in a bucket filled with ice.

“Oh, I love it!” I squealed, jumping up and down and clapping my hands like a little girl.

My glee wasn’t unnoticed by the waiter, who opened the bottle and filled our glasses. He then smiled at me widely and put the cooler and the nearly empty bottle on the table as he left.

“Na zdrovye!” called Karolina in Polish, raising her glass. “May you find what you’re looking for, always have what you want, and fulfill all your dreams. Cheers!” We clinked glasses and drank the champagne.

After midnight, the restaurant turned into a club. The colorful lighting drastically changed the atmosphere of the place. The elegant, classy white and sterile interior suddenly exploded with all kinds of gaudy colors. The white was all the more understandable now. With a bit of lighting, you easily could change the character of the room.

I really had to go to the restroom now. This time, however, I decided to find it with some help. The waiter pointed me in the right direction. I elbowed my way through the crowd toward the ladies’ room, when I had that strange feeling of being watched again. I stopped and took a careful look around. On a pedestal, leaning over one of the wooden beams, stood the black-clothed man, pinning me with his icy stare again. He measured me with his eyes, his face showing no emotion. He looked like your typical Italian, though he might have been the least typical man I’d ever seen. His black hair cascaded down his forehead. His jaw was covered with a meticulously trimmed dark stubble. His lips were full and well defined. Perfectly suited to pleasure a woman, I thought. His stare was cold and piercing. It was the stare of a wild animal just waiting to pounce. Seeing him from that distance, I realized just how tall he was. He loomed over the women standing nearby. He must have been at least six three. I don’t know how much time passed with us just staring into each other’s eyes. It might have stopped for all I cared. My bewildered stupor was broken by a man who walked into me on his way somewhere. With all that staring I had grown rigid and numb at the same time, so I just wheeled around on one foot and toppled to the ground.

“You okay?” the Man in Black asked, appearing suddenly at my side. “If not for the fact that I saw it wasn’t you who walked into him this time, I would have thought bumping into people was your way of picking up guys.”

He grabbed me by the elbow and lifted me up effortlessly. He was so strong it seemed like I didn’t weigh a pound. This time I gathered my wits, and the alcohol made me braver.

“I would have thought the problem is that you’re always in my way, pretending to be a wall or a crane,” I retorted, shooting him the coldest stare I could muster.

He withdrew, but kept his eyes focused on me, looking me up and down, as if he couldn’t believe I was real.

“You’ve been watching me the whole evening, haven’t you?” I asked fiercely. I might be paranoid sometimes, but when I have a hunch, it’s rarely wrong.

The man smirked.

“I watch the club,” he replied. “I supervise the staff, check on the guests, and look for women in need of a wall or a crane.”

I found his response amusing and discomfiting in equal parts.

“In that case, thank you for being my crane. Have a good night.” I sent him a provocative gaze and headed toward the restroom. When he stayed behind, I sighed with relief. At least this time I didn’t look like a complete idiot and had been able to speak like a normal person.

“See you around, Laura,” I heard him say.

I spun on my heel, but the Man in Black was nowhere to be seen anymore.

How did he know my name? Had he been eavesdropping on us? No, he couldn’t have. I would have noticed him. Karolina grabbed me by the hand all of a sudden.

“Come on, or you’ll never reach that ladies’ room and we’ll be stuck here forever.”

When we finally returned to our table, there was another bottle of Moët waiting for us.

“Well, well. I see we’re not skimping on the drinks today, darling,” I said with a laugh.

“I thought you ordered it,” Martin replied, visibly surprised. “I already paid, and we wanted to leave.”

I took a look around the club. I knew it wasn’t a mistake. The bottle arrived at that moment on purpose. He was still watching me.

“It’s probably on the house. After your ‘Happy Birthday,’ they couldn’t leave us with nothing,” Karolina said. “But, since it’s already here, drink up!”

I fidgeted on the sofa until the bottle was finished, wondering about who that man dressed in black had been. Why had he looked at me like that? How did he know my name?

We spent the rest of the evening wandering around clubs, only returning to the hotel when the sun was rising.

I woke with a terrible headache. Oh, right… Moët. I adore champagne, but the hangovers it causes are the worst. What normal person binges on champagne? With the last of the strength I could muster, I crawled out of bed and reached the bathroom. I rummaged through my toiletry bag and foundmy painkillers, taking three and returning straight to bed. When I came to a few hours later, Martin was gone, and I could hear the sounds of people lounging in and around the pool. I needed to get up and catch some sun. It was my vacation, after all. Energized with that thought, I took a quick shower, jumped into a bikini, and thirty minutes later was ready for sunbathing.

Michał and Karolina were sprawled on chaise longues by the pool, sipping on ice-cold wine.

“Here. It’s medicine,” Michał said, passing me a plastic cup. “I’m afraid plastic is all they’ve got. Regulations.”

The wine was delicious. Cold and… wet. I downed the glass in one go.

“Have you seen Martin? He wasn’t there when I woke up.”

“He’s working in the lobby. The Internet was too bad in the room,” Karolina explained.

Right—man’s best friend, the laptop. And work was Martin’s favorite lover. I lay down on the chaise and spent the rest of the day alone, with only the constantly smooching couple next to me. Once in a while, Michał would push away from Karolina and exclaim, “Look at those tits!” at passing women.

“Want to grab some lunch?” he asked at one point. “I’ll go fetch Martin. That man can’t enjoy a proper vacation with that laptop of his.”

He got up, put on a T-shirt, and headed to the lobby.

“Sometimes I can’t stand him.” I turned to Karolina and she stared at me, eyes wide. “I’ll never be number one with him. You know, more important than work, friends, or hobbies. Sometimes I think he’s with me just because he’s got nothing better to do. It’s a bit like having a dog—you pet it when you want, play around a little bit, but when you’re bored you just shoo it away. It’s there for you, not the other way around, right? Martin spends more time chatting with his friends on Facebook than with me at home. Not to mention in bed.”

Karolina rolled to the side and propped up on an elbow.

“You know, Laura, relationships are like that sometimes. Passion just vanishes at some point.”

“But after a year and a half? Not even that! Am I that ugly? Is something wrong with me? Is it wrong that I just want to have a good fuck once in a while?”

Karolina jumped to her feet with a laugh and gestured to me to get up.

“You need a drink. Overthinking it won’t change a thing. Just look around! It’s perfect and you’re beautiful and so thin! If not Martin, you’ll find someone else! Come on!”

I threw on a light floral tunic, wrapped my beach scarf into a turban, put on my Ralph Lauren sunglasses, and followed Karolina to the bar in the lobby. My companion went to her room for a while to leave her bag and ask Michał about those lunch plans. Our men weren’t downstairs. I went to the bar and waved at the bartender, asking for two glasses of cold Prosecco. That was just what I needed.

“That’s it?” I heard a man’s voice behind me. “I thought your heart belongs to Moët?”

I turned around and froze. There he was, standing right in front of me. Only he wasn’t the Man in Black anymore. He wore off-white linen pants and a bright shirt. It was the perfect counterpoint to his sun-kissed skin. He pulled his sunglasses lower down his nose and fixed me with that cold stare of his again. He called out to the bartender in Italian. As soon as the mysterious man arrived, the man behind the counter had pointedly ignored everyone else, standing at attention and waiting for my stalker’s order. Hidden behind my sunglasses, I felt especially courageous and gutsy today—furious and hungover.

“Why do I get the feeling you’re following me?” I asked, crossing my arms. He raised his right hand and slowly took my glasses off to see my eyes. It felt like he was taking away my shield. Suddenly I was out in the open.

“It’s not a feeling,” he said, looking me straight in the eyes. “It’s not coincidence, either. Happy twenty-ninth birthday, Laura. May the coming year be the best in your life,” he whispered, and placed a delicate kiss on my cheek.

I was so shocked that I just stood there, dumbfounded and mute. How did he know my age? And how the hell did he find me on the other end of town? The bartender’s voice shook me out of that train of thought. I turned his way. He was just setting a bottle of rose Moët and a small colorful cupcake with a single candle on the counter.

“Goddamn it!” I spun to face the Man in Black, who had vanished in the meantime. Again.

“Well, well,” Karolina said with a smile, approaching the bar. “We were supposed to have a glass of Prosecco and suddenly I find another bottle of champagne waiting for me.”

I shrugged and scanned my surroundings nervously in search of the mysterious man, but he wasn’t there. I pulled out a credit card and offered it to the bartender. In mangled English he refused the payment, assuring me that the tab had already been paid. Karolina graced him with a charming smile, grabbed the cooler with the bottle and cups, and went straight back to the pool. I blew out the candle on the cupcake and followed her.

I was pissed off, to say the least. But also disoriented and intrigued. There were dozens of different scenarios playing out in my head, suggesting different personalities for the mysterious man. The first thing that came to my mind was that he was some kind of pervert. But it didn’t entirely agree with the image of the breathtakingly handsome Italian—he was probably spending more time trying to avoid admirers than actively seeking them out. Judging by his shoes and expensive clothes, he was far from broke. And he had mentioned something about checking up on guests in that club. So my next theory was that he was the manager there. But that wouldn’t explain what he was doing at the hotel. I shook my head, trying to get rid of the nagging thoughts, and reached for a cup. What do I care? I thought, sipping the champagne. It must have been a coincidence after all.

When we finished the bottle, our men arrived, looking happy.

“So how about that lunch?” Martin asked with a satisfied grin.

The champagne I had drunk, today and last evening, made me combative. I was furious about his carefree attitude.

“What the fuck, Martin?” I snapped. “It’s my birthday and you vanish for hours and don’t even care what I’m doing or how I’m feeling and now you just show up and simply ask about lunch? Enough of this! It’s always about you. I always do what you want, and you always tell me what to do. I’m never the most important thing in your life. And lunchtime was hours ago!”

I wrapped my tunic more tightly around me, grabbed my bag, and stormed off to the lobby. I crossed the hall and found myself on the street. My eyes were watering. I put my glasses on and started walking.

The streets of Giardini were lovely. There were trees speckled with flowers growing all along the pavement. The buildings were well cared for and beautiful. Sadly, my state of mind didn’t allow me to really take in the charm of the place. I felt so alone. I realized I was crying. Tears flowing freely down my cheeks, racked with sobs, I nearly ran. Was I running away from something?

The sun was slowly setting, but still I walked. When the first wave of anger abated, I became aware of just how much my feet hurt. My wedge-heeled flip-flops, despite being a work of art, were no shoes for long walks. I noticed a small café in one of the nooks and crannies of the town. It was the perfect place to catch my breath, and I found out one of the items on the menu was sparkling wine. I sat down outside, watching the serene surface of the sea. An old woman brought me a glass of wine and said something in Italian, gently stroking my hand. Jesus, I didn’t even have to understand the words to know what she was talking about—that all men were bastards unworthy of our tears. I sat at the table and stared out at the sea until it grew dark. I wouldn’t have been able to get up after how much I had to drink, but meanwhile I had ordered a quattro formaggi pizza that had turned out to be a better salve for my sadness than the wine. Then I had tiramisu and it was one of the best I had in my entire life. Better than the best champagne.

I felt ready to return and face what I had left by running away. Calmly and slowly, I headed back to the hotel. The winding streets were nearly deserted—they were too far from the main boulevard running along the coast. Two black SUVs passed me by. I had seen cars like those before, back at the airport.

The night was hot, I was drunk, my birthday was ending, and everything felt wrong. I turned when the walkway ended and realized I had no idea where I was. Shit. Me and my sense of direction. I looked around, but the only thing I could see were the lights of approaching cars.





CHAPTER 2

When I opened my eyes, it was night. I looked around and realized I still had no idea where I was. I was lying in an enormous bed in a room faintly lit only by the streetlamps outside. My head hurt and I needed to puke. What the hell happened? Where was I? I tried getting up but didn’t have the strength. I felt like I weighed a ton. Even my head was too heavy to lift from the pillow. I closed my eyes and fell back into unconsciousness.

When I came to again, it was still dark. How long had I been asleep? Maybe it was the next night? There was no clock anywhere, and I didn’t have my bag or my phone with me. This time I managed to push myself up and sit on the edge of the bed. For a while, I waited for my head to stop spinning. There was a night lamp by the bed. When its light filled the room, I saw it was part of an old house. I didn’t know this place.

The window frames were gigantic and richly carved. Opposite the great wooden bed there was an enormous stone fireplace, the kind I’d only ever seen in movies. There were old wooden beams running across the ceiling. They matched the color of the window frames. The room was comfortable, classy, and very Italian. I walked toward the window and went out to the balcony overlooking a garden. The view was breathtaking.

“So good to see you awake.”

I froze, hearing the words. My heart must have skipped a beat. I turned around and saw a young Italian. I knew he was a local by the accent with which he had spoken to me in English. His appearance only reinforced my assumption. He wasn’t tall, just like 70 percent of Italians I had seen. He had long, dark hair that flowed freely over his shoulders, delicate facial features, and very large lips. A beautiful boy, you might say. He wore an immaculate elegant suit, but it did nothing to make him look any more adult. He evidently worked out. His shoulders were wide.

“Where am I? Why am I here?” I barked, stomping toward the man.

“Why don’t you go and refresh yourself? I’ll be back for you and you’ll learn everything,” he said, and walked out, shutting the door behind him. He had left me, while it was me who was scared witless by this whole situation.

I tried prying the door open, but it was no use. The man must have used a key to lock me in. I swore under my breath. I was completely helpless.

There was another door by the fireplace. I opened it and turned the light on, revealing a spectacular bathroom. There was a gigantic bathtub in the middle, a dressing table in the corner, right next to a sink with a tall mirror. In the opposite corner there was a shower that could probably fit an entire football team. It had no shower caddy or walls—only a large glass panel and a floor made out of minuscule mosaic tiles. The bathroom was probably as large as Martin’s entire apartment. Martin… he must be worried sick. Or maybe not? Maybe he’s happy he got me out of his hair. I felt another pang of anger, this time laced with fear caused by the situation I had gotten myself into.

I walked up to the mirror and gazed at myself. I looked good, incredibly good in fact. My skin was tanned brown and I appeared well rested. The bags I had under my eyes lately had vanished. I was still dressed in the black tunic and the bikini I had been wearing on my birthday, when I had run from the hotel. How was I supposed to refresh myself without my stuff? I dropped my clothes and took a shower, grabbing a fluffy white bathrobe from the hanger. Here you go—refreshed!

As I walked around the room where I had woken up, looking for any clues as to my whereabouts, the door opened. The young Italian was there again. With a wide gesture, he showed me out. We walked down a long corridor decorated with flowerpots. The house was engulfed in darkness, illuminated only by the streetlamps outside, shining through the numerous windows. We weaved our way through a labyrinth of corridors until the man stopped by a door and opened it. He shut it behind me, staying outside. This room must have been a library—the walls were lined with bookshelves and paintings in heavy, dark frames. There was another beautiful stone fireplace in the middle, with a fire burning brightly within. Around it stood soft dark-green sofas stacked with dozens of pillows in various shades of gold. There was a small table next to one of them, with a champagne cooler perched on top. I shuddered. Alcohol was the last thing I needed right now.

“Please, have a seat. You didn’t react well to the sleeping pills. I had no idea you had a heart condition,” I heard a man say, and noticed a silhouette standing on the balcony, facing away from me.

I didn’t even flinch.

“Have a seat, Laura. I will have to use force if you don’t comply. I will not ask again.”

Blood was pounding in my head. I could hear the thumping of my own heart. I was about to faint and could see dark spots floating in front of my eyes.

“Why aren’t you listening to me, goddamn it?”

The silhouette leaped from the balcony into the room and caught me before I could collapse to the floor.

I blinked, trying to clear my sight, and felt the man sitting me down in an armchair and putting an ice cube into my mouth.

“Suck it. You’ve been asleep for nearly two days. The doctor gave you an IV so you didn’t dehydrate, but you may feel thirsty and dizzy.” I knew that voice and that characteristic accent.

I opened my eyes only to meet that ice-cold, animal stare. It was the same man I had met at the hotel, in the restaurant, and… oh my God—at the airport! He was dressed the same way he had been when we had landed on Sicily and when I had walked into his burly bodyguard. He was wearing a black suit with a black shirt with the top button undone. Very elegant and very imperious. I spat the ice cube into his face.

“Why am I here? Who are you and how dare you keep me here?”

He swept away the water spattered over his face, picked the cold translucent cube from the rug, and flung it into the fireplace.

“Answer me, you motherfucker!” I screamed, momentarily forgetting my dizziness. I tried to jump to my feet, but he put his hands over my shoulders and pushed me back into the armchair.

“I told you to sit down. I will not tolerate any insubordination,” he growled, leaning over me with his hands propped on the armrests.

Furious, I raised my hand and slapped his face. His eyes blazed with wild fury, and I shrank back in terror. The man rose, very slowly, straightened out, and inhaled loudly through his nose. I was so afraid of what I had done I stayed down, frozen, unable and unwilling to test his limits. He headed toward the fireplace, stopped with his back to me, and put his hands on the wall over the mantel, leaning on it heavily. Time was passing, and he stood there, utterly quiet. If not for the fact that he was keeping me there against my will, I would probably have felt pricks of conscience by now and would have started apologizing profusely, but in my circumstances, I couldn’t help feeling only anger.

“You’re so disobedient, Laura, I have difficulty believing you’re not Italian.”

He turned back and looked at me. His eyes were still blazing. I decided to keep quiet, hoping to learn what I was doing here and how much longer this whole business would take.

The door opened and the same young man who had brought me here entered.

“Don Massimo…” he stammered.

The Man in Black shot him a warning glance, making his subordinate freeze. Then he walked over to the younger man and stopped only a few inches short of touching him. He needed to bend down, being a lot taller than the second man—at least a few inches.

Their conversation was in Italian—the youngster spoke, and my captor stood perfectly still and listened. He replied with a single utterance and the other man disappeared, closing the door behind him. The Man in Black paced the room for a while, then left for the balcony. He leaned over the railing and started to repeat some phrase in a soft whisper.

Don… I recalled people referring this way to Marlon Brando in The Godfather. But he was the head of a Mafia family. Suddenly it all came together: the bodyguards, the cars with black windows, that enormous house, and the terrifying imperiousness. I had thought the Cosa Nostra a figment of Francis Ford Coppola’s imagination, but here I was, in the middle of the real thing.

“Massimo?” I asked quietly. “Is that what I am supposed to call you? Or Don?”

The man turned around and walked back to me with a confident stride. The whir of thoughts in my head made me gasp for air. The fear was paralyzing.

“So, you think you understand now?” he asked, reclining on the sofa.

“I think now I know what your name is.”

He smiled slightly, growing a bit more relaxed. “I imagine you’d like some kind of explanation. Nevertheless, I don’t know how you’ll react to what I am going to say. Better have a drink first.”

He stood up and poured us two glasses of champagne. He took one and passed it to me, and then sipped from the other one before taking his seat on the sofa again.

“A few years ago, I had a… let’s call it an accident. I was shot. It’s part of the risk you need to accept when you’re part of my family. As I lay dying, I saw…” He trailed off and got up. After walking to the fireplace, he placed the glass down on top of the stone mantel and sighed heavily. “What I’m about to tell you will be hard to believe. Before I saw you at the airport, I never hoped to meet you in person. Please, look up at the painting over the fireplace.”

My eyes trailed upward, to the place he had pointed to. I stiffened. It was a portrait of a woman. With my face. I grabbed my glass and downed it. The alcoholic bite made me wince, but it had the calming effect I had expected. I reached out for the bottle to pour myself another glass. Meanwhile, Massimo continued.

“When my heart stopped, I saw… you. After weeks in a coma, I regained consciousness, and my fitness came back sometime later. As soon as I was able to communicate the image I had before my eyes the whole time, I called an artist to paint the woman I saw in my dreams. He painted you.”

That couldn’t be disputed. It was me in the painting. But… how was that possible?

“I looked for you everywhere. Well, that might be a bit of an overstatement. Deep down, I knew someday you’d show up. And here you are. I saw you at the airport, leaving the terminal. At first I wanted to grab you then and there and never let you go again, but that was just too much of a risk. But since then, my people have been keeping an eye on you. Tortuga, the restaurant you ended up in, is my property. But it wasn’t my doing that you went there. It was fate. When you were inside, I just couldn’t resist. I had to talk to you. And then fate intervened again, and you went through that door you shouldn’t have. Providence seems to favor me. The hotel you stayed in is also mine… In part.”

That’s when I realized where the champagne on our table had come from, and why I had felt watched. I wanted to interrupt the man and shower him with a million questions, but I decided to wait.

“You must be mine, too, Laura.”

That was it. I snapped. “I’m not anyone’s property! I’m not a thing to own! And you can’t just have me. Kidnap me and count on me just accepting that,” I hissed.

“I know. That’s why I’ll give you a chance to fall in love with me and stay with me out of your own volition, rather than any compulsion I might impose.”

I snorted with hysterical laughter, and then slowly and calmly rose from the armchair. Massimo didn’t object to that. I walked over to the fireplace, turning my champagne glass in my fingers. I finished the rest and then turned to my captor.

“You’re kidding, right?” I narrowed my eyes, pinning the man with a hateful glare.

“I have a boyfriend who will look for me. I have a family. Friends. I have a life. And I don’t need your goddamn chance at love!” I nearly shouted that out. “So you’ll let me go right now and allow me to return to my world.”

Massimo walked over to the opposite side of the room. He opened a cabinet and took out two envelopes before returning and stopping right next to me. He was close enough for me to smell his scent—an overpowering mix of power, money, and warm, spiced perfume. It made me feel dizzy all over again.

He passed me the first envelope, saying, “Before you open it, I’ll explain what is inside…” I didn’t wait, instead spinning on my heel away from him and ripping the envelope open.

Photos spilled to the floor.

“Oh my God…” I breathed. Then a great sob wracked my body and I collapsed to my knees, hiding my face in my hands.

My heart cramped and my eyes teared up. The photos showed Martin fucking another woman. They had been snapped secretly, but there was no doubt they showed my boyfriend.

“Laura…” Massimo knelt beside me. “I will explain what you’re seeing now, so listen, please. When I tell you to do something, and you decide to do the opposite, it will always… always end up badly for you. Please understand that and stop fighting me. You’ve already lost that battle.”

I raised my teary eyes and looked at him with such uncontrollable hate that he withdrew a bit. I was furious, desperate, ripped to shreds with grief. I didn’t care anymore.

“You know what? Fuck off and die!” I threw the envelope at him and leaped for the door.

Still on his knees, Massimo shot out a hand and grabbed my ankle, pulling me toward him. I toppled to the floor again, slamming into it with my back. He didn’t mind, instead pulling me across the rug until I found myself directly beneath him. Lightning fast, he released my ankle and clasped his hands around my wrists. I thrashed wildly, trying to break free.

“Let me go, you fucker!” I roared, struggling.

He shook me, trying to make me stop fighting, and a gun slipped from beneath his belt, tumbling to the floor. I froze, but Massimo didn’t seem to care at all, instead keeping his eyes focused solely on me. His hands clamped around my wrists harder, like vises. I stopped struggling, growing limp. I was helpless. I cried. His cold eyes pierced me with their icy stare. His eyes trailed down my body, half-naked now. The bathrobe I had on had rolled upward, revealing a lot. Massimo inhaled through his teeth, biting his lower lip. He moved his mouth near mine. I stopped breathing. He was taking in my scent and getting ready to taste me now. His lips touched my cheek and trailed a line across it. He whispered, “I will not do anything without your consent and willingness. Even if I think I already have it, I’ll wait for you to want me, to need me, and to come to me out of your own will. Which doesn’t mean that I don’t want to enter you, deep, and stifle your screams with my tongue.”

Those words, spoken so softly and silently, caused a wave of heat to ripple through my entire body.

“Now stop squirming and listen. I have a hard night ahead of me. The previous ones haven’t been a walk in the park either, and you’re not making it any easier for me. I’m not used to having to tolerate insubordination. I don’t know how to be delicate, but I don’t want to hurt you. So either I strap you to a chair and gag you, or I let you go and you start doing what I say.”

His body was stuck to mine. I could feel each of his perfectly toned muscles working beneath his skin.

He slid his left knee, which had been locked between my legs, higher when I didn’t react to his words. I moaned softly, stifling a scream when he pushed his knee between my thighs and it rubbed against my sensitive skin. My back arched unwillingly as I turned my head away from him. My body only reacted this way when I was aroused. Despite Massimo’s aggression, that was exactly how I felt.

“Don’t provoke me, Laura,” he hissed.

“All right. I’ll be good. Just get off me.”

Gracefully, Massimo stood up and put his gun on the table before taking me by the hands and leading me back to the armchair.

“This way it’ll be a lot easier for the both of us, believe me. So, back to those photos…” he said.

“On your birthday, I witnessed a quarrel between you and your man at the pool. When you left, I knew it was the day I’d bring you into my life. After your man didn’t even move a muscle to stop you when you ran away, I knew he wasn’t worthy of you. I knew he wouldn’t grieve for you too long. When you disappeared, your friends went to lunch as if nothing happened. That’s when my people took your things from your room and left a letter in which you wrote to Martin that you’re leaving him and returning to Poland, moving out of his apartment and disappearing from his life. There’s no possibility that he didn’t read it when he went to his room after lunch. In the evening, when they walked by the reception dressed fashionably and in a great mood, your friends were approached by a staff member who recommended a club to them. It’s called Toro and it’s also my property. This way I could control the situation. When you look through those photos, you’ll see the whole story play out just the way I told you. What happened at the club… well, they drank, had fun, and Martin took an interest in one of the dancers. You saw the rest. The pictures speak for themselves.”

I sat still, looking at him in disbelief. My whole life had been turned upside down in a matter of hours.

“I want to go back to Poland. Please, let me go home.”

Massimo got up from the sofa again and walked over to the fireplace. The dying fire bathed the room in a warm half-light. He propped one hand on the wall and said something in Italian. With a deep sigh, he turned to me again and replied, “Unfortunately, that won’t be possible during the next three hundred and sixty-five days. I want you to sacrifice a year for me. I will do everything in my power to make you fall in love with me. If I fail by your next birthday, I will set you free. Don’t get me wrong, this is not a proposal. I’m telling you what is going to happen. I will not touch you or do anything you won’t want. I will not make you do anything against your will. I will not rape you, if that’s what you’re afraid of. Because you’re my angel. I want to show you all the respect in the world. Your value to me is as high as my own life’s. Everything in my residence will be at your disposal. You will get your own bodyguards, but not because I want to control you. It’s only for your own safety. You will pick the men yourself. You will be able to access all my property. I will not keep you locked up. If it is your wish to leave the house and go to a club or wherever else, I have nothing against it—”

I interrupted him.

“You’re not being serious, are you? You think I’ll just sit here like nothing ever happened? What will my parents think? You don’t know my mother. She’ll cry her eyes out when she learns I’ve been abducted. She’ll spend the rest of her life looking for me. Do you know what this will do to her? I’d rather you shot me right here and now than make me blame myself for my mother’s pain. If you let me out of this room, I’ll run away, and you’ll never see me again. I will not be anyone’s property. Not yours, not anyone else’s.”

Massimo closed the distance between us, as if he knew something unpleasant was going to happen again. He reached out, passing me the other envelope.

Holding it in my hands, I wondered if I should rip it open like I had done the first one. I studied Massimo’s face closely. He was watching the fire, waiting for my reaction to what was inside the envelope.

I ripped it open and pulled out another set of photos, my hands shaking. What the fuck? Those were photos of my family: Mom, Dad, and my brother. In normal, everyday situations. Taken near our house, or at lunch with friends, through the bedroom window as they slept.

“What is this supposed to mean?” I asked, disoriented and pissed to the brink of completely losing it.

“This is my insurance policy. You will not risk the life and safety of your family, will you? I know where they live, what they do, where they work, when they go to sleep and what they eat for breakfast. I will not keep an eye on you the entire time. I know I won’t be able to keep you in place when I’m out. I won’t keep you under lock and key, either. The only thing I can do is to give you an ultimatum: you give me a year and your family will be safe and sound.”

I sat rooted to the spot and wondered if I could kill him. There was a gun lying on the table between us and I was ready to do what it took to protect my family. I sprang up and snatched the firearm, aiming it at the man. He remained in place, calm and impassive, but his eyes were ablaze with anger.

“You’re driving me crazy, Laura. Crazy and mad. Please, put the gun down or the situation might get out of control and I may be forced to hurt you.”

As soon as he was finished, I closed my eyes and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. Massimo pounced on me, wrested the gun from my hand, and jerked me off the armchair, flinging me to the sofa he had jumped off of a second ago. He rolled me to my stomach and bound my hands with a decorative rope attached to one of the pillows. Then he sat me up, or rather threw me against the soft seat.

“You have to flick off the safety first! You want to talk that way? You comfortable? Want to kill me? Think it’s so easy? As if nobody tried before you…”

He trailed off, brushed his hair with a hand, sighed, and threw me a cold and furious glare.

“Domenico!” he called out.

The young Italian immediately appeared at the door. He must have been waiting on the other side, ready to enter at any time.

“Take Laura to her room but keep the door unlocked,” he said in English with that British accent of his. He wanted me to understand. Having done that, he turned to me and said, “I will not keep you here against your will, but will you risk escaping?”

He lifted me by the rope and passed it to Domenico, who accepted the thing with utter impassivity. Massimo tucked his gun behind his belt and left the room, shooting me a last warning glance as he did so.

The young Italian gestured to the door and led me by the “leash” Massimo had bound me with. After walking the same labyrinth of corridors, we reached the room where I had woken up a few hours ago. Domenico untied my hands, nodded, and closed the door as he left. I waited a couple of minutes and grabbed the handle. The door wasn’t locked. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to cross the threshold. I sat down on the bed, thoughts spinning in my head. Was he telling the truth? Was he being serious? The entire year without my friends? Without my family? Without Warsaw? I broke out crying. Would he be able to do something that cruel to my family? I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t want to test him. A wave of tears flooded from my eyes. I don’t know how long I spent crying, but finally, exhausted, I fell asleep.

I woke up curled into a ball, still wearing the fluffy white bathrobe. It was dark outside. I wasn’t sure if it was the same horrible night, or maybe the next one.

I heard hushed male voices from the garden, so I went to the balcony. I couldn’t see anyone. The sounds were too quiet for the men to be anywhere close by. Something must be happening on the other side of the property, I thought. Reluctantly, I grabbed the door handle to check if I was free to go. The door was open, and I crossed the threshold, only to spend a long while thinking whether to continue or retreat back into the room. My curiosity won that struggle and I headed down a long hallway, in the direction of the voices. It was a hot and breezy August night. The drapes in the windows fluttered in the breeze that smelled of the sea. The house was dark and calm. I wondered how it looked by day. Without Domenico, I couldn’t find my way through the tangled corridors. In just a short while, I was hopelessly lost. The only thing I navigated by were the voices. They were growing louder with each step I took. Passing through a half-open door, I found myself in an enormous hall with gigantic windows overlooking the driveway. I approached the pane of glass and leaned against the thick, tall frame, trying to hide behind it.

In the dark, I could see Massimo and several other people. There was a man kneeling before them shouting something in Italian. His expression suggested terror and panic as he stared wide-eyed at the Man in Black. Massimo was standing at ease, his hands in the pockets of his casual pants. He was fixing the pleading man with an icy stare, waiting for him to finish. As soon as he did, Massimo impassively uttered a short sentence or two, took out his gun, and shot the man in the head. The victim’s body flopped to the stone driveway.

I yelped and put my hands to my mouth to stop myself from screaming. It was no use. Massimo heard me, turned away from the body, and looked straight at me. His stare was cold and emotionless, as if killing a man was nothing to him. He grabbed the silencer of his gun and passed the weapon to one of the men standing next to him. I slumped to the floor.

I couldn’t breathe. I gasped for air. My heart was thumping, but its rhythm was quickly slowing and so was the pumping of blood in my head. I saw darkness and my stomach cramped, signaling the inevitable release of the champagne I had drunk earlier. With trembling hands, I tried untying the belt of the bathrobe that seemed to constrict me so tightly I could barely breathe. I had witnessed the death of a human being. In my head, I could see the scene of the execution replaying over and over again. The image made me choke, my lungs completely void of air. I let it go, succumbed to the feeling, stopped fighting. During the last moments of consciousness, I felt the belt of the bathrobe loosening and someone’s fingers touching my neck, searching for a pulse. One hand slid under my back and went up, passing my neck and holding my head. Another supported my legs. I felt movement. I wanted to open my eyes but couldn’t lift my eyelids.

There were sounds around me, but only one clear enough to hear, “Breathe, Laura.”

That accent. I knew it was Massimo with his arms around me. The arms of a man who had killed just a moment before. He took me to my room, kicking the door open. I felt him laying me down on the bed. I was still struggling to breathe. My heaving breath was getting less chaotic and panicked, but I still couldn’t inhale deeply. There was still too little oxygen.

Massimo opened my mouth with one hand and slid a pill under my tongue.

“Don’t be afraid, darling girl. It’s heart medicine. The doctor left it in case of just such a situation.”

A while later my breathing went back to normal. Oxygen finally got into my lungs and my heart steadied its rhythm. I sank into the sheets and fell into a deep sleep.





CHAPTER 3

When I opened my eyes, it was day. I was lying in white sheets, wearing a T-shirt and briefs. I seemed to recall falling asleep with the bathrobe on… Had the Man in Black changed my clothes? In order to do that, he’d have to first remove the bathrobe. And that meant he had seen me naked. That thought wasn’t exactly pleasant, even though it had to be said that Massimo was as handsome as they got.

The events of last night flitted before my eyes. I gasped in fear and pulled the duvet over my head. All this information—the 365 days he was giving me, my family, Martin’s betrayal, and the death of that man—was too much for one night.

“It wasn’t me who changed your clothes,” I heard a muffled voice saying through the duvet.

I slowly pulled it off and looked at the Man in Black. He was sitting in a grand armchair by the bed. This time, he was wearing a more casual outfit—gray joggers and a white tank top, accentuating the muscles of his wide shoulders and perfectly chiseled arms. He was barefoot, and his hair was in disarray.

If not for the fact that he was looking so fresh and tempting, I’d have thought he had just woken up.

“Maria, my cousin, did it,” he was saying. “I wasn’t even there. I promised you I won’t do anything without your consent, though I won’t pretend I wasn’t tempted to watch. Especially because you were unconscious, so defenseless. And I was sure you wouldn’t slap me in the face this time,” he said, raising his brows in amusement. I saw him smile for the first time. He looked carefree and happy. For him, the dramatic events of last night were already forgotten.

I sat up and rested my head against the wooden headboard. Massimo, his roguish smile not disappearing, reclined in the armchair, crossed his legs, and waited for me to speak.

“You killed a man,” I breathed, my eyes tearing up. “You shot him just like that. Without emotion, as if it was just another thing.”

His eyes immediately lost their playfulness, and the smile vanished from his face, replaced with an unflinching mask of severity that I already knew.

“He betrayed the family. I am its head, so he betrayed me.” Massimo leaned closer. “I told you, but apparently you thought I was joking. I do not tolerate defiance and insubordination, Laura. There is nothing as important as loyalty. You are not yet ready for all this, and you can’t ever be ready for what you saw yesterday.”

He trailed off and stood up, walking over to the bed and sitting on its edge. He combed through my hair with a hand, as if checking if I was real. At some point, he slid his hand under my head and grabbed me by the hair, hard. He swung his leg over me and sat astride me, pinning me down. His breathing quickened, and his eyes flared with passion and animalistic ferocity. I went rigid with terror, and it must have shown on my face. Massimo saw it and he liked it.

After the events of last night, I knew this man was no joke. If I wanted my family to be safe, I needed to accept his terms.

Massimo clamped his hand even harder on the back of my head, trailing his nose across my face. He inhaled deeply, taking in the scent of my skin. I wanted to close my eyes to show him the depth of my contempt, to overcome my own fear, but I was hypnotized by the savagery of his gaze and couldn’t take my eyes off him. He was a beautiful man. Exactly my type. Black eyes, dark hair, large and full lips, a light stubble on his face, now delicately tickling my cheeks. And that body! Long, lean legs around my hips, strong and muscular arms, and a wide chest that I could see through the tight tank top.

“I said I won’t do anything without your consent, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to stop myself after all,” he whispered, looking me in the eyes.

He grabbed my hair and jerked my head back, pushing it into the pillow. I moaned softly. Massimo sucked in a gust of air, and then slowly and delicately inserted his right leg between my thighs. He rubbed against me with his manhood. I could feel it on my hip. He wanted me so bad. I, on the other hand, could only feel fear.

“I want to have you, Laura. I need to have you whole…” He was trailing his nose along my face. “When you’re so fragile and helpless… I want you even more. I want to fuck you like nobody ever did before. I want you to feel pain and rapture. I want to be your last lover…”

He was saying all this while his hips were rhythmically rubbing against me. I understood that the game I was going to be a part of had just begun. I had nothing to lose. My options were to either spend the next 365 days fighting this man, which could only end in defeat, or learn the rules of the game and play it. Slowly, I lifted my hands above my head, resting them on the pillow, showing submission and defenselessness. Seeing that, the Man in Black let my hair go and intertwined his fingers with mine, pinning my hands to the bed.

“That’s better,” he breathed.

“I’m glad you understand me.”

Massimo’s impressive cock was rubbing against my hip faster and harder. I could feel it slide over my tummy.

“Do you want me?” I asked, lifting my head slightly, tracing my lower lip across his chin.

He moaned, and before I could react, his tongue was already in my mouth, pushing itself in frantically, deep, in a desperate search for my own. His grip on my hands slackened and I could free my right arm. Engrossed by the kiss, he didn’t notice. I raised my right knee and pushed him away, simultaneously slapping him in the face with my free hand.

“Is this the respect you said you’d show me?” I screamed. “I remember you saying something about waiting for my express consent instead of misinterpreting any perceived signs!”

Massimo froze, and when he turned his head back to me, his eyes were calm and expressionless.

“If you hit me one more time—”

“What are you going to do? Kill me?” I barked before he could finish.

He withdrew, sitting on the edge of the bed. For a while he just stared at me, and then suddenly he burst out in loud, clear, and completely sincere laughter. In that moment, he looked like a young boy. For all I knew he might have been one—I had no idea as to his real age, but in that instant, he looked younger than me.

“How are you not Italian?” he asked. “This doesn’t feel like Slavic temperament.”

“How many Slavic girls do you know?”

“Oh, one is enough,” he replied, still mirthful, and jumped off the bed. He turned to me, smiling, and said, “This is going to be a great year, but I do have to learn to dodge faster. You caught me off guard this time, sweetheart.”

He headed to the door, but before crossing the threshold, he stopped and shot me another glance.

“Your things are here. Domenico arranged them in the closets. Not too many of them, but still, for someone who was supposed to be here only five days, you have a surprising amount of clothes. Not to mention shoes. We need to do something with your outfits, though. I’ll be back in the afternoon, and we’ll go buy you something new. Underwear and whatever else you’d like. This room is yours, unless you find another one you like more. The servants know who you are. Call Domenico if you need anything. The cars and drivers are at your disposal, though I’d prefer it if you didn’t travel alone. You will get a security detail. They will do their best not to look too conspicuous. I will give you your telephone and computer in the evening, but we’ll have to discuss some terms before I do that.”

I stared at him, eyes wide, wondering what I was actually feeling. My thoughts were racing, and I couldn’t focus with the taste of Massimo’s mouth still on my lips. His penis was still erect, throbbing, and I couldn’t take my eyes off it. I think I had a crush on my captor… There was no way to know if it was my subconscious reaction to Martin’s betrayal, a need to take some kind of revenge, or else the desire to show Massimo just how tough I could be.

Meanwhile, Massimo continued. “The residence has a private beach, Jet Skis, and motorboats, but you aren’t allowed to use them just yet. There is a pool in the garden. Domenico will show you around. He will be your personal assistant and translator if it comes to that. Some people don’t know English around here. I chose him for his great love of fashion. Besides, he’s about your age.”

“How old are you?” I interrupted him. He let go of the door handle and leaned against the doorframe. “Shouldn’t godfathers be old guys?”

Massimo narrowed his eyes and replied, keeping his stare fixed on me, “I am not capo di tutti capi. They are older, you’re right. I am a capofamiglia, or a don. But that is a long story. If you’re interested, I’ll tell you later.”

He turned around and walked down the hallway until he vanished through one of the dozens of doors. I stayed still for a while longer, analyzing my predicament. Thinking about it felt exhausting, so I decided to keep myself busy. I had my first real chance to see the mansion in daylight. My room must have been at least 860 square feet and it had everything I could want. A great walk-in closet straight out of Sex and the City, for instance. Only nearly empty. The things I had taken with me to Sicily filled only about a hundredth of the gigantic room. The shoe shelves were empty, too. Most drawers only contained satin lining and nothing else. The place needed some filling.

Aside from the walk-in closet, I also got an enormous bathroom—the one I had used during the night. I had been too shocked and dazed then to really take in the impressive room. The huge open shower had a steam sauna function and was lined with massage jets that looked like towel hangers. Inside the dressing table with the mirror, I was delighted to find cosmetics of all my favorite brands: Dior, YSL, Guerlain, Chanel, and lots of others. Bottles of perfume crowded the counter next to the sink and one of them was my beloved Lancôme Midnight Rose. At first I wondered how he knew, but he knew everything about me, so such mundane little details like my favorite perfume, which he must have found in my baggage, shouldn’t have been a mystery to him. I took a long, hot shower, washed my hair (it needed it desperately by that time), and went to the closet to choose something comfy to wear. It was at least eighty-six degrees Fahrenheit outside, so I selected a long, flowy, raspberry-colored bare-back dress and wedge-heeled sandals. I wanted to dry my hair, but before I finished dressing, it was already dry. I bound it into a casual bun and headed out to the hallway.

The house looked a bit like the mansion from Dynasty, only more Italian flavored. It was gigantic and very impressive. Passing through dozens of rooms, I found more portraits of the woman from Massimo’s visions. They were beautiful, presenting me in various poses. I still couldn’t understand how he was able to depict me so closely without having seen me before.

I went down to the garden, meeting no one on my way. I wondered where the servants were as I strolled the paths lined with meticulously pruned greenery. Finally, I stumbled on the entrance to the beach. There was a little dock there, with a beautiful white motorboat and several Jet Skis floating at the quay. I took my shoes off and stepped onto the boat. The keys to the ignition were right there, lying unguarded next to the steering wheel. For a moment I entertained the thought of breaking Massimo’s laws. As soon as I touched the key ring, I heard a voice from behind me.

“I would prefer if you didn’t do that today.”

I spun around, startled, and saw the young Italian.

“Domenico! I just wanted to know if they fit…” I stammered with an idiotic grin on my face.

“I can assure you they do. If you would like a little trip on the boat, we can arrange it after breakfast.”

Food! Oh my God, when had I last eaten? I wasn’t sure how much time I had spent asleep. In fact, I didn’t have an inkling as to what day or hour it was. The thought of eating made my stomach rumble loudly. I was starving, but with all those conflicting emotions I had simply forgotten about it.

With an expansive gesture, Domenico directed me to get off the boat, offered me a hand, and led me up the quay.

“I allowed myself to prepare you breakfast in the garden. It’s not that hot today and I thought you’d enjoy it,” he said.

Yeah, right, I thought. But eighty-six degrees wasn’t that hot around here, I realized. Why not eat outside after all?

Domenico led me through the garden to a great terrace on the other side of the mansion. The view seemed familiar. My room had to be somewhere on this side of the house. There was a makeshift gazebo on the stone floor, closely resembling the enclosures at the restaurant where we had eaten the first night. It had thick wooden supports that served as anchors for great sheets of sailcloth stretched overhead as protection from the sun. Beneath the gently waving roof, there was a long table made of the same wood as the supports, and a set of comfortable-looking chairs with white pillows.

The breakfast was worthy of a queen, and my hunger had only intensified. There were platters of cheeses, olives, aromatic cold cuts, pancakes, fruit, eggs—everything I loved. I sat at the table and Domenico vanished. I was used to eating alone, but dealing with the heaps of delicious food would be all the more pleasant with someone to accompany me. A while later, the young man returned, carrying a bundle of newspapers.

“I thought you might want to read today’s papers, ma’am.”

Having said that, he turned away and walked into the villa.

I glanced at the papers and realized they were all Polish—Rzeczpospolita, Wyborcza, a Polish issue of Vogue, and some British tabloids. I felt better immediately. I could at least read about the goings-on in my home country. Helping myself to all the delicacies and leafing through the papers, I wondered if for the next year this would be the only way I would read the news from Poland.

Sometime later, I finished my breakfast. I had no strength to do anything taxing—I was too stuffed. Apparently, eating so much after several days of fasting was not the brightest idea. In the distance, in a remote corner of the garden, I noticed a large beach sofa in the shade of a canopy. It would be the perfect place to wait through the stomachache. I headed that way, taking the rest of the papers with me.

I took my shoes off and crawled onto the soft couch, tossing the magazines next to me and making myself comfortable. The view from the sofa was amazing—small boats floated lazily on the sea, a motorboat was towing a parachute with two people enjoying the ride, and the azure water looked so inviting with the monumental rock formations jutting from the waves offering the promise of equally beautiful views below the surface. A cool breeze was blowing from the sea and all the sugar in my blood was making me drowsy. I allowed myself to recline deeper into the soft pillows.

“Are you going to sleep through another day?” A quiet whisper with a British accent woke me up.

I opened my eyes only to see Massimo sitting next to me, observing me.

“I missed you,” he said, lifting my hand in his and placing a kiss on the back of my palm. “I’ve never said that to anybody. I never felt this way. I’ve been thinking about you the whole day. That you’re finally here.”

Still a bit dazed after the nap, I stretched out lazily, arching my body. The thin dress must have exposed my curves. Massimo shot up and took a step back. His eyes were full of that animal lust again.

“Can you stop that?” he asked, shooting me a warning glare. “If you keep being so provocative, you may regret it.”

Seeing his stare, I jumped to my feet and stopped right in front of him. Without my high heels, I didn’t even reach his chin.

“I was stretching. It’s a natural thing you do after waking up, isn’t it? But since you’re so touchy, I won’t do it again with you around,” I said, pouting.

“I think you know perfectly well what you did there,” Massimo retorted, lifting my chin with his fingers.

“But since you’re up, we can go now. You’ll need a few more things bought before we leave.”

“Leave? Am I leaving all of a sudden?” I asked, crossing my arms.

“You are, with me. I have a couple of things to do back on the mainland, and you’ll accompany me. After all, I only have three hundred and fifty-nine days left.”

Massimo was clearly amused, and his carefree attitude quickly rubbed off on me. For a while, we stood face-to-face, like a couple of flirting teenagers. I could feel the tension between us, the fear and the lust. I thought we were both feeling the same thing—only the cause of our fear was different.

Massimo kept his hands in the pockets of his loose dark pants. His shirt of the same color, with the top button undone, showed a glimpse of the short hairs on his chest. He looked so sensual and seductive when the wind ruffled his combed hair. I shook my head again, getting rid of the unwanted thoughts.

“I would like to talk,” I stammered.

“I know. Not now. There will be a time for that during dinner. You’ll have to be patient. Come with me.”

He took me by the hand, picked up my shoes from the ground, and led me to the villa. We passed a long hallway and found ourselves on the driveway. I stopped on the stone surface, rooted to the spot. The horror of last night returned. It was the place. Massimo felt my hand growing limp. He took me in his arms and carried me to the black SUV parked a few feet away. I blinked nervously, trying to clear my sight. I wanted to pinch myself to wake up from the nightmare that kept repeating itself over and over again in my head.

“If you’re going to black out each time you leave the house, I’ll have my people replace the whole driveway,” Massimo said matter-of-factly, keeping his fingers on my wrist and looking at his watch. “Your heart is going to burst if it continues like that. Try to calm down. Otherwise I will be forced to give you your medication, and that would only make you go to sleep again.”

He grabbed me and sat me on his knees, bringing my head against his chest, stroking my hair, and swaying softly.

“My mother did this to calm me when I was little,” he said. “In most cases it worked wonders.” His voice was gentle, and his hand didn’t stop its rhythmic movement.

This man was so full of contradictions. A tender barbarian. The perfect way to describe him. Dangerous, imperious, intolerant of any defiance, but at the same time so caring and delicate. The mixture of all those things was terrifying, but also fascinating and intriguing.

Massimo said something to the driver in Italian and pushed a button on a panel, which caused a darkened window to rise between us and the man. The car accelerated and the Man in Black did not stop stroking my head. A few moments later I was calm again, and my heartbeat returned to its normal rhythm.

“Thank you,” I breathed, slipping from his knees and sitting down next to him.

He studied me intently, making sure I was okay.

In order to avoid his piercing eyes, I looked out the window, only to realize we were going uphill. I raised my eyes and gasped at the beautiful vista stretching before us. A city built on a rocky slope.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“My villa stands on the slopes of Taormina, and we’re going to town. I think you’ll like it,” he said, looking out his own window.





CHAPTER 4

Giardini Naxos, where I had stayed with Martin, was located a few miles away from Taormina. The town on the rock was visible from practically everywhere in Giardini. We were supposed to go sightseeing there. What if Martin, Michał, and Karolina went along with the plan? What if we met them? I fidgeted restlessly in my seat and the Man in Black noticed. As if reading my mind, he said, “They left the island yesterday.”

How could he know what I was thinking? I sent him an inquiring look, but he didn’t so much as look my way.

When we reached our destination, the sun was already setting, and thousands of tourists and locals were swarming the streets of Taormina. The town was brimming with life, and the narrow, picturesque streets were lined with hundreds of small cafés and restaurants. Signboards of expensive boutiques beckoned to me. Exclusive brands? In the middle of nowhere? There were no stores like that in the center of Warsaw. The car stopped, and the driver stepped out, opening the door for us. The Man in Black offered his hand and helped me out of the large SUV.

After a while, I realized there was another car with us, just behind ours. Two tall men dressed in black emerged from it. Massimo grabbed my hand and led me to one of the main streets. His people followed us at a distance that was supposed to be inconspicuous. It all looked kind of grotesque—if they really wanted to remain unseen, they should be wearing shorts and flip-flops, not undertaker suits. It would be pretty difficult to hide those guns in tourist outfits, though.

The first shop we visited was a Roberto Cavalli boutique. As soon as we stepped over the threshold, we were greeted by a shop assistant, who sprinted from behind her desk, eager to please. A well-dressed older man appeared from the back room. He kissed Massimo on both cheeks, saying something in Italian, before turning his attention to me.

“Bella,” he said, reaching for my hands.

It was one of the few words in Italian I did understand. I smiled at the man, thanking him for the compliment.

“My name is Antonio. I shall help you choose some more… appropriate attire,” he said in fluent English. “Size thirty-six, I presume?” He sent me a probing stare.

“Sometimes thirty-four. Depending on the bra size. As you can see, Mother Nature hasn’t been too generous to me,” I said, pointing to my breasts with a wide grin.

“Darling!” Antonio exclaimed. “Roberto Cavalli adores such shapes! Come! Let don Massimo stay here and wait for the show.”

The Man in Black began to sit down on a silvery satin couch. Before he even touched the soft pillows, he was offered a bottle of ice-cold Dom Pérignon, and one of the shop assistants filled his glass. Massimo shot me a lustful glance before hiding behind a newspaper. Antonio was hauling dozens of dresses to the changing room, helping me into them, all the time clicking his tongue with appreciation. I stared wide-eyed at the price tags of the outfits. That little heap of dresses Antonio prepared for me would probably buy you an apartment in Warsaw. Nearly an hour later, I finished picking clothes, and my choices were packed neatly into beautiful decorative boxes.

The story repeated in other boutiques: an enthusiastic welcome followed by an unending shopping spree… Prada, Louis Vuitton, Chanel, Louboutin, and Victoria’s Secret to top it all off.

Each time Massimo would sit down and patiently wait for me, reading his newspaper, talking on the phone, or scrolling on his iPad. He seemed completely disinterested in what I was doing. On the one hand, I was happy, but on the other—it was getting on my nerves. What was wrong with him? Earlier, in the morning, he couldn’t take his eyes off me, and now—when he had the opportunity to admire me in all these beautiful outfits—he wasn’t paying attention.

This definitely didn’t go hand in hand with my concept of shopping straight out of Pretty Woman—me, showing off in new hot and sexy outfits and him playing the role of my horny fan.

Victoria’s Secret greeted us with pink. It was everywhere: on the walls, the couches, the shop assistants, even—I felt like I’d been thrown into a cotton candy machine. I was about to puke with all that sweetness. The Man in Black glanced at me, taking his eyes off his mobile for a moment.

“This is the last one. We’ve got no more time. Please take that into account when choosing your outfits here,” he said nonchalantly, turned his back on me, sat down on one of the couches, and got back to his phone.

I grimaced, glaring at him with disapproval. It wasn’t about the fact that we were nearing the end of our shopping trip—I had enough by that time—but rather the way he had addressed me.

“Signora,” the shop assistant called out, inviting me to the changing room with a gesture.

As I entered the cubicle, my eyes were drawn to a neat heap of swimsuits and underwear waiting for me.

“You don’t have to try on everything. Just one will be enough. I’ll make sure the size I’ve chosen for you is appropriate,” the woman said, and disappeared, drawing the heavy pink curtain behind her.

Why would I want so many pairs of underwear? I haven’t had this many throughout my entire life. I stood there, gaping at the tower of colorful fabric—mainly lace. I peeked outside and asked, “Who picked all these?”

Noticing me, the shop assistant jumped to her feet and came over immediately.

“Don Massimo asked me to prepare those specific styles.”

“I understand,” I replied, retreating into the changing room.

Scouring through the heap, I noticed something: all this stuff was made of lace—thin lace, thick lace, regular lace… maybe a couple of cotton briefs thrown in, just in case. Great. Very comfy, I thought ironically. I picked a red lace and silk set and started to pull off my dress to get this over with. The fine bra closely fit my small breasts. Even though it wasn’t a push-up, they looked really sexy in the new lingerie. I bent over and pulled up the lace. As I stood back up and looked in the mirror, I realized Massimo was standing behind me. He was leaning against the changing room wall with his hands in his pockets and observing me, taking in the view. I spun around, glaring at him.

“What are you—” I managed before he shot out his arm, grabbing me by the throat and slamming me into the mirror.

He stepped closer, his body pressed against mine as he delicately trailed his thumb along my lips. I froze, paralyzed. His taut, muscled body made it impossible for me to move anyway. He took his thumb away and lowered it to my neck. His grip wasn’t too tight. It didn’t have to be. It was a message—he was in charge here.

“Don’t move,” he purred, pinning me with his wild, icy stare. He dropped his eyes and moaned softly. “You look pretty. But you can’t wear these. Not yet.”

The words “you can’t” sounded like an encouragement to me. Like a provocation. I felt like doing the exact opposite of what he was saying. I pushed myself away from the mirror and took a step forward. Massimo didn’t resist. He pulled away, matching my movements, keeping me at arm’s length, his hand never leaving my neck. When I was sure we were sufficiently far from the mirror, and that he could see me entirely, I lifted my eyes and looked into his. As I suspected, his stare was fixed on my reflection. He was appraising his trophy, and I could see his pants becoming too tight for him. He was breathing loudly, and his torso was heaving faster and faster.

“Massimo,” I whispered.

He tore his eyes from my ass and looked me in the eyes.

“Leave or I guarantee this will be the last time you see me like this,” I growled, trying to make a threatening expression.

He smirked, accepting the challenge. His hand tightened on my neck. His eyes flared with fury and lust as he took a step forward, and then another one. I felt the mirror on my back again. That’s when he let go of me and said, “I picked everything for you. I will decide when I want you to wear this.” He turned away and left without another word.

I stood there for a while longer, boiling with fury, but somehow satisfied at the same time. I was beginning to learn the rules of our little game. I was getting to know his weak spots.

As I put on my dress, I could still feel the anger inside. I snatched the heap of lingerie from the drawer and stormed out of the changing room. The shop assistant sprang to her feet, but I walked straight past her. Massimo was back on the couch. I marched across the room with all the underwear in my arms.

“You picked that? Then here you go! It’s all yours!” I screamed, flinging the lingerie at him before running out of the boutique.

The security detail waiting outside didn’t move a muscle as I passed them. They sent Massimo wary looks but kept to their posts. I ran along crowded streets, thinking about what I’d done and what I was about to do. What my behavior could bring about. I glimpsed a flight of stairs between two buildings, took a turn, and ran straight up, taking another turn and disappearing into the first narrow street I saw. It ended in another flight of stairs. I climbed higher and higher until I found myself two blocks away from the place I had escaped from. Then I leaned against the wall, panting. My shoes might have been works of art, but they definitely hadn’t been made for running. I stared into the sky and the grand castle looming over Taormina. Fuck this, I thought. I can’t go on like this.

“It used to be a fortress,” I heard someone say. “You want to run all the way up there or will you spare my boys the exertion? They’re not as fit as I am.” I turned my head. It was Massimo. Standing at the top of the stairs. It was clear he had followed me in a run—his hair was disheveled. He hadn’t even broken a sweat. Unlike me. The Man in Black leaned nonchalantly against the wall, sliding his hands into his pockets.

“We need to go back now. If you’d like a workout, there’s a gym and a pool back home. Or, if you’re more of a staircase marathon kind of girl, there’s a lot of those back at the villa, too.”

I knew I had no choice. I had to go back with him, but at least for a moment I had felt my fate was in my own hands. Massimo extended a hand, which I ignored, heading back down the stairs where the two suited bodyguards were already waiting. I passed them both with a disapproving frown and walked over to the SUV parked a couple of feet away. I got in, slamming the door behind me.

A while later, Massimo joined me. He took the seat next to me and put his phone to his ear, talking all the way, until we reached the driveway. I had no idea what he was saying—I could still understand very little Italian. Massimo’s voice was calm, though, and down-to-earth. He listened more than he spoke, and I couldn’t read his body language.

We stopped at the mansion. I grabbed the handle, but the door was locked. The Man in Black finished his call, tucked the mobile into his breast pocket, and fixed me with a stare.

“Dinner will be served in an hour. Domenico will come for you.”

The car door opened, and I saw the young Italian, his hand outstretched to help me out. I let him do so, sending him a wide, ostentatious smile. Then I ran to the building, looking straight ahead, not wanting to catch even a glimpse of the spot where the nightmare of last night had taken place. Domenico followed me.

“Turn right,” he said quietly as I was starting to lose my way in the labyrinth of corridors.

I turned back, thanking him for the assistance, and a while later I was back in my room.

The young Italian stopped in the doorway, as if waiting for me to allow him in.

“They’ll bring you all the things you’ve bought in a minute. Do you need anything else?” he asked.

“Yes. I could use a drink before dinner. Unless I’m not allowed, of course.”

Domenico smiled and nodded understandingly, disappearing in the darkness.

I went to the bathroom, took off my dress, and locked the door behind me, stepping into the shower and turning on the cold water. It was freezing—I could barely breathe, but after a while I got used to it. I needed to cool off. When the chilling stream calmed me down, I turned up the temperature. I washed my hair, massaged in some conditioner, and sat down with my back against the wall. The water was pleasantly warm. It cascaded down the glass shower wall, relaxing me. I had a moment to think about what had happened in the morning, and then in the afternoon, back in the shop. I was confused. Massimo was a complicated man—totally unpredictable. Slowly, it was dawning on me that if I wouldn’t accept my newfound circumstances and start living normally, I’d simply die of exhaustion.

That’s when it struck me—there was nothing to fight, nothing to run away from. There was nothing for me back in Warsaw. I wasn’t losing anything, because everything I had was now gone. The only thing I could do was let this adventure unfold. It’s time to accept your situation, Laura, I thought, standing up.

I rinsed my hair and wrapped it in a towel, put on a bathrobe, and left the bathroom.

My bedroom was filled with dozens of boxes. I couldn’t help feeling elated at the sight. In the past, I would have given everything to be able to go on a shopping spree like that. Nothing was going to stop me enjoying this now. I had a plan.

I rummaged through everything, finally finding the Victoria’s Secret bags and digging through the dozens of lingerie sets until I found the red lace one. Then I picked a black see-through dress and a matching pair of Louboutin high heels. Massimo would have a heart attack! I headed toward the dressing table, snatching the bottle of champagne from the table on my way. I poured myself a glass and downed it in one gulp—I could use some liquid courage. Pouring another glass, I sat down by the mirror and took out the makeup set.

When I was finished, my eyes were heavily accented, my skin perfectly coated with foundation, and my lips shone with Chanel nude lip gloss. I dried my hair, curling it slightly for a wavy effect, and tied it in a high chignon.

I heard Domenico calling from outside.

“Dinner’s served, miss.”

Putting on the underwear, I called back through the door, “Give me two more minutes.”

I pulled on the dress, stepped into the impossibly high heels, and sprinkled myself with a generous dose of my favorite perfume, stopping in front of the mirror for a second to nod with approval. I looked gorgeous. The dress fit perfectly and the red lace visible beneath it matched the red soles of the stilettos. It was provocative, but also elegant. I downed another glass of champagne, feeling ready to face the world and a little tipsy.

As I left the bathroom and presented myself to Domenico, his eyes widened.

“You look—” He broke off, looking for the right word.

“Yes, I know. Thank you,” I replied, smiling coquettishly.

“Those high heels are incredible,” he added in a whisper, and offered me his arm.

I took it and let him lead me down the corridor.

We went to the terrace I had had breakfast on earlier. The canvas-roofed gazebo was illuminated by hundreds of candles, and Massimo was standing beside it, his back turned to the building, staring into the distance. I let go of Domenico’s arm.

“I’ll manage on my own, thank you.”

The man retreated into the darkness while I headed toward the Man in Black with a steady gait.

Hearing the click click of the heels on the stone floor, Massimo turned around. He was wearing gray linen pants and a light gray sweater with its sleeves rolled up. He walked over to the table and put down the glass he had been holding. His eyes trailed my every step as I closed the distance between us. When I stopped just a step away, he leaned back against the table, widening his stance. I took another step, halting between his legs, keeping my eyes on him. He was burning with passion. Even if I’d been blind, I would have felt his desire through my very skin.

“Will you pour me a glass?” I asked quietly, biting my lower lip.

Massimo straightened up, showing me that even in my heels I was still a lot shorter than him.

“Are you aware,” he said in a whisper, “that if you keep provoking me, I might not be able to control myself?”

I placed a hand on his stone-hard torso and delicately pushed him away, suggesting he should take a seat. He didn’t resist and did what I asked. Instead, he watched me with curiosity, still flushed, devouring me with his eyes—my face, dress, shoes, and especially the red lace dominating my outfit.

I stood close to him so he could enjoy the scent of my perfume. My right hand went to his nape, and my fingers combed through his hair, pulling down his head. He didn’t resist, but his eyes never left me. I neared my lips to his and asked once more, “Will you pour me a glass, or should I help myself?”

A moment later, I let go of his hair and went over to the cooler, filling my glass. Massimo was still sitting propped against the table, watching me closely. His lips spread into something approaching a smile. I sat down, playing with the foot of the wineglass.

“Dinnertime?” I asked, sending him a bored look.

He got up, drew near me, and placed his hands on my shoulders, leaning over and whispering into my ear, “You look gorgeous.” His tongue delicately skimmed over my ear. “I can’t remember any woman having such an effect on me.” His teeth trailed along the skin on my neck.

I felt shivers going up my spine, all the way from between my legs.

“I want to lay you on your belly right on the table, pull up that short dress of yours, and fuck you hard without taking that thong off.”

I gasped, aroused. He went on. “Your smell… I felt it as soon as you stopped in the doorway. I’d like to lick it off you.” Saying that, he started to tighten his grip on my shoulders rhythmically. “There is one spot on your body that scent is absent, I’d wager. And it’s the same place I’d like to explore the most.”

He broke off and started to kiss and gently bite my neck again. I didn’t resist, instead turning my head, giving him more space. His hands slowly slid down my cleavage and closed on my breasts. Hard. I moaned.

“You see, Laura. You do desire me.” I felt his hands and lips retreating.

“Remember. It’s my game. I make up the rules.” He kissed me on the cheek and sat down on the chair next to me.

He was triumphant. We both knew that. It didn’t change the fact that I could clearly see the bulge in his pants.

I pretended not to care, but it only made him laugh. He sat back, playing with his champagne glass, with an impish smile on his face.

Domenico arrived at the door, only to disappear an instant later. Two young men showed up in his place, serving us appetizers: octopus carpaccio. It was delicious and delicate, and the dishes that kept arriving were even better. We ate in silence, shooting each other glances from time to time. After dessert, I pulled back from the table, took a glass of rosé wine, and said, my voice unwavering, “The Cosa Nostra.”

Massimo shot me a warning stare.

“As far as I know, it doesn’t exist. Is that true?”

He laughed mockingly and asked in a low voice, “What else do you know, baby girl?”

Disoriented, I started turning the glass in my fingers. “Well, I’ve seen The Godfather, but who hasn’t? I’m wondering how much truth there is to it.”

“About us?” he asked. “There’s nothing there about me. As for the rest, I don’t know.”

He was making fun of me. I knew it.

“What do you do?” I asked.

“Business.”

“Massimo.” I refused to back down. “I’m asking for real. You want a year of my life and my unswerving obedience. Don’t you think I should know what I’m getting into?”

His face became serious and he caught me in his gaze.

“You are entitled to some kind of explanation. You’re right. I will tell you as much as you need to know.” He took a sip of his wine. “After my parents died, I was chosen as the next head of the family. That’s why people call me don. I own several companies, clubs, restaurants, and hotels—we’re just like a regular corporation. I’m the head. But all that is just a part of a bigger picture. If you need a list, you’ll get it, though I believe that the less you know, the better.” He kept his eyes trained on me, looking deathly serious.

“What do you want to know specifically? You want me to tell you if I have a consigliere? Yes, I do. You’ll meet him soon enough. You already found out if I have a gun and if I am dangerous. Whether I tackle my own problems head-on. What else? Ask away.”

There were a million thoughts whirling around my head, but I didn’t really need to know anything else. Most of what was happening was already clear. To be honest, since last night, I knew everything I wanted to know.

“When will you give me my phone and laptop?”

The Man in Black calmly turned in his chair and crossed his legs. “Whenever you want. We only have to agree on what you’re about to say to the people you’d like to contact.”

I took a breath, preparing to say something, but he lifted his hand before I could start.

“Before you interrupt me, I’ll tell you where we stand. You can call your parents, and if you think it necessary, I’ll let you return to Poland.”

My eyes grew brighter and my face bloomed in happiness.

“You’ll tell them you’ve received a very lucrative work proposition in one of the hotels on Sicily and that you’re going to take it up. There will be a one-year probation period. You won’t have to lie to your relatives when you feel like calling them. We’ve taken your things from Martin’s apartment before he returned to Warsaw. They should be here by tomorrow. I consider the entire subject of that man closed. Permanently. I don’t want you to see him anymore.”

I stared at him questioningly.

“Am I making myself clear? No? Let me elaborate on that, then. I forbid you to contact that man,” Massimo said icily. “Anything else?”

I remained silent for a while. He had thought this thing out pretty solidly. It was all planned and logical.

“Right. What if I need to visit my family?” I asked. “What then?”

Massimo frowned.

“Well… in that case I will be happy to see your beautiful country with you.”

I laughed, sipping my wine. I was picturing him, the head of the Sicilian mob, strolling around Warsaw.

“Can I disagree with you?” I ask.

“That was not a proposition. I was just describing things as they are and will be.” He leaned toward me. “Laura, you’re smart. Haven’t you realized that I always get what I want?”

I grimaced, recalling last night’s events.

“As far as I know, don Massimo, not always.” I dropped my eyes to my lace underwear, still perfectly visible beneath my dress, and bit my lower lip.

Then I slowly pushed myself up. The Man in Black carefully watched my every movement. I kicked off those gorgeous red-soled high heels and headed toward the garden. The grass was wet, and the air tasted of salt. I knew he wouldn’t be able to resist. That he’d come right after me. That is just what happened. I walked through the darkness, the only thing I could see being the faraway lights of boats afloat on the sea. Having reached the beach sofa under the rectangular canopy I had taken a nap in earlier, I stopped.

“You feel right at home here, don’t you?” asked Massimo, stopping beside me.

He was right. I didn’t feel like an outsider here. I felt like I’ve been living here all my life. Besides, show me a girl who wouldn’t want to live in a beautiful mansion, surrounded by servants and all kinds of luxuries.

“I’m slowly starting to accept my situation. I’m getting used to all this. I know I have no other choice,” I replied, taking another sip from my glass.

Massimo grabbed it out of my hand and threw it to the grass. He took me in his arms and delicately lay me down on the white pillows. My breath quickened. I knew anything could happen. He flung one leg over me and here we were again, lying just like in the morning.

The difference was that earlier I had been afraid, and the only things I felt now were curiosity and arousal. Maybe it was all the alcohol I had had, but maybe I had simply accepted my fate, making everything easier.

Propping his hands on both sides of my head, Massimo leaned over me.

“I would like to…” he whispered, gently nudging my lips with the tip of his nose. “I’d like you to teach me how to be gentle with you.”

I froze. Such a dangerous man, a powerful man, was asking me for my consent, tenderness, and love.

My hands wandered up, stopping on his cheeks. For a while I held his face, staring into his calm black eyes. With a gentle motion, I pulled him closer. As our lips met, Massimo rushed in with all his strength, opening my mouth wider. Our tongues danced to the same rhythm. His body lay on mine, and his arms surrounded me. It was clear that we wanted each other. Our tongues and lips fucked, hard and full of passion, our sexual temperaments matching.

A moment later, when the adrenaline rush subsided and I composed myself a bit, I realized what I was doing.

“Wait! Stop,” I breathed, pushing him away.

The Man in Black did no such thing. He grabbed me by the wrists, despite my protestations, and pinned them to the sofa. Then he lifted me, tightly clamping his hand around both my wrists. His other hand trailed along my thigh, climbing, until it felt the lace thong. He grabbed it, pulling his lips away from mine. The pale light of streetlamps in the distance faintly illuminated my terrified face. I didn’t fight him. I stood no chance. I lay motionlessly and tears streaked down my cheeks. Seeing that, he released me, pushed himself up, and sat on the edge of the couch, resting his feet on the wet grass.

“Baby girl…” he breathed heavily. “When you’ve been using nothing but violence for your whole life and you’ve had to fight tooth and nail for everything you have… it’s difficult to react in any other way when someone takes away what you desire.”

He got up and ran a hand through his hair, while I stayed down, frozen. I was livid, but at the same time, I felt bad for Massimo. I had thought he wasn’t one of those men who take their women by force, but this behavior must have been normal for him. Such roughness came as naturally to him as shaking someone’s hand. He had probably also never really cared for anyone—never having to struggle for anyone’s feelings or to nurture them. Now he was trying to make me reciprocate his feelings, and the only way he knew how to do it was by force.

The terrifying silence was finally broken by Massimo’s mobile vibrating in his pocket. He took it out, glanced at the screen, and accepted the call. While he talked, I wiped away my tears and got to my feet. With calm, leisurely steps, I went back to the villa. I was tired, a bit drunk, and utterly disoriented. It took me a while, but finally I reached my room and collapsed on the bed, exhausted. I immediately fell asleep.





CHAPTER 5

When I woke up, it was already bright outside. I felt someone’s hand lying heavy on my waist. Massimo was sleeping next to me, curled into a ball, his arm around me.

His hair fell over his face and his mouth was half-open. He was breathing deeply and steadily, and his tanned body—dressed the same as last morning—looked very pleasing surrounded by white sheets. God, he’s so hot, I thought, licking my lips and inhaling the scent of his skin.

That’s all well and good, but what is he even doing here? I was afraid to move, to wake him, and I had to go to the bathroom. I started to slip from under his arm, lifting it delicately. Massimo took a deep breath and turned over on his back. He was still asleep. I got up and headed to the bathroom. Stopping in front of the mirror, I grimaced. Yesterday’s makeup was smudged all over my face, resembling Zorro’s mask now. The thin black dress I had on was crumpled and creased, and the intricate bun I had tied on my head last evening now looked like a bird’s nest.

Just great, I thought, wiping the black smudges around my eyes with a cotton pad. Done with that, I took my clothes off and went to the enormous shower. I turned the water on and poured some bath gel over my palm. The door slammed open suddenly. It was the Man in Black. He was ogling me, not even trying to act cool.

“Good morning, baby girl. May I join you?” he asked, rubbing the sleep off his eyes and smiling happily. At first all I wanted was to rush at him, pummel him with my fists for what would have been the thousandth time, and throw him out. But my experience of the last couple of days told me that it would come down to nothing and only elicit an abrupt, violent, and unpleasant reaction. Instead, I replied, spreading the soap over my body, “Sure. Be my guest.”

Massimo stopped rubbing his eyes, frowned, and froze, dumbfounded. He must have thought he had misheard me. I had thrown him off balance.

I couldn’t change the fact that he had just gone in behind me and seen me naked, but at least I could take the chance to see him without his clothes, too.

Slowly, Massimo approached the expansive shower, grabbed the shirt from the back of his neck and tore it off with one fluid motion. I stood leaning against the wall, taking my time spreading the soap over my skin. All the time, my eyes didn’t leave the Man in Black, and he in turn kept watching me. I realized I was staring and that my hands had been caressing my breasts longer than necessary.

“Before I take my pants off, I have to warn you. I’m a man, it is morning, and you’re naked, so…” He trailed off, shrugging nonchalantly and spreading his lips in a roguish smile.

My heart skipped a beat. I thanked God I was under the shower. His words made me wet instantly. When had I last had sex? I asked myself. Martin had always treated it as a sporadic and unpleasant duty. I hadn’t been pleasured by anyone except myself for what felt like weeks. And I had just menstruated, so the hormones did their part in skyrocketing my libido. “This is torture,” I muttered under my breath, and turned toward the shower head, turning the water temperature down until it became ice-cold.

I was so aroused at the thought of seeing Massimo naked I drew up my toes on instinct, and all my muscles started flexing. For my own good and safety, I closed my eyes and entered the freezing stream, pretending to wash the soap off. Unfortunately, the temperature of the water did nothing to cool down my titillation.

Massimo entered the enormous cubicle and turned on the second shower head. There were four of those in total, not counting the gigantic water jet panel that looked like a bathroom radiator, only riddled with little holes.

“We’re leaving today,” the Man in Black said impassively. “We’re going to be away for a couple of days. Maybe weeks. I don’t know yet. We’ll drop by some galas and parties, so take this into account while packing your things. Domenico will take care of everything. You just tell him what you need.”

I heard him but didn’t really listen. I was still trying my best to keep my eyes closed. In the end, my curiosity won. I turned his way and saw Massimo standing with his arms propped on the wall, letting the water flow freely down his naked body. The view was overwhelming—his toned legs, beautiful, shapely buttocks, and his muscled belly were all testament to the enormous work he had to do to keep his body in such perfect shape. Then my eyes stopped wandering and stopped on one particular point. I saw what I had been fearing the most. His beautiful, straight, and thick prick stood erect like the candle stuck in the birthday cake I had had back at the hotel. It was perfect—not too long, but as thick as my wrist. Flawless. I stood still in the cold stream, swallowing loudly. Massimo’s eyes remained closed, his face upturned. He was turning his head this way and that, allowing the water to rinse his hair.

Then he bent his arms and leaned against the wall with his elbows so his head left the stream of water.

“You want something, or are you just watching?” Massimo asked, his eyes still shut.

My heart was pounding like crazy. I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. In my thoughts, I was cursing the moment I had allowed him to join me in that fucking shower, though truth be told, my protestations would have probably amounted to nothing. My body was rebelling against me, every cell in it yearning to touch him. I licked my lips, wondering how it would feel to have him in my mouth.

I imagined myself standing behind him, water dripping from my body, and grabbing his manhood with my hand. Tightening my fingers around it. And him, moaning in ecstasy, aroused by my touch. I turn him around and push him against the wall. Then I take a step closer, my hand never leaving his rock-hard cock. Slowly I lick his nipples and trace my fingers up his dick, to the very tip, and then back to its base. I feel him getting even harder, and his hips starting to rock gently to the rhythm of my strokes.

“Your expression, Laura, tells me you’re not thinking about the things you’re going to pack for our trip.”

I shook my head as if I’d just woken up and was trying to drive off a lingering dream. Massimo was standing in the same position with his elbows against the wall. The only difference was that now he was watching me, clearly enjoying himself. I panicked and couldn’t think of anything to say. The only thing I could think of was sucking his dick. My panic lured him, like a wounded animal attracts a predator.

Massimo started heading toward me, and I was doing everything I could to keep my eyes trained on his. He closed the distance between us in three steps. That was good. The object of my obsession vanished from my field of view. Unfortunately, the feeling of relief didn’t last. As he stopped right in front of me, his erect phallus delicately touched my belly. I withdrew, but he followed me. Each two steps I took, he only had to take one to get close again. Despite the shower being so big, I knew there wasn’t much space left behind me. When I reached the wall, the Man in Black pressed against me.

“What did you think about, looking at it?” he asked, leaning over me. “You want to touch it? For now, it is touching you…”

I wasn’t able to reply. I opened my mouth, but no words came out. I stood there, defenseless, dizzy and drunk with lust, and he rubbed against me, pressing harder against my belly. The steady pressure grew rhythmic, pulsating. Massimo moaned and leaned his forehead on the wall behind me.

“I’ll do it with your help or without it,” he breathed.

I couldn’t resist anymore. I clutched at his buttocks. As I sunk my nails into his skin, he growled with delight. With a firm motion, I turned around and pushed him against the wall. His hands fell loosely along his body, and his eyes were alight with desire. I knew that I had to stop right now. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be able to control myself, and I’d do something I’d regret later.

I spun around and rushed out. I grabbed a bathrobe on my way and threw it over myself, running through the door. I kept running down the corridor, even though I couldn’t hear his steps behind me, only stopping when I passed the garden and the stairs leading to the little marina. Gasping for air, I jumped onto the motorboat and collapsed on one of the couches.

Trying to catch my breath, I analyzed what happened. The images in my head weren’t going to allow me to think clearly. The only thing I could see was Massimo’s gorgeous, erect cock. I could almost taste it in my mouth, feel the touch of its delicate skin in my hand.

I don’t have the slightest idea how long I stayed in that boat, staring out into the sea, but at some point, I gathered my wits and returned to the residence.

Carefully opening the door to my bedroom, I saw Domenico, arranging gigantic Louis Vuitton travel bags.

“Where is Massimo?” I asked in a whisper, sticking my head into the room.

The young Italian raised his eyes and smiled.

“The library, I’d wager. Would you like me to take you to him? He’s currently talking to his consigliere, but I was instructed to take you to him whenever you’d like.”

I entered the room and closed the door behind me.

“Oh, believe me, I don’t want that,” I replied, waving my hands at him. “Did he tell you to pack my things?”

Domenico didn’t interrupt his work.

“You are leaving in an hour, so I thought you could use some help, miss. Unless you don’t want me to…”

“Stop calling me miss. I can’t stand it. Besides, we’re probably the same age, so let’s skip the formalities.”

Domenico smiled and nodded, signaling his consent.

“Can you tell me where we’re going?” I asked.

“To Napoli, Rome, and Venice,” he replied. “And then the Côte d’Azur.”

I opened my eyes wider, surprised. I had never been to all those places. I hadn’t seen so many places in my whole life!

“Do you know what we’re to do in each of those places?” I asked. “I’d like to know what to take with me.”

Domenico stopped what he was doing and walked over to the closet.

“I do, in fact, but I was told not to spoil it for you. Don Massimo will make everything clear in time. I’ll help you pick the right outfits, don’t worry.” He winked at me. “Fashion is something of a hobby to me.”

“I’ll trust you fully if that’s the case. If we only have an hour to prepare, let’s get to it, shall we?”

Domenico nodded and disappeared in the cavernous closet.

I went into the bathroom, which was still filled with the scent of lust. My stomach cramped. I can’t do it, I thought. I went back to the bedroom, crossed the room, and went into the closet, calling out to Domenico, “Have my things from Warsaw arrived yet?”

The man opened one of the large armoires and pointed his hand at a heap of boxes.

“Yes, but don Massimo asked me to tell you not to wear those.”

Great, I thought.

“Can you leave me for a second?”

Before I managed to turn around, I was alone.

I threw myself at the boxes, searching for the only thing I really needed right now—my pink, three-pronged best friend.

After some fifteen minutes of frantic searching through dozens of boxes, I finally had it. I breathed with relief, hiding my trophy in a pocket of the bathrobe. I hurried back to the bathroom.

All the while, Domenico stayed on the balcony, awaiting my signal. Crossing the room, I nodded to him and he returned to the closet.

I took out the pink toy and washed it thoroughly. It really was my best friend at the moment. I let out a soft moan in anticipation. Taking a look around the bathroom, I searched for the perfect place. I liked to masturbate lying down. I could never do it in a rush or when I felt uncomfortable. The bedroom would be best, but my assistant’s presence would only distract me. There was a modern white chaise longue in the corner of the bathroom, though. It wouldn’t be the most comfortable spot, but it’d have to do. I was desperate enough to lie on the floor anyway.

The chaise was surprisingly soft and perfectly suited my body. I untied the bathrobe, letting it slip to the sides of my body, and reclined, naked and yearning for orgasm. I licked two fingers and slid them inside me to reduce the friction. Amazingly, I was still so wet it proved completely unnecessary. I switched the vibrator on and slipped its middle prong into my pulsating snatch. As the thickest part slid deeper into me, a second protrusion—shaped like a bunny—entered my back door. My body spasmed. I shivered, knowing it wouldn’t take me long at all to slake my desire. The third part of my rubber companion vibrated the hardest, caressing my puffed-up clitoris. I closed my eyes. There was only one image in my head, and I wouldn’t want it any other way. It was Massimo, in the shower, holding his beautiful cock in his hands.

The first orgasm came after only a couple of seconds. The next waves came in increments of half a minute at most. After a short while, I was so exhausted I had difficulty pulling the pink vibrator out. I brought my legs together.

Thirty minutes later, I was standing in front of the mirror, packing my cosmetics into one of the leather bags. I glanced at my reflection. I looked nothing like the woman I had been just a week ago. My skin was tanned, healthy, and fresh. I’d tied my hair into a neat bun, lined my eyes delicately, and applied some dark lip gloss. Domenico picked a white Chanel outfit for our trip. Long, wide, off-white pants made of paper-thin silk blended in with a delicate flowy shirt with wide shoulder straps, giving the impression of being a single, unbroken overall. The peep-toe Prada stilettos complemented the outfit perfectly.

“Your things are packed,” Domenico said, passing me my bag.

“I’d like to see Massimo now.”

“He hasn’t finished his meeting yet, but—”

“Then he will,” I snapped disdainfully, leaving the room.

The library was one of those rooms whose location I had committed to memory. I headed down the corridor, and the patter of my stilettos reverberated from the stone floor. As I reached the right door, I took a deep breath and pulled on the handle. I went inside and felt a shiver running down my spine. I hadn’t been here since my first conversation with the Man in Black, only a while after waking up from my deep sleep.

Massimo was sitting on the couch. He wore a light linen suit and an unbuttoned shirt. Next to him sat a man with graying hair—very handsome and a lot older than Massimo. A typical Italian, I thought. Longish hair combed back and a well-groomed goatee. Seeing me, both of them jumped to their feet. The first look I got from the Man in Black was ice-cold. As if he wanted to scold me for interrupting his meeting. But as soon as his eyes swept my entire silhouette, his stare seemed to grow less severe. He said something to the other man, keeping his eyes on me, and started walking my way. He approached me and leaned over, kissing me on the cheek.

“A pity. I had to cope without you,” he whispered, planting the kiss.

“I’ve done the same,” I replied in a whisper as his mouth retreated.

The words made him freeze for an instant. His stare was full of passion and anger. He took my hand in his and led me to his friend.

“Laura, meet Mario—my right hand.” I walked over to the man to offer him a hand, but he swooped in, grabbed me by the shoulders, and kissed me on both cheeks. I still hadn’t grown used to that. Where I come from, you only kiss your closest friends and relatives.

“Consigliere,” I said with a smile.

“Just Mario is all right.” The older man returned my smile. “It is good to finally see you in the flesh. Alive.”

Those words rooted me to the spot. What did he mean, “alive”? Had he assumed I wouldn’t live to see him? My face must have shown some of my emotions, as Mario quickly explained, “There are paintings of you all over the mansion. They’ve been there for years now, but nobody ever believed you were real. You must be as astounded as we are.”

I could only shrug.

“I won’t lie: this whole situation is a bit surreal and daunting. But we all know I have no power over don Massimo, so I humbly accept each and every one of the three hundred and sixty-five days he has given me.”

Massimo burst out laughing.

“Humbly…” he repeated, turning to his companion, who immediately joined in the merriment.

“I’m happy I could improve your mood. Now, I’ll wait in the car so you can enjoy my absence,” I hissed, sending them both an ironic smirk. As I turned my back on them and headed to the door, I heard Mario say, trying to hold back the laughter, “Indeed, Massimo, it’s just as if she was Italian.”

I ignored that and shut the door behind me.

I stopped before I exited the house and went out to the driveway. The image of the dead man lying on the paving stones flashed before my eyes. I swallowed, took a furtive look around, and headed in the direction of the SUV parked outside. The driver opened the door for me and gave me a hand as I stepped inside.

My iPhone was lying on the back seat, right next to my laptop. I squealed with glee, seeing both devices. I quickly pressed the button that closed the darkened window between the driver and the back seat. I turned the phone on and quickly my joy evaporated—there were dozens of missed calls from my mom, but not even one from Martin. It was weird and sad to discover that the man I had been with for more than a year cared so little about me.

I dialed Mom. Her terrified voice greeted me immediately.

“Oh, darling, I’ve been crying my eyes out. Dying of fear for you, goddamn it!” my mother exclaimed, on the verge of bursting into tears.

“Mom, you only called me yesterday. Everything’s fine.”

It seemed her motherly intuition told her otherwise. She didn’t back down.

“Are you sure? Is everything okay, Laura? Are you back from Sicily? How was your trip?”

I took a deep breath. It wouldn’t be that easy to fool her. Was everything okay? Well… I glanced down at myself, then around me.

“It is more than okay, Mom. I’m back, yes, but I need to tell you something.” I squeezed my eyes shut, praying that she took the bait.

“I was offered a great job in one of the best hotels on the island.” I tried sounding super excited. “They’re giving me a one-year contract and I’ve decided to accept. I’m just getting ready to go back to Sicily.” I waited for some kind of reaction. There was only silence.

“You can’t speak a word of Italian,” Mom said.

“Oh, please, what does it matter? Everyone here speaks English.”

The situation was getting out of hand. If we kept speaking, she’d see through my deception. Wanting to avoid that, I continued.

“I’ll come and visit in a few days and I’ll tell you everything. For now, I have a lot of stuff to take care of.”

“Okay. What about Martin?” she asked cautiously. “I know he won’t leave his company. He’s too much of a workaholic.”

I sighed.

“He cheated on me during our trip. I left him. I know now that this is a great opportunity for me,” I said in the calmest and most dispassionate voice I could muster.

“I told you! He wasn’t the guy for you, child.”

Yeah, right. You should be happy you don’t know the new one.

“Okay, I have to go now, Mommy. I’m entering the town hall now. Call me and remember that I love you.”

“I love you, too. Be careful out there, darling.”

I sighed with relief as I pressed the red button. It worked, hopefully. Now I only had to tell the Man in Black about my visit to Poland. It was inevitable now. In that moment, the car door opened, and Massimo deftly slipped inside.

He took a look at my hand. The iPhone was still in it.

“Have you talked to your mother?” he asked with something approaching concern as the car began moving.

“Yes, but it didn’t change the fact that she’s still worried,” I replied, keeping my eyes on the window. “Unfortunately, speaking to her on the phone did next to nothing, and I’ll have to go to Poland within the next couple of days. Especially since she thinks I’m already there.” I turned my head to the Man in Black, wanting to gauge his reaction. He was watching me.

“I expected as much. That’s why I’ve already planned for it. The last stop of our trip will be Warsaw. It won’t be as soon as you’d like, but calling your mother more often from now on should assuage her concerns and give us more time.”

That was good news.

“Thank you. I really appreciate this.”

Massimo kept his eyes on me for a moment longer. Then he lay his head on the headrest and sighed.

“I’m not so bad. I don’t want to keep you here against your will. I don’t want to threaten you. But, tell me: would you stay of your own will?” He fixed me with a searching stare.

I turned away. Would I stay? Of course not.

The Man in Black was still waiting for a reply, but didn’t get one, so he turned to his iPhone, scrolling and reading something on the Internet.

The silence was unbearable. I needed someone to talk to. Maybe it was because of my longing for home, or maybe it was the morning shower. Still looking through the window, I asked, “Where are we going now?”

“The airport in Catania. If the traffic is light, we should be there in less than an hour.” Hearing the word “airport,” I shivered. My back stiffened and my breathing quickened. There weren’t a lot of things I hated as much as flying.

I fidgeted restlessly in my seat, and the pleasant chill of the air-conditioning suddenly seemed like arctic winter. Nervously, I rubbed my arms, trying in vain to warm myself. The goose bumps didn’t vanish. Massimo glanced at me with his cold eyes, but the ice suddenly turned into fire.

“Why aren’t you wearing a fucking bra?” he snapped.

I frowned and sent him a questioning look.

“I can see your nipples.”

I glanced down and realized he was right. They were visible through the delicate fabric. I dropped one of the straps of my shirt, revealing my shoulder. The tanned skin was covered by the lace strap of a beige bra.

“Not my fault that all the underwear I own now is made of lace,” I said, impassive. “I don’t have a single padded bra, so excuse me, but I’ll just have to keep drawing everyone’s attention. I didn’t pick any of those things.” I looked Massimo in the eyes, waiting for a response.

He watched the thin lace strap for a moment before reaching out with a hand and pulling my shirt even lower. The light fabric flowed gently down my arm, revealing my breasts. Massimo sat rooted to the spot, taking in the view. I did nothing to hide. After my morning meeting with my pink friend I was feeling sated and in control of my own head, even if it was only an illusion. The Man in Black drew his leg up the seat and sat on his side. Slowly, he pushed his thumb between the lace shoulder strap and my skin. His touch made me shiver again, but this time it had nothing to do with the fear of flying.

“Are you cold?” he asked, trailing his thumb lower and sliding his whole hand under my bra strap.

“I hate flying,” I said, trying to mask my arousal. “If God wanted us to fly, he would have given us wings,” I said, lowering my voice to a whisper and half closing my eyes. Fortunately, I had my sunglasses on, so he couldn’t see that.

Massimo’s hand was still moving toward my breast, his fingers lazily fiddling with the lace fabric, sliding ever downward. When his hand finally reached its destination, his face took on an expression of desire, and his eyes flared. I had seen that stare before. Each time, I had run. I had nowhere to run now.

Massimo was tightening his grip on my breast and edging closer to me. My hips started to move of their own accord, and my head leaned back as he played with my nipple, holding it between two fingers. With his free hand, he snatched me by the neck, as if knowing how long it had taken me to tie my hair, and how much I’d hated him doing that. He dropped his head and gently bit on my nipple through the fabric of the bra.

“This,” he said, lifting his head for an instant, “is mine.”

Hearing his rugged voice and those words, I let out a quiet moan.

Massimo pulled the shirt from both my shoulders, letting it fall to my waist. He pulled away the bra and reached for my nipple with his lips. Everything inside me was pulsating, throbbing. My morning masturbation had been for nothing, it seemed. I was still horny. I imagined him ripping my pants off and fucking me from behind without taking them all the way down, rubbing against the lace of my panties. My fire kindled by my own thoughts, I slid a hand into his hair and pulled him closer.

“Harder!” I whispered, taking off my glasses with my free hand. “Bite me harder.”

That was like pushing that big red button inside his head. He nearly ripped the bra off of me, hungrily biting into my breasts, sucking and licking. I felt a wave of lust overcoming me. I wouldn’t be able to resist much longer. I lifted his head by the hair and allowed his lips to find mine. Very delicately, I pushed him away so I could look him in the eyes. He was burning up, his pupils dilated, and his eyes completely black. He panted, breathing into my mouth, trying to catch my lip between his teeth.

“Don… don’t start something you can’t finish,” I said, licking him gently. “I’ll be so wet in a moment I’ll need a new outfit.”

The Man in Black dug his fingernails into the side of the seat hard, making the leather creak under the pressure. He drilled holes in me with his wild gaze, and I knew he was fighting an internal battle.

“The second part of your statement was entirely unnecessary,” he said finally, leaning back in his seat. “The thought of what’s between your legs now is driving me crazy.”

I shot a glance at his pants, swallowing loudly. That beautiful erection wasn’t just an image in my mind anymore. I knew what his thick cock looked like, standing at attention under his clothes. With clear relish, Massimo watched my reaction. I shook my head to clear my mind and started to put my shirt back on.

He kept his eyes on me as I brushed down the crumpled fabric. I combed through my hair with a hand and put on my sunglasses. When I was finished, Massimo reached into the glove compartment and took out a black paper bag.

“I have something for you,” he said, handing me the package.

The elegant gold lettering on its front formed the words “Patek Philippe.” I knew that name. There could only be one thing inside. I also knew how expensive those watches were.

“Massimo… I…” My eyes wandered back to him. “I can’t accept that.”

He laughed out loud, sliding on his aviators.

“Baby girl, this is one of the cheaper gifts I’m going to give you. Besides, don’t forget you don’t get to decide for another few hundred days. Open it.”

I knew this was going nowhere—arguing with him never did. It could only lead to misery for me, especially since there was nowhere to run now. I pulled a black box from the bag and opened it. The watch was marvelous—pink gold encrusted with little diamonds. Simply perfect.

“You have been pretty isolated for the last few days. I know I’ve taken much from you, but you’ll start getting it all back now,” Massimo said, fastening the watch on my wrist.





CHAPTER 6

We reached the airport without any problems. The driver opened the door for Massimo while I was stuffing my things into my bag—they must have spilled out to the seat during our drive. Massimo rounded the car and opened the door on my side, offering me a hand. He was being very gallant, and in that linen suit of his he looked simply overpowering.

As both my feet touched the ground, he discreetly grabbed my ass, pushing me gently toward the entrance. I sent him a shocked glance—that was behavior worthy of an adolescent boy. But he only smirked, sliding his hand up to my back and leading me to the terminal.

I’d never had all the check-in formalities done so fast. All we had to do was pass through the building. When we emerged on the other side, another car picked us up and drove us to a small plane. I got nauseous as soon as I saw it. It looked too small—like a tube with some wings attached. I hated flying charter planes, and those looked like Goliath to this David.

“Go up the stairs,” I heard from behind me.

“I can’t do it, Massimo! I can’t!” I pleaded. “You didn’t tell me we were going to fly a toy plane. I’m not going inside.” I panted, panicked, trying to back away from the aircraft.

“Please, don’t make a scene, Laura. I’ll have to carry you in by force,” he hissed, but I simply couldn’t take another step.

Without another word, Massimo took me in his arms, and not reacting to my panicked screams and flailing arms, he carried me up the stairs and squeezed through the small entrance. He greeted the pilot and the hatch closed with a hiss.

I was terrified. My heart was pounding. I couldn’t hear my own thoughts. In the end, my desperate flailing got me what I wanted, and Massimo put me down.

As soon as my feet touched the floor, and he took a step back, I slapped his face.

“What the fuck were you thinking? Let me out! I want out!” I was yelling, still frightened to death, before throwing myself at the door.

He grabbed me by the shoulders and flung me back to a leather couch that filled nearly the entire side of the plane. Then he pinned me down with his body. I couldn’t move.

“Goddamn it, Massimo!” I kept wailing and swearing.

Intending to gag me, he pressed his lips to mine and pushed his tongue into my mouth. I was in no mood for play, though, and as soon as he did it, I bit. Hard. The Man in Black leaped back, raising his arm, as if he were going to hit me. I squeezed my eyes shut and waited for the inevitable. The strike did not come. When I opened my eyes again, he was undoing his belt. Oh my God, what’s he going to do? I thought. I started to crawl back along the couch, kicking with my feet to give me purchase on the floor. He continued, pulling the leather belt out of the loops in his pants with one fluid motion. Then, he took off his jacket, hanging it on the backrest of one of the seats next to him. He was furious. His eyes flared with anger and his jaw was working rhythmically.

“Massimo, please, don’t…” I stammered.

“Get up,” he ordered coolly. When I didn’t react, he burst out, “Get your ass up!”

Terrified, I jumped to my feet.

He stepped toward me, pinched my chin between his fingers, and lifted it so I had to look him in the eyes.

“You’ll choose your punishment now, Laura. I warned you not to resist. Now give me your hands.” Still staring into his eyes, I did as he asked. He grabbed both my wrists and deftly tied them with the leather belt. Then he sat me down and fastened our safety belts. A while later, I realized the plane was already taxiing.

Massimo sat opposite and glared at me, still boiling with fury.

“So you don’t have to think too hard, I’ll tell you what your choices are,” he said slowly, keeping his voice cold. “Each time you hit me in the face, you show a lack of respect. It is insulting, Laura. Therefore, I’ll make you feel what I feel. You might not like it, but your punishment is going to be corporeal. You can choose now: either you suck me off or let me pleasure you with my tongue.”

The plane took off and shot upward, and I fainted.

When I came to, I was lying on the couch, but my hands were still tied. The Man in Black was sitting in his seat, his legs crossed, his eyes trained on me, playing with a glass of champagne.

“So?” he asked impassively. “What’ll it be?”

I opened my eyes wide and sat up, staring at him all the time.

“You’re joking, right?” I asked, swallowing nervously.

“Do I look like I’m joking? Do you think hitting me in the face is a joke?” He leaned closer. “We’ve got an hour in this plane ahead of us, Laura, and you will have your punishment before we land. I’m nothing if not fair. At least I let you choose.” He squinted at me, licking his lips. “But my patience will run out. Soon. And then I’ll do the same thing you did, which is whatever I want.”

“I’ll suck you off,” I said numbly. “Will you untie me, or do you simply want to fuck me in the mouth?” I asked, my voice growing hoarse.

I could not show him that I was afraid. I knew it would only spur him on. He was like a predator on the prowl—when he smelled blood, he pounced.

“I thought as much,” he said, getting up and unzipping his pants. “I will not untie you. You’d probably do something stupid then, and I’d have to come up with another punishment.”

As he approached me, I closed my eyes. Let it happen. I wanted it to be over. Instead of his prick on my face, I felt him lifting me. I opened my eyes. The corridor was getting narrower in this part of the plane. Massimo had to turn sideways to squeeze us through. We entered a dark room with a bed in the middle.

The Man in Black slowly lowered me to the soft sheets. He left me there and disappeared in the small adjoining room. When he returned, he had a black bathrobe belt in his hand. I watched his movements. Despite my fear, I realized that what I was about to do wouldn’t exactly be unpleasant. It might not be a punishment, after all.

Massimo untied the belt wrapped around my wrists. Then, he rolled me over and tied the soft bathrobe belt in its place. When he was finished, he rolled me to my back again. I couldn’t move my hands an inch.

He reached to the nightstand and picked up a sleeping mask. I had been using one just like it back in Warsaw to sleep through the mornings.

He leaned over and put it over my eyes. The only thing I could see now was the silky fabric.

“You don’t have any idea how many things I’d like to do to you now, baby girl,” he whispered.

I kept still, disoriented. I didn’t know where exactly he was or what he was doing. I licked my lips nervously, getting ready for his manhood.

Suddenly, I felt him unzipping my pants.

“What are you doing?” I asked, trying to squirm out of the mask. “Don’t you just need my mouth for what you’re about to do?”

Massimo laughed wryly but didn’t stop undressing me.

“Pleasuring me wouldn’t be any kind of punishment for you,” he whispered. “I know you’ve been wanting to do it since morning. But if I do it to you, without your control, we’ll be square.” He tore my pants off abruptly.

I lay still, squeezing my legs together as hard as I could. I knew I wouldn’t be able to resist him if he really wanted to go on with his plan.

“Please, Massimo, don’t do it.”

“I asked you, too, not to hit me…” He trailed off, and I felt the mattress sagging under his weight.

I had no idea what was happening. I could only listen. I felt his breath on my cheek, and then he gently bit my earlobe.

“Don’t be afraid, baby girl,” he said, pushing his hand between my legs. “I’ll be gentle, I promise.”

I squeezed my legs together even harder, whining softly with fear.

“Shush,” he whispered. “I will part your legs now and start with just one finger. Relax.”

I knew he’d do as he was saying whether I wanted it or not. So I relaxed.

“Good. And now spread those legs wide for me.”

I did as I was told.

“You’ll be a good girl and do what I say now. I don’t want to hurt you.”

Delicately, he started to kiss me on the lips while his hand slid down. With his other hand, he held my head, deepening the kiss. I yielded, and an instant later, our tongues were dancing, quicker and quicker. I wanted him. My lips were growing greedier.

“Calm down, baby. Not so fast. Remember—this is supposed to be punishment,” he breathed into my ear as his hand reached the lace fabric of my panties. “I love how your skin feels in that lace. Now, be still and don’t move.”

Massimo’s fingers slipped into the most intimate spot of my body. Slowly, with his lips right next to my ear, he explored the inside of my thighs, gently stroking them with two fingers, teasing me. He rubbed my lips down there and finally slid inside. I felt his touch, so wonderful, and my back arched. I moaned in ecstasy.

“Don’t move and be silent. Don’t make a sound. Do you understand?”

I nodded quickly. His finger sank deeper, until it was all the way in. I clenched my teeth, trying to remain silent, while he started to move, subtly and sensually, inside me. His middle finger slid in and out, while his thumb softly fondled my clit. I felt his weight subsiding and then shifting downward. I stopped breathing. His fingers didn’t stop.

He reached his destination. Suddenly, he slipped his fingers out, making me wince. But then I felt his breath through the lace of my panties.

“I’ve dreamed about it since I first saw you. I want you to talk to me when I start. Tell me if I’m doing it good. Direct me. I want to give you ecstasy,” he breathed, pulling my thong down my legs.

On instinct, I brought my legs together, embarrassed.

“Spread them wide for me! I want to see it.”

That’s when I realized why he had given me the mask—he wanted me to feel more comfortable during our first intercourse. It made me feel like he was seeing less than he actually was. It’s a bit like with children who close their eyes when they’re afraid, thinking that if they can’t see, they can’t be seen, either.

I slowly did as he told me and heard him inhaling deeply. He spread my legs wider, piercing me with his gaze, sinking deeper into my most intimate, secretive places.

“Lick me,” I moaned, unable to keep quiet anymore. “Please, don Massimo!”

Hearing that, he started steadily rubbing my clit with his thumb.

“You’re patient. You like to be punished.”

He leaned down and sank his tongue in my snatch, his movements dynamic. I wanted to grab him by the hair, but my hands were tied behind my back. With the fingers of one hand he spread the lips of my pussy, wanting to reach that most sensitive spot.

“I want you to come, and I want to torture you with more orgasms until you beg me to stop. But I won’t stop. I need to punish you, Laura.”

He ripped the sleeping mask off my face.

“I want you to look at me. I want to see your face as you come, again and again.”

He pushed himself up and slipped a pillow beneath my head.

“You need to see everything clearly,” he said.

Between my legs, Massimo was at the same time sexy and terrifying. I’ve never liked it when a man looked at me when I was orgasming. Somehow it felt too intimate. This time, I had no choice. He swooped in again, his lips caressing my clit, and two of his fingers impaled me. I closed my eyes, feeling myself on the very brink of rapture.

“Harder,” I whispered.

His fingers kept stroking expertly, while his tongue never stopped.

“Kurwa mać!” I shouted in my native tongue as I came for the first time. The orgasm was long and strong, overwhelming. My body was taut like a string, trapped by what Massimo was doing. When I felt the orgasm subside, he rushed at my exhausted, tender, and sensitive clit again, almost painfully. I clenched my teeth until they grated, squirming—impaled by his two fingers.

“I’m sorry!” I cried after the next wave of painful bliss overcame me.

The Man in Black slowly relented, let my body cool down, softly kissed and stroked all the places that were hurting now. My hips collapsed to the mattress when he was finished. As I lay still, he slipped his hand beneath me and loosened the strap around my wrists so I could slide my hands free. I opened my eyes and looked at him. Slowly he pushed himself up, reached for the nightstand, and fished out a box of wet wipes. Gently he wiped the spots he had been attacking with such brutality just a moment ago.

“Apology accepted,” he said, and disappeared back into the main compartment.

I kept still for a moment longer, analyzing everything, but I couldn’t believe what had just happened. I only knew one thing: I was so calm now, and so sore, as if I had been fucking him for hours.

When I returned, Massimo was sitting in his seat, biting his upper lip. He turned his head, sending me a look.

“My lips smell of your pussy now. Suddenly I’m not so sure if you were the one punished.”

I sat down opposite him, seemingly unmoved by what he said.

“So, what are our plans for today?” I asked coolly, snatching the champagne glass from his hand.

“You’re getting adorably insolent.” He smiled and poured himself another glass. “I can see the size of the plane stopped bothering you.”

I swallowed a sip of champagne with difficulty. I did forget about my fear.

“Getting to know its interior changed my perspective. So what’s the plan?”

“You’ll learn in time. I’ll do some business and you’ll get to play the mobster’s girl,” he said, boyish amusement illuminating his face.

When we landed, a pair of black SUVs and a whole security team was already waiting for us. One of the men opened the door for me, then shut it as I made myself comfortable in my seat. Each time I saw those cars, I thought it was a little bit magic—the way they moved all that stuff from place to place. How did those guys and those cars manage to keep pace with Massimo? What broke my chaotic reverie, probably fueled by all those orgasms, were the words of my oppressor, uttered into my ear.

“I’d like to be inside you,” he whispered, and his hot breath paradoxically chilled me to the bone. “Deep and brutal. I’d like to feel your wet snatch close around my cock.”

The words I heard woke each and every ounce of my rich imagination. I could feel what he was saying almost physically. I closed my eyes and tried to calm down the frantic beat of my heart. It grew a bit steadier. Suddenly, Massimo’s warm breath vanished, and I heard him saying something to the driver. The words were unintelligible, but after a few seconds, the car veered off the road and stopped. The man stepped out, leaving us completely alone.

“Sit in the passenger seat in the front,” Massimo said, pinning me with his cold, black stare. He didn’t look like he was about to move himself, which seemed a bit strange.

“Why?” I asked, disoriented.

Massimo’s face took on an expression of annoyance, and his jaw clenched.

“I’ll repeat it one last time: move or I’ll move you myself.”

Again, I couldn’t help it—his tone made my hackles rise. I wanted to resist, if only to see where it took us. I also knew he was pretty good at punishing me and making me do things, but was that something I was entirely against?

“You order me around like a dog. I am no dog.”

I inhaled, intending to berate him for treating me like that, but I didn’t manage to say another word. Massimo pulled me out of the car by force and then threw me into the front seat. He pulled my hands back, behind the backrest.

“Not a dog. A bitch,” he hissed, tying my hands with some kind of strap.

Before I realized what was happening, I was sitting tied to the passenger seat, and the Man in Black sat behind the steering wheel. I started to wriggle my fingers, trying to feel my way around, and discovered that I was tied with the same bathrobe belt as back in the plane.

“You like to tie women up?” I asked as he was fiddling with some settings on the dashboard.

“It’s not a question of preference in your case.”

He pressed the ignition button and a woman’s voice from the GPS directed him as he started to drive.

“My back hurts. And my arms,” I said after a couple of minutes.

“Well, I’m hurt, too, but for an entirely different reason. Want to compare?”

I knew he was angry or frustrated. I couldn’t differentiate between those two feelings in him, but I had no idea what I had done to cause this. And even if it wasn’t my fault, he was taking it all out on me.

“Ty cholerny, uparty egoisto,” I whispered in Polish. You damned, stubborn egomaniac. “As soon as you untie me, I’ll smack you so hard you’ll have to look for your teeth on the ground,” I ranted, still in Polish.

Massimo slowed down and stopped at a traffic light, turning to me and fixing me with a furious glare. “Now repeat that in English,” he growled.

I smiled disdainfully and spewed a whole litany of profanities in Polish—all directed at him. He didn’t move, but his glare was growing more furious by the second. As soon as the light turned green, he stepped on the accelerator.

“I’ll get rid of your pain. Or at least take your mind off it,” he said, and started unbuttoning my pants with his right hand. His left hand was still on the steering wheel, but the right one slipped under my panties. I squirmed and jerked in my seat, cursing him and begging him not to do it, but it was too late.

“Massimo, I’m sorry!” I cried, trying to get out of his reach. “I’m not in pain anymore! And what I said in Polish—”

“Not interested in that anymore,” he said. “But if you don’t pipe down, I’ll have to gag you. I’d like to hear the GPS if you don’t mind, so shut up.”

His hand slid deeper into my underwear, and I felt a wave of panic flooding me. At the same time, I grew completely docile and stopped resisting.

“You promised you wouldn’t do anything against my wishes,” I whispered, leaning back.

Massimo’s fingers irritated my clitoris, smearing it with wetness that appeared as soon as he touched me.

“I’m not doing anything against your wishes. I’m just making sure your hands aren’t in pain anymore.”

His touch was growing harder, and the circular motions were sending me down the abyss of his absolute power over me. I squeezed my eyes shut and reveled in the feeling he was giving me. I knew he was acting on instinct—he had to divide his attention between two things: driving and punishing me.

I squirmed in my seat, rhythmically rubbing my hips against the leather, when the car suddenly stopped. I felt his hand leaving, though he really should have kept working on it for a couple of minutes more. Then my ties loosened.

“We’re here,” Massimo announced, killing the engine.

I stared at him from half-closed eyelids. A voice in my head was screaming, raging and cursing him. How could he leave a woman on the cusp of ecstasy and despair like that? I didn’t have to say it aloud. I knew well enough what his motivation had been. He wanted me to beg him. He wanted to show me how much I desired him, despite rebelling against anything and everything he said and did.

“That’s great,” I replied, rubbing at my wrists. They hurt so much I nearly went mad. “I hope whatever was hurting you has stopped,” I called provocatively, shrugging at the same time.

Here it was—that big red button in his head again. The Man in Black shot out with an arm, pulling me over himself, so I sat astride him with my back to the steering wheel. He grabbed me by the back of my neck and pressed my snatch against his hard cock. I moaned, feeling him rubbing against my sensitive clit.

“What hurts me,” he hissed, his fury threatening to boil over, “is that I haven’t come in your mouth yet.”

His hips were undulating lazily. That movement and the pressure of his penis made me breathless.

“And you won’t for a long, long time yet,” I whispered, my mouth close to his. I licked his lower lip then. “I’m beginning to enjoy the game you make me play,” I added cheerfully.

He froze, watching me closely, looking for answers to questions yet unasked. I don’t know how long we spent there, looking at each other, but our silent battle was interrupted by knocking on the window. Massimo lowered the glass, revealing the not-too-surprised face of Domenico. That guy certainly looks like he’s seen everything, I thought.

He said a couple of sentences in Italian, ignoring our position, and Massimo shook his head quickly. I had no idea what they were talking about, but it was clear the Man in Black wanted to have nothing to do with what Domenico was suggesting. When they were finished, Massimo opened the door and stepped out, keeping his hold on me. We headed toward the hotel he had parked the car next to. I was still clutching him, my legs around his hips. I could feel the surprised stares of the other guests as we passed them without a word, Massimo keeping a poker face.

“I’m not paralyzed or anything,” I said, raising my eyebrows and shaking my head slightly.

“I hope not, but there are a few reasons why I won’t let you go. At least two I can think of off the bat.”

We passed the reception desk and entered the elevator, where Massimo propped me against the wall. Our lips touched.

“The first one is that my erect cock is about to rip through my pants, and the second that yours have a wet stain on them and the only things that could cover it were my hands and your hips.”

I bit my lip, hearing this. He was making sense.

The bell in the elevator signaled that we reached our floor. Having taken a few steps outside, Massimo used the card he had gotten from Domenico to open the door to our monumental apartment. He put me down.

“I’d like to take a shower now,” I said, looking around for my bags.

“Everything you need is in the bathroom. I need to go out and deal with a few things,” he said, putting his cell phone to his ear and vanishing into the cavernous living room.

I took a shower and applied a hefty dose of vanilla lotion, which I found in the bathroom cabinet. I left the bathroom and walked through the apartment, finally finding what I was looking for—a bottle of my favorite bubbly beverage. I helped myself to a glass, then another, and another. I watched TV, drank champagne, and wondered where my oppressor had gone. Sometime later, out of boredom, I started to explore the apartment. It took up most of the hotel floor. When I reached the last door, I opened it and went in. Suddenly I found myself in pitch darkness. My eyes had to adjust for a while.

“Sit,” I heard the voice I had grown to recognize by now.

I did as I was told. Resistance would be pointless. A while later, I saw Massimo in the gloom. He was drying his hair with a towel. I swallowed loudly, amazed by the view and animated with the alcohol I had had. Massimo was standing by a giant bed supported by four monolithic beams. The mattress was strewn with dozens of purple, gold, and black pillows. The room was dark, classily furnished, and very luxurious. I grabbed the armrests of the armchair I was sitting in as he started to walk my way. I could not take my eyes off the penis now dangling in front of my face. I was staring, my mouth agape. He only stopped when his legs touched my knees. Massimo threw the white towel over his shoulders, grabbing its ends. When his predatory stare met my eyes, I began to pray silently. I was begging God for the strength to resist what I was seeing. What I was feeling.

Massimo was perfectly aware of his effect on me. I wasn’t too hard to read then, not to mention that I was sucking on my lower lip without realizing it. It wasn’t exactly helping to mask my feelings.

Slowly he reached for his prick with his right hand and started stroking it, from the base to the very tip. I prayed harder. His body was flexing. The steely hard muscles of his stomach grew taut, and the penis I was doing everything in my power not to look at was growing, swelling.

“Will you help me?” Massimo asked without taking his eyes off me. Without stopping to play with himself. “I won’t do anything without your consent. Remember that.”

Oh, God, he didn’t even have to do anything. He didn’t have to physically touch me to ignite my passion and focus my entire being on him, that magnificent cock, and the thought of sucking it. The last clear-thinking vestiges of my psyche were screaming at me now—if he got what he wanted, the game would stop holding his interest. And I wouldn’t feel pleased with myself for succumbing to him this fast. At this point I was sure he would have me, sooner or later. The only question was when. My reptilian brain reminded me that the man masturbating before me was the same man who wanted to kill my family. In an instant, my arousal evaporated, replaced with anger and hate.

“You’ve got to be joking,” I scoffed. “I’m not going to help you with anything. Besides, you’ve got people for everything. Why don’t you ask them?” I raised my eyes. “Can I go now?”

I tried getting up from the armchair, but Massimo grabbed me by the neck and pinned me to the backrest. He leaned over and smirked.

“Are you sure that’s what you want, Laura?”

“Let me go, for fuck’s sake,” I hissed.

He did just that and walked away toward the bed. I got up and grabbed the door handle, wanting to leave this room right then before my thoughts started to focus on things I didn’t want to think about. The door was closed. The Man in Black picked up his phone from the nightstand, dialed a number, and said something before hanging up.

“Come here,” he ordered.

“Let me out! I want to leave!” I was pulling at the handle, screaming.

Massimo swung the towel to the bed and was standing with his arms hanging loose now, fixing me with his icy gaze.

“Come over here, Laura. I won’t repeat myself.”

I leaned against the door, intending to follow none of his orders. Massimo let out a deep roar and charged at me. I squeezed my eyes shut, fearing what was going to happen. Then I felt my body being lifted and hitting the bed an instant later. The Man in Black muttered something in Italian under his breath. When I felt myself sink between the pillows, I opened my eyes only to see Massimo looming over me again. He grabbed my right hand and handcuffed it to one of the four pillars of the bed. Then he went for the left one, but I managed to squirm free and hit him first. He clenched his teeth before letting out a furious bellow. I knew I crossed a line there. He clutched my wrist again, painfully hard, and pulled my arm toward the handcuff affixed to the other pillar, all the while pinning my body to the mattress.

“I’ll do what I want with you,” he growled, sneering.

I kicked out, thrashing on the bed, until he sat astride my legs, his back turned to me, and drew out a short tube. I had no idea what that was. I only wanted him to finally get off me. But then he fastened two soft collars sticking from both ends of the tube around my ankles, reaching to the third pillar. From behind it, he pulled out a chain, fixing it to the collar wrapped around my right ankle. He repeated the operation with my left ankle. Finally, Massimo stood up, admiring his work. He had a satisfied smirk on his face and was clearly aroused by the whole situation. I, on the other hand, was disoriented and dazed. I jerked with my legs, but the tube to which they were cuffed only elongated in response, locking them stiffly in place. Massimo bit his lower lip.

“I was hoping you would do that. This is a telescopic bar. It can elongate but will not shorten unless you know where to push.”

I started panicking. I was immobilized with my legs spread wide—an invitation for my tormentor. Suddenly, someone knocked on the door. I stiffened.

The Man in Black moved closer, pulled the sheets from under me, and covered me with them.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said with that same smirk on his face as he walked to the door.

He opened it and led a young woman inside. I couldn’t see her clearly, but she had long, dark hair and wore impossibly high-heeled stilettos accentuating the shape of her toned legs. Massimo told her something and the girl froze. That’s when I realized he was still naked. The woman didn’t seem to care.

Then he covered the distance between us and leaned over me, lifting my head and putting a pillow beneath it so I could see the whole room without having to exert any muscles.

“I’d like to show you something. Something that you’re going to miss out on,” he whispered, biting my earlobe gently.

He returned to the other side of the room and sat back in the sofa chair opposite the bed I was strapped to. Keeping his eyes on me, he called out to the woman in Italian. Hearing it, she burst into motion, stepping out of her dress and standing before Massimo in her underwear. My heart started pounding as she dropped to her knees and promptly started to suck my oppressor’s cock. His hands landed on her head, his fingers entwining her hair. I couldn’t believe it. His black eyes were fixing me with a steady gaze. He was breathing heavily, greedily gulping air. The girl knew what she was doing. She was a pro. Once in a while Massimo would say something in Italian, as if instructing her. In response, she moaned lusciously. I watched them, trying to come to grips with what I was feeling. His piercing gaze made my body burn with desire. I couldn’t take my eyes off of him—his ecstasy.

The fact that it wasn’t me between his legs chafed at me. Was I jealous? Did I envy this woman? Over that bossy prick? I pushed that thought away. I wouldn’t want what she was having. But I couldn’t stop staring all the same. At one moment, Massimo tightened his grip on the girl’s head and brutally pushed his cock into her throat, making her choke. She wasn’t sucking him off anymore—he was fucking her mouth. He went in deep and fast. I squirmed on the bed, making the chains holding me in place rattle against the wooden posts. I was breathing heavily now, my chest heaving too fast for my liking. The show Massimo was starring in was exciting me, stoking the flames of my passion, but at the same making me angry. I understood the words he had said to me before the girl approached him. Yeah, I was jealous. It required a conscious effort, but I managed to close my eyes and turn my head to the side.

“Open your eyes and look at me right now,” Massimo hissed.

“I will not. You can’t make me,” I replied with a croaky voice, barely audible.

“If you won’t look at me right now, I’ll lie next to you and she’ll finish the job rubbing against you. Your choice, Laura.”

The threat was enough to make me open my eyes again.

When my stare met his, I could see the satisfaction in his eyes. His parted lips spread into a faint smile. The Man in Black rose from his seat and moved closer to me so the girl kneeling before him was now sitting with her back to the bed, some five feet from me. My hips were moving of their own accord, brushing against the satin sheets. My tongue trailed along my parched lips. I wanted him. If not for the fact that I was tied down, I would probably have thrown that woman out and finished what she had started. And Massimo knew that. After a while, his eyes grew darker and emptier, and beads of sweat formed on his chest. I knew he was going to come. The movements of the girl kneeling in front of him grew faster.
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