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Chapter 1 — The Contract

The elevator hummed like a living thing, low and constant, the sound vibrating up through the soles of my shoes and into my calves. Rain streaked the brushed steel doors in thin, crooked lines that caught the overhead light and turned it silver. My reflection looked back at me—pale skin, black slip dress clinging where the fabric had grown damp from the walk through the garage, the hem brushing the tops of my thighs with every breath. The numbers on the panel ticked upward without mercy. I kept my hands loose at my sides, fingers open, feeling the cool air push against my palms.

When the doors parted, the penthouse opened straight onto concrete that drank the sound of my steps the moment I took them. No echo. Just the soft, wet percussion of rain against the glass wall and the faint click of my heels on stone. Marco stood with his back to me, one hand resting on the window frame, the city lights fractured and blurred behind the water. His suit was charcoal, almost black in the low light, the shoulders broad enough to block part of the view. He did not turn at the sound of the elevator.

“Gianna Moretti.” His voice carried without effort, the baritone edged with something rougher than I remembered, like gravel under silk. “You’re early.”

I stayed where the elevator had left me. “You said eight. It’s seven fifty-three.”

He turned then. The light from the storm cut across his face in hard planes—cheekbones sharp, mouth set, eyes the color of wet earth. Late thirties, maybe, with the kind of stillness that made the air feel heavier. He looked at me the way someone looks at a ledger that refuses to balance.

“Promptness is a virtue I value,” he said. “The draft from the doors is not. Come in.”

I crossed the floor. The concrete was cold even through my shoes, and the hem of the dress brushed my legs with every step, the silk catching on the fine hairs there. I stopped ten feet from him, close enough to smell the clean bite of his cologne—bergamot and something colder, like rain on metal.

“The contract,” I said.

He nodded toward the marble slab that served as a table. A single page lay there, the fountain pen beside it already uncapped, the nib dark with ink. I walked to it. The terms were exactly as his men had described: one year, my body as collateral for my father’s debt, no leaving without permission, every need met. The word “authority” sat on the page like a bruise.

I read it twice. “This says I’m under your protection and authority. What does authority look like when the lights go out?”

Marco moved closer. His steps made no sound on the concrete. He stopped at the edge of the table, close enough that I could see the faint scar that ran from his left temple into the hairline, pale against the olive skin. “It looks like you being where I say you are. It looks like your phone calls being recorded. It looks like you not running to the press or the police when the year feels long.”

“And if I run anyway?”

“Then the debt climbs. Interest compounds daily. I collect from whatever is left of your father’s name, and from you, piece by piece.” His gaze did not waver. “Sign, and the year has an end date. Refuse, and it does not.”

I picked up the pen. The metal was heavy, the barrel warm from his hand. “I have conditions.”

One dark brow lifted a fraction. “You are not in a position to bargain.”

“I’m the one writing my name on the line that says I belong to you for three hundred and sixty-five days. That gives me the right to speak.” I met his stare. “First condition: this is not sex work. You do not touch me unless I invite it. That line does not move.”

He studied me for three full seconds, the only sound the rain against the glass. “Agreed.”

The speed of it surprised me. I had expected negotiation, a test, some show of force. “Just like that?”

“The contract is for your presence and your compliance. Your body is not listed as currency. You have drawn the line. I will not cross it.” His eyes dropped to my mouth, then returned to mine. “You will not be forced. You will not be persuaded by threat. If you want something else, you will have to ask for it.”

The relief that moved through me was sharp and unwelcome. I pushed on. “Second: my job. My apartment. My life outside this building.”

“Already handled. Your position at the museum has been terminated with severance. Your lease is paid through the end of the year. Your clothes and books are in the guest suite. Your sister and your friends may be contacted, but every message will be read before it leaves this network.”

I swallowed. The efficiency of it made my stomach turn. “Third: a safeword. If I say ‘diamante,’ everything stops. No questions. No consequences.”

He repeated the word once, tasting it. “Diamond. Hard enough to cut glass. Appropriate.” He gave a single nod. “It is noted. It is now part of the contract.”

He took the pen from my fingers without touching skin. In the margin he wrote in a tight, angular script:

Addendum A: Physical contact initiated by M.F. requires explicit invitation from G.M.
Addendum B: The word ‘diamante’ ends all activity without penalty or discussion.

He slid the page back. “Sign.”

My name came out in dark, wet lines. The ink smelled sharp. Marco folded the paper once and slipped it into the inner pocket of his jacket, over his heart. “The year begins now.”

He led me down a short hallway that smelled of cedar and cold stone. The guest room was larger than my old apartment, the bed wide, the linen the color of fog. My suitcases sat by the closet. My books were already shelved. The windows showed a different slice of the city, rain hammering the glass in sheets that turned the lights into bleeding stars.

“Dinner is at eight,” he said from the doorway. “You will be at the table.”

“Is that an order?”

“It is the shape of the year.”

He left the door open. I stood in the center of the room until my legs stopped shaking, then changed into a navy dress that buttoned high at the throat and ended mid-thigh. The fabric was heavier than the slip, the seams pressing against my ribs with every breath.

The dining room was a long black table under a single iron chandelier that threw fractured light across the wood. Marco had rolled his sleeves to the elbows. The scars on his forearms caught the light when he poured the wine—pale lines across the muscle, old and deliberate. He set a glass in front of me without ceremony.

We ate in near silence for the first course. Scallops, seared hard on one side, the char giving way to sweet flesh that tasted like the ocean. I felt every ridge of the fork against my tongue.

“Your father sold information to the Rossi family,” Marco said finally, voice low. “Names. Routes. The location of two men who are no longer breathing because of what he traded. The four hundred thousand was the smallest part of the debt.”

I set my fork down. “He was terrified of you.”

“He should have been.” Marco’s eyes were flat. “He chose the wrong side and the wrong moment. You are paying the balance he could not.”

“You killed him.”

“No. The bottle and the heart attack did that. I would have taken longer.” He took a slow sip of wine. “You are the price for the mercy he received.”

The words landed like stones in still water. I felt them sink. The rain outside had grown louder, the sound filling the space between us until it was almost a third presence at the table. Marco watched me without blinking, the way a man watches a fire he has built but does not yet trust.

After the plates were cleared, he stood. I rose with him. He walked me back down the hallway, stopping outside the guest room door. The air between us felt charged, the way it does before lightning. He was close enough that I could feel the heat coming off his chest, see the small pulse at the base of his throat.

“The boundary is yours,” he said. “I will not breach it. But the curiosity is mine, and I am not a patient man by nature.”

He did not touch me. He simply turned and left, the sound of his footsteps swallowed by the concrete and the rain.

I closed the door. The room was cool, the sheets still crisp. I stripped out of the navy dress and stood naked in front of the full-length mirror. My skin looked flushed, the nipples tight from the chill. I climbed onto the bed and lay on my back, legs parted, the cool air touching the heat between my thighs.

My hand moved down my stomach, fingers sliding through the slickness already gathered there. I thought of his scarred knuckles resting on the contract, the way the pen had looked small in his hand, the low rasp of his voice saying the word “authority” like it was something he could taste. I imagined him on his knees at the foot of this bed, the suit jacket gone, the white shirt open, his mouth on the inside of my thigh while I held the safeword like a blade at his throat. Not because he would break the line, but because the line was the only thing that made the wanting sharp enough to matter.

I pressed two fingers inside myself, slow, feeling the stretch, the wet sound loud in the quiet room. My thumb circled my clit in tight, deliberate strokes. I pictured him watching from across the room—suit jacket still on, one shoulder against the wall, arms loose at his sides. Not moving. Not asking. Just watching, with that flat, measuring intensity that stripped every excuse I had. My hips lifted against my own hand and my breath snagged, slick heat flooding over my fingers. The orgasm built slow, a tight coil that pulled lower and lower until it broke in hard, rolling waves. I came with my teeth in my lower lip, catching the sound before it could fully escape, thighs clamped around my hand.

I lay there afterward, fingers still slick and curled inside, the rain hammering the glass, the contract folded against his heart somewhere down the hall. The word diamante lived at the back of my throat like a coin I hadn’t spent. The year stretched ahead like a corridor I would have to learn by feel. The boundary was mine. The wanting was mine. And already, in that first dark hour, they were pulling against each other like tide against stone.

The next week passed in a strange, suspended rhythm. The penthouse was a gilded cage—beautiful, cold, and mine for a year. Marco was a ghost presence, gone before I woke, back long after dark. We shared silent, elaborate dinners where he asked pointed questions about my degree, my old job, my sister, and listened with that unnerving, total focus. He never touched me. He rarely even stood too close. I filled the empty afternoons in the library, always the same deep chair by the east window, always the same unread page.

It was on the eighth night that the script between us finally changed.

The dining room felt too large for two people. Every scrape of silver against porcelain carried farther than it should have, bouncing off the high ceiling and the dark wood panels. The candles had burned low enough that their flames trembled with each shift of air from the vents. I could smell the seared fish still clinging to the plates, the faint bitterness of charred lemon, and underneath it the clean, expensive scent of whatever soap Marco used that morning.

He set his fork down and watched me the way a man watches a storm front that has been building all week. “You keep waiting for me to break the rules I wrote myself.”

“I’m waiting for you to act like the man who signed that contract,” I said. My voice came out steadier than I expected. The wine had loosened something in my chest but sharpened everything else.

Marco’s mouth curved, not quite a smile. “The contract says you belong to me for three hundred and sixty-five days. It does not say I get to use you like a toy the first week. I prefer my possessions unbroken.”

Heat moved through me, low and unwanted. “I’m not a possession.”

“You are until the year is up.” He lifted his glass, watched the light move through the red. “And you will be treated accordingly. You eat at my table. You sleep under my roof. You do not leave without my knowledge. In exchange you keep your sister’s debts from becoming something much uglier. That is the balance.”

I pushed a piece of fish I no longer wanted around my plate. The servant appeared without being called, cleared everything, and returned with two narrow glasses of something dark and sweet that smelled like cherries left too long in the sun. When the door closed again the silence pressed in.

“Why the library?” I asked. The question came out of nowhere, but once it was in the air I wanted the answer. “You have an entire floor of books no one touches. Why give me that key and not the others?”

“Because the library is where people go when they are trying not to think about the person they share a roof with.” He set his glass down. The base made a soft, final sound against the wood. “You have been going there every afternoon. You take the same chair by the east window. You read the same page of the same book for twenty minutes before you give up and stare at the door instead.”

My face went hot. “You have someone watching me.”

“I watch you myself when I am home.” His voice stayed level, almost bored. “You cross your legs when you are trying not to fidget. You bite the inside of your cheek when you are angry. You hold your breath when I walk past the open doorway. I notice these things because they are useful.”

The word useful landed harder than anything else he had said. I stood. The chair legs dragged across the rug. Marco rose with me, unhurried, and followed me out of the dining room and down the long hallway that led past the gym and the terrace doors. I stopped at the library instead of my bedroom. The double doors were already ajar. I pushed them wider and stepped inside, knowing he would follow.

The room smelled of paper and oiled leather and the faint metallic trace of the city that crept in through the tall windows. A single floor lamp burned beside the deep armchair I had claimed as mine. The rest of the space was shadow and the dark spines of books that reached two stories above us.

Marco closed the doors behind him. The latch clicked like a period at the end of a sentence.

“You think I do not see the way you look at me,” he said. He stayed near the doors, giving me the length of the room. “You think I do not hear the way your breathing changes when I speak to you. I told you the boundary was yours. I meant it. But that does not mean I am blind.”

I turned to face him. The rug was thick under my bare feet. My dress felt too thin. “You agreed to the no-touch rule. You could have refused.”

“I could have.” He moved then, not toward me but to the long table where he sometimes left reports. He leaned against it, arms crossed, the lamplight cutting across the hard line of his jaw and the scar that ran from his left wrist up under the cuff of his shirt. “A man who forces his hand early ends up with a woman who spends every hour planning how to cut it off. I do not want a year of that. I want the year you already signed for. The one where you stop pretending you do not watch me the same way I watch you.”

My pulse was loud in my ears. “I watch you because I am trying to understand what kind of man keeps another person like property.”

“You watch me because some part of you is already wondering what it would feel like if I stopped being patient.” He said it without raising his voice. The words filled the high room anyway. “You wonder about my hands. You wonder whether the control I keep in every other part of my life would hold if you asked me to put them on you. That is not curiosity about my business. That is something else.”

I took a step back and felt the edge of the armchair against my calves. “I want to finish the year and leave.”

“Most people in your position want the same thing.” He pushed away from the table and came forward slowly, stopping when there were still three careful feet between us. Close enough that I could see the small muscle that jumped in his jaw when he was thinking. “The difference is what they do with the wanting while they wait. You touch yourself at night and then hate yourself for it in the morning. I can see it on your face the next day. The guilt. The hunger. Both of them.”

The heat in my face was nothing compared to the low, liquid pull between my legs. I hated that he could name it. I hated that he was right.

“You are very sure of yourself,” I said.

“I am very sure of what I see.” His gaze moved over me once, slow, taking in the way the dress clung where my skin had gone damp. “The boundary is still yours, Gianna. I will not cross it. But when you decide the boundary is in your way instead of protecting you, you will tell me. Not with words. With the way you look at me. With the way you stop pretending you do not want my hands where your own have been.”

He turned and left before I could answer. The doors stayed open behind him. I stood in the middle of the library with my heart hammering and my thighs pressed tight together, listening to his footsteps fade down the hallway.

I did not go to my room right away. I stayed among the books until the city lights outside the windows blurred and my legs ached from standing. When I finally moved, it was to the shower at the end of the east wing, the one with the glass walls and the rainfall head that could be turned hot enough to sting.

Steam filled the stall before the water had finished heating. I stripped out of the dress and stepped under the spray. The heat struck my shoulders first and ran down in sheets, over my back, over the curve of my ass, between my thighs. I braced one forearm on the tile and pressed my forehead to my arm and waited to see if the heat would be enough to chase him out. It wasn’t.

My other hand found my stomach and slid lower.

My clit was already swollen, already aching, sensitive enough that the first slow circle pulled a sharp sound from my throat. I parted my legs and tilted my hips, thinking of the way he’d said when — not if, not maybe, just when, patient and absolute, like he already knew the answer. I wanted those scarred hands here instead of mine. I wanted him behind me with his cock hard against the crease of my ass and his mouth at my ear, telling me in that low, unhurried voice exactly what he was going to make me ask for. I wanted the weight of his patience bearing down on me until I broke into pieces small enough to name.

My fingers slipped lower, two of them pushing inside my cunt with a wet sound that the water almost buried. I fucked myself slowly at first, then found the angle that lit everything at once and stopped being slow. The heel of my palm ground against my clit with each thrust. I took my free hand off the wall and pinched my nipple, twisting until the sharp sting ran straight down to where my fingers were buried and added itself to everything else happening there. The tile was cool against my cheek. My legs shook. The orgasm built fast and then faster, then it hit—a hard clench from deep inside, my cunt gripping my own fingers while slick heat pulsed over my knuckles. I kept rubbing through it, wringing every last tremor out of myself until the pleasure crested into something almost unbearable. Only then did I pull my hand away. Only then did I let the water do what it could.

I stayed under the spray until my legs steadied and the steam thinned to nothing. When I turned the water off, the silence that replaced it felt enormous, the kind that has a shape. I toweled off slowly. My face in the mirror was flushed, my lower lip swollen from biting it. The woman looking back at me had her arms crossed over her chest and her eyes too bright, and she looked nothing like someone who was counting down the days until she could leave.

She looked like someone who had just discovered a new kind of hunger and had no idea where to put it.

I wrapped the towel tight and walked back to my room on bare feet, the marble cold and precise under my soles. The penthouse was quiet. Somewhere down the hall a light was still on beneath a closed door. Marco, awake. Reading reports or making calls or simply sitting with the particular stillness of a man who had spent years making himself hard to read. Knowing he was there—twenty feet away, separated by concrete and one signed piece of paper—made the air in my room feel thinner, charged, like the moment before a static shock.

I closed my door and stood with my back against it. My hand pressed flat to my own sternum. My heart knocked against my palm.

I touched myself again. Through the towel first, then without it, slow and deliberate, not chasing anything urgent this time but building something careful. My fingers found my clit and circled it with the same patient insistence he had used on everything else—his words, his attention, his refusal to rush. I came quietly, with my teeth pressed together, a long, low clench that left me trembling in the dark.

The year was still long. The rules were still the rules.

But the wanting had developed its own agenda, and it did not care about either.


Chapter 2 — The First Crack

The morning after felt like a hangover of the soul. I woke in the vast bed, the duvet heavy across my legs. My skin still felt tight and oversensitive, as if the memory of my own fingers had marked me. Traitorous, I thought, pushing the covers back.

I dressed in one of the slip dresses from the closet, black silk that clung and whispered against my thighs. It felt like a uniform. My reflection in the floor-to-ceiling window looked like a ghost against the bright morning sky. A ghost who had come thinking about the man who held her leash. Shame sat bitter at the back of my tongue.

A soft knock. Not his knock. His was firm, decisive.

“Come in.”

An older woman in a neat grey dress entered with a tray. “Breakfast, Miss Gianna. Mr. Ferraro is in his study. He asked that you join him when you’re finished.”

Her tone was neutral, professional. She didn’t look at me with pity or curiosity. I was simply another item in the inventory he controlled. “Thank you.”

The coffee was dark and rich. I ate the fruit and pastry without tasting them, nerves strung tight. He asked that you join him. Not a command, yet it functioned as one. The boundary I had set and he had accepted felt thin this morning, tissue against weather.

I found the study down a wide hallway lined with modern art that looked expensive and vaguely violent. The door stood ajar. I pushed it open.

Marco Ferraro stood at the window, back to me, phone to his ear. The black suit stretched across his shoulders. Morning light cut him into hard edges.

“No. You tell him the next shipment comes through our docks or it doesn’t come at all.” His voice was low, empty of anger. The absence of anger made it worse. “Handle it.”

He ended the call and turned. His eyes found me at once, a cool, assessing sweep from hair to bare feet. “Gianna.”

“You wanted to see me.”

“I did.” He set the phone on the vast obsidian desk. “Sit.”

I took one of the low leather chairs facing the desk. He didn’t sit behind it. He came around and leaned against the front edge, close enough that the clean scent of his soap and the warmer note of his skin reached me. My pulse kicked hard.

“We need to establish routines,” he said. His gaze stayed on my face, yet the attention felt more intimate than a touch. “You are not a prisoner in this apartment. You may use the gym, the library, the terrace. A car and driver will be available for approved destinations. Shopping. Museums. Not your old neighborhood. Not your mother’s house.”

“Approved by you.”

“Yes.”

“And if I refuse? If I just leave?”

A faint, dark flicker moved through his eyes. “You signed a contract, Gianna. Your word. Your choice. Breaking it would have consequences for the people you’re trying to protect. The debt would revert, with interest. Your sister’s situation would become untenable.”

He said it calmly. A statement of fact. The leash wasn’t physical; it was woven from my own loyalties. I looked down at my hands, clenched in my lap. “I understand.”

“Good.” He pushed off the desk. “Come. I’ll show you the library. You mentioned you read.”

I followed him, the silence between us thick and charged. The library was a two-story room, all dark wood and ladders, smelling of old paper and lemon oil. It was stunning. It felt like a test.

“This is…” I trailed off, running my fingers along a spine of embossed leather.

“Yours to use.” He was watching me again. That relentless attention. “Do you always watch people so closely, Gianna? Or is it just me?”

The question, echoing his own from yesterday, hung in the quiet air. My face heated. I turned to face a shelf, pretending to study titles. “I’m observant. It’s kept me alive.”

“And what have you observed about me?” I swallowed. This was dangerous ground. The memory of my shower, of my own fingers and the fantasy of his, flashed hot and bright. “That you’re a man who controls everything. Especially himself.”

“Is that what you see?” His voice was closer. I hadn’t heard him move. He was right behind me, not touching, but the heat of him radiated against my back. “Control?”

My breath shallowed. “Yes.”

“Look at me.” I turned. He was too close. I had to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. They were dark, unreadable pools, but there was a heat in them now, banked but present. I could see the faint scar through his eyebrow, the exact line of his jaw where dark stubble shadowed the skin.

“What else?” he murmured.

The air left my lungs. My heart hammered against my ribs. The boundary, my boundary, screamed in my head. He will not touch you unless you ask. But I was the one who’d stepped into the space between us. I was the one who couldn’t look away.

“I see…” My voice was a whisper. “I see the man who owns me.”

A muscle flexed in his jaw. “Do you hate it?”

The truth tumbled out, raw and naked. “I don’t know.”

His hand came up then, but not to touch me. He reached past my head, his sleeve brushing my cheek, and pulled a book from the shelf behind me. The scent of him—soap, warmth, power—wrapped around me. I swayed, almost leaning into him.

He held the book between us. The Count of Monte Cristo. “Appropriate, perhaps.”

I took it, my fingers brushing his. A jolt, electric and undeniable, shot up my arm. Our eyes locked. The world narrowed to this space, to the pounding of my blood, to the unasked question hanging between us.

He stepped back. The space felt arctic without him. “Your first outing. This afternoon. The driver will take you to the Modigliani exhibit at the modern museum. Elena will accompany you.”

Elena. The woman from this morning. A chaperone. A guard.

“Why?” The word was out before I could stop it. “Because the world isn’t safe for what’s mine,” he said simply, and walked out of the library, leaving me clutching the book, my entire body humming.



The museum was a curated escape. Elena walked a discreet five paces behind me, a silent shadow in a tasteful pantsuit. I tried to lose myself in the elongated, sorrowful faces of the portraits, but my mind was back in the library, back in the shower.

What’s mine.

He said it with such casual possession. It should have made my skin crawl. Instead, a treacherous warmth had pooled low in my belly. I stopped in front of a large canvas, a nude that was all sinuous lines and provocative emptiness. I felt exposed, seen.

“Miss?” Elena’s voice was at my elbow. “A man has been watching you from the far gallery for the past ten minutes.”

A chill that had nothing to do with desire swept through me. I didn’t turn. “Who is he?”

“One of the Rossi associates. A low-level enforcer. Paolo.” Rossi. The name was a splinter of ice in my gut. A rival family. My father had gotten tangled with them, too, in his desperate, stupid dealings. “What does he want?”

“To send a message, likely. To see you. To remind Mr. Ferraro that his new… acquisition is of interest.” Her voice was utterly calm. “We should leave.”

As we turned to go, the man—Paolo—detached himself from the shadow of a pillar and began to amble in our direction. He was younger than Marco, with a slick smile and cold eyes. He cut directly into our path.

“Gianna Moretti,” he said, his voice oily. “Or is it Ferraro now? Hard to keep up.”

Elena moved subtly, positioning herself slightly in front of me. “Step aside, Paolo.”

“I’m just paying my respects,” he said, his eyes crawling over me, lingering on the neckline of my dress. “The Don must be pleased. Settling an old debt with such a pretty piece. I heard you’re quite the dedicated daughter.”

Rage, white-hot and clean, burned through the fear. I met his gaze. “You know nothing about me.”

“I know your daddy died owing money to everyone. I know your sister’s a weak link. And I know Marco Ferraro keeps his toys close.” He leaned in, his breath smelling of cigarettes and mint. “But toys can be taken. Or broken.”

Before I could react, before Elena could move, a new voice cut through the hushed museum air.

“Paolo.”

It was a single word, spoken softly. It froze the blood in my veins.

Marco stood at the entrance to the gallery. He wasn’t in a suit jacket. His white shirt was rolled to his elbows, his tie loose. He must have come straight from somewhere else. His expression was calm, but his eyes were black fire. He walked toward us, and the very air seemed to part for him. Visitors instinctively edged away.

Paolo straightened up, his bravado cracking. “Marco. Just admiring the… art.”

Marco didn’t even look at him. His gaze was fixed on me, a swift, penetrating scan that seemed to check for damage. “Are you all right?”

I nodded, unable to speak.

Only then did Marco turn his attention to Paolo. He stepped so close into the other man’s space that Paolo had to tilt his head back. “You were speaking to her.”

“Just making conversation.”

“You mentioned her father. Her sister.” Marco’s voice dropped, a deadly whisper. “You looked at her like she was a thing to be assessed.”

“I didn’t—” Marco’s hand shot out, not to hit him, but to clamp on Paolo’s shoulder, fingers digging in. Paolo winced. “Listen to me very carefully. You will go back to your boss. You will tell him that Gianna Moretti is under my protection. That she is mine. And that if any man from your family so much as looks in her direction again, I will personally remove his eyes and feed them to him. Do you understand the message?”

Paolo’s face was pale. He gave a jerky nod. “Now get out of my sight.” Marco released him. Paolo scurried away, disappearing into the next gallery.

The silence he left behind was deafening. Marco turned to Elena. “Wait with the car.”

She melted away. Then it was just him and me, standing in the quiet, elegant space surrounded by art about human suffering. The adrenaline was crashing, leaving me shaking. I wrapped my arms around myself.

Marco closed the final distance between us. He didn’t touch me. “Look at me.”

I forced my eyes up to his. The fury was still there, but it was banked, controlled, directed outward. What was left was an intensity that stole my breath.

“Did he touch you?”

“No.”

“Did he frighten you?”

“Yes.”

A muscle ticked in his jaw. “It won’t happen again.”

“You were following me.” It wasn’t an accusation. Just a realization.

“I was ensuring your safety.” His eyes searched mine. “You’re trembling.”

I was. A fine, uncontrollable tremor. The confrontation, the threat, his sudden, terrifying appearance—it had all ripped away the veneer of our strange, quiet arrangement. This was the world. Brutal, possessive, deadly.

And he was at the center of it. He had claimed me, publicly, violently.

The warmth in my belly was back, twisting with the fear, inseparable from it. A dark, potent cocktail.

“Come,” he said, his voice gentler than I’d ever heard it. He finally reached out, but not to grab me. He offered his arm.

I stared at it. The sleeve of his crisp white shirt was rolled back over a powerful forearm. The scarred knuckles I’d fantasized about were relaxed.

This was the crack. The one I knew would come from me.

I didn’t take his arm. I stepped into him. I placed my hand flat against his chest, over the steady, strong beat of his heart. I felt him go utterly still.

“Gianna.” My name was a warning and a question.

I looked up at him, all my confusion, my fear, my treacherous wanting laid bare. “You said you wouldn’t touch me unless I asked.”

His eyes darkened, the pupils swallowing the brown. “Yes.”

“What if I’m asking?”

Time stopped. In his eyes, I saw the control he prized so highly strain, fracture, and then reform into something hotter, more deliberate. He brought his hand up and covered mine where it lay on his chest. His skin was warm, his grip firm.

“Is this what you want?”

“I don’t know what I want,” I whispered, honest. “But I know I don’t want to be afraid. And right now… you’re the only thing that doesn’t scare me.”

It was the truth. In this moment, with the threat still lingering in the air, his possessive fury felt like a shield.

He lifted our joined hands, turning mine over. He pressed his lips to the center of my palm. The kiss was searing, a brand of promise. A shockwave of pure desire rolled through me, sharp and aching.

“Then we go home,” he said, his lips moving against my skin. “And we negotiate new terms.”



The car ride was silent. He sat beside me, not touching, but the space between us was alive. I could feel the energy coming off him in waves—a predatory stillness. My body was a live wire, every nerve ending aware of his proximity. The memory of his lips on my palm burned.

Elena drove. The partition was up.

We entered the penthouse, and the heavy door clicked shut behind us, sealing us in. The afternoon light slanted through the windows, painting the marble floors gold.

Marco turned to me. He’d shed any remaining pretense of detachment. His gaze was hot, direct, owning. “Last chance, Gianna. You set a boundary. I have honored it. If you cross that line, there is no going back to what we were. You will be mine in truth. Do you understand?”

My mouth was dry. My heart felt like it was trying to beat its way out of my chest. I understood. This was the consent gateway, stark and clear. He was giving me the choice, even now.

I thought of the shower, of my own desperate fantasies. I thought of Paolo’s leering face, and Marco’s voice saying she is mine. I thought of the hollow, gnawing hunger that had been growing since the moment I signed his contract.

I didn’t want to be a transaction. But in this moment, I wanted to be his.

“I understand,” I said, my voice surprisingly steady.

He closed the distance between us in one stride. His hands came up to frame my face, his touch not gentle, but deliberate, firm. “Say it.”

I looked into his eyes, letting him see everything—the fear, the defiance, the want. “Touch me, Marco.”

A low sound, almost a growl, escaped him. And then his mouth was on mine.

It wasn’t a gentle kiss. It was a claiming. Hard, hungry, all-consuming.

His lips parted mine, his tongue driving in to taste me with raw hunger that buckled my knees. He held me upright, one hand fisting in my hair, angling my head to take the kiss deeper. A moan vibrated from my throat into his mouth. My hands shot up to grip his shoulders, the thick muscle beneath his shirt the only solid thing left.

He tasted of coffee and something darker, wilder. The scent of him—clean linen, heated skin, raw power—flooded my senses. I kissed him back with matching desperation, teeth scraping his lower lip, tongue tangling with his. This wasn’t submission. This was fire catching.

He broke the kiss, breathing hard, his forehead pressed to mine. “Again. Say it again.”

“Touch me,” I panted, fingers digging into him. “Everywhere.”

He swept me up into his arms as if I weighed nothing. My arms locked around his neck. I buried my face against his throat, kissing the strong column of it, feeling his pulse hammer against my lips. He carried me out of the foyer, not to my room, but to his.

It was larger, darker, all blacks and greys. The bed was a massive platform, low and wide. He laid me down on the cool duvet and followed, bracing himself over me. The look in his eyes was devastating—pure, unfiltered heat and possession.

“This dress,” he said, voice rough. “I’ve been thinking about this dress since you walked into my study.”

His hand slid down my side, over the slippery silk, then up the inside of my thigh, pushing the hem higher. His touch burned. I arched off the bed, a gasp tearing from my throat.

“You watched me,” I accused. “Every second.”

He hooked a finger in the side strap of my panties. “And you watched me back.”

He tore the fragile lace. The sound was obscenely loud. Cool air hit my bare skin, followed immediately by the heat of his hand. He cupped me, his palm covering my entire mound. I cried out, hips jerking.

“So wet,” he murmured, eyes locked on my face as he stroked a thick finger through my folds. “For me. For this.”

“Yes.” It came out a sob. He pressed a finger inside me, slowly, his gaze never leaving mine. I was tight, clenching around the intrusion, but so slick. The feeling of being filled after so much imagining was overwhelming. My head fell back.

“Stay with me,” he said, low. I forced my eyes back open. His stare was scorching, utterly focused, as he added a second finger, stretching me open. A low, ragged moan tore from my throat. “Good. Good. Mia bella. Feel how you take me. Your greedy little cunt is sucking my fingers in.”

The crude word in his accented voice sent a fresh flood of heat through me. He began to move his fingers in a slow, relentless rhythm, his thumb finding my clit and circling it with perfect, maddening pressure.

“Marco… please…”

“Please what?”

“I need… more.”

He withdrew his fingers and I whimpered at the loss. He brought them to his mouth, sucking them clean, eyes never leaving mine. The sight was the most erotic thing I’d ever seen. “You taste like heaven and defiance.”

Then he was moving, shifting down the bed. He pushed my thighs apart, hands firm on my skin. “I’ve dreamed of this.”

His mouth descended on me.

The first flat stroke of his tongue made me scream. It was too much, too intense. He licked me from opening to clit with a slow, thorough pass, then zeroed in on the swollen, sensitive bud, sucking it into his mouth.

I shattered. An orgasm ripped through me without warning, blinding and brutal. I thrashed, hands fisting in his hair, but he didn’t stop. He gentled his mouth, lapping at me, drawing the sensations out until I was a trembling, sobbing mess on the sheets.

Only then did he rise over me again, unfastening his trousers. His cock sprang free, thick, long, and fiercely erect. The sight of it, the reality of what was about to happen, made my breath catch.

He reached for a condom on the nightstand, sheathed himself with quick, efficient movements. Then he was back, settling between my thighs, the blunt head of his cock pressing against my soaked entrance.

“This is it, Gianna,” he said, voice strained with the effort of his control. “Once I’m inside you, you’re mine. No going back. Say yes.”

I wrapped my legs around his hips, pulling him closer. I looked up at the man who held my debt, my safety, my body in his hands. The enemy. The protector. The only man who had ever made me feel this alive.

“Yes,” I said.

He drove into me in one deep, relentless thrust.

I cried out, a sound of shock and utter fullness. He was big, stretching me to the brink, filling me completely. He went still, buried to the hilt, his body trembling with restraint.

“Dio,” he choked out, face buried in my neck. “You’re so tight. So perfect.”

The initial sting faded, replaced by a deep, aching fullness that began to spark with pleasure. I moved my hips experimentally and he groaned, a ragged, broken sound.

He began to move. Slow, deep strokes that dragged against every sensitive inch inside me. Each thrust was a claiming, a promise, a punishment and a reward. He kissed me again, swallowing my moans, his tongue mimicking the rhythm of his hips.

“You feel that?” he growled against my lips. “That’s where you belong. Taking my cock. Coming on it.”

His words, filthy and perfect, pushed me higher. The friction was incredible, building a coil of tension deep in my belly. I met him thrust for thrust, nails scoring down his back. He hissed, pace increasing.

“Look at me,” he demanded. I opened my eyes. His face was a mask of fierce pleasure, control fraying at the edges. “Who do you belong to?”

“You,” I gasped, the truth of it breaking over me. In this, right now, I did.

“Again.”

“You, Marco. I belong to you.”

Something wild broke in his expression. He slammed into me, harder, faster, losing the last vestige of his restraint. The bed rocked. The world narrowed to the slap of skin, the smell of sex and sweat, the raw, desperate sounds we were both making.

The coil inside me snapped. My second orgasm was a convulsive wave, tearing a scream from my throat as I clenched around him, milking his cock. He shouted my name, his own release slamming into him. He drove deep, holding himself there as he pulsed inside me, body rigid, face a portrait of ecstatic surrender.

He collapsed onto me, his weight a solid, welcome anchor. Our hearts hammered against each other, a frantic, synchronized rhythm. His breath was hot against my ear.

Slowly, reality seeped back in. The cooling sweat on my skin. The dull, pleasant ache between my legs. The heavy, possessive arm draped across my waist.

He shifted, disposing of the condom, then gathered me against him, pulling the duvet over us. He didn’t speak. He just held me, his fingers tracing idle patterns on my bare shoulder.

I lay there, in the silence of his bedroom, in the circle of his arms. The boundary was gone. Obliterated. By my own asking.

I was well and truly his property now. And the terrifying, exhilarating part was, as I drifted towards sleep with his scent on my skin and his heartbeat under my ear, I didn’t want to be anywhere else.


Chapter 3 — The Morning After

I woke to sunlight and an empty bed.

For a confused, soft moment, I stretched, my body humming with a deep, satisfied ache. The sheets smelled of him—clean linen, expensive aftershave, and the musk of sex. Then memory returned, crisp and vivid. Again. You, Marco. My own words echoed, a hot flush rising from my chest to my cheeks. I’d said them. I’d meant them.

I sat up, the duvet pooling around my waist. The massive bedroom was quiet, all sharp angles and muted grays. My black silk dress lay in a sad puddle on the marble floor where he’d dropped it last night. I was naked. Utterly, completely naked in Marco Ferraro’s bed.

A surge of something—panic, pride, possessiveness—jolted through me. I pushed it down. This was the deal. This was the consequence of my choice. I swung my legs over the side of the bed, feet sinking into the thick, cream-colored rug. I needed clothes. I needed a shower. I needed to find him and… and what? Negotiate the terms of the morning after?

Before I could move, the bedroom door opened.

Marco stood there, already dressed. A black suit, crisp white shirt, no tie. He looked carved from stone, utterly composed, his dark eyes taking me in with a focused intensity that made my skin prickle. He held a large mug in one hand.

“You’re awake,” he said, voice a low rumble. He stepped inside, closing the door softly behind him.

“I just…” My voice was morning-rough. I cleared my throat, crossing my arms over my chest. A futile gesture. He’d seen everything, touched everything. “I was about to look for my dress.”

He ignored that. He walked to my side of the bed and held out the mug. “Coffee. Black, two sugars. As you took it yesterday.”

I stared at the offering. It was such a normal, domestic thing. A peace offering. A claim. I took the mug, letting the heat seep into my palms. “Thank you.”

He didn’t move away. His gaze traveled over my face, my bare shoulders, the way I clutched the mug like a shield. “How do you feel?”

The question was so direct it startled a laugh out of me, brittle and sharp. “How do I feel? Sore. Confused. Like I crossed a line I can’t uncross.”

A flicker of something—approval?—passed over his features. “Good. It should feel like that.” He finally took a step back, giving me space to breathe. “The bathroom is through that door. You’ll find everything you need. Take your time. We’ll talk when you’re dressed.”

He turned to leave, all business.

“Marco.”

He paused, glancing back over his shoulder.

“Last night…” I began, then faltered. What was I asking for? Reassurance? A declaration? “It doesn’t change the contract. The year. The debt.”

His expression hardened, the softness from a moment ago vanishing. “It changes everything, Gianna. You just don’t know it yet.” He opened the door. “One hour. Wear the clothes in the dressing room.”

He was gone before I could argue.



The bathroom was a temple of marble and chrome. A shower big enough for five. A sunken tub. A vanity lined with products, all new, all unopened. I ignored the opulence and stepped under the punishing spray of the shower, letting the hot water sluice over my skin. I scrubbed, trying to wash away the feeling of him, but it was embedded. The faint bruises on my hips from his grip. The tender ache between my legs. The phantom pressure of his body pinning me to the mattress.

He’d honored my boundary. He’d waited for my yes. And then he’d taken everything I’d offered with a ferocity that had stripped me raw. The memory sent a fresh, unwanted pulse of heat low in my belly.

I turned the water to cold, gasping until my thoughts cleared.

Wrapped in a plush towel, I ventured into the dressing room he’d mentioned. It was a closet the size of my old apartment, lined with racks. One side held his suits, rows of them in varying shades of black and charcoal. The other side… was for me.

Slip dresses in silk and satin hung in the closet, their fabric whispering against one another. Soft trousers in dove gray and cream. Cashmere sweaters folded in precise stacks. Lingerie—lace and silk, nothing like the plain cotton I had always worn—filled the drawers. Every piece in my size. Every piece in the same muted palette: black, white, cream, dove gray. A collection of property, chosen for someone else’s eyes.

I dressed without thinking, pulling on simple black leggings and a long, loose charcoal sweater that brushed my thighs. My hair stayed damp against my back. I left my face bare, no armor at all.

When I emerged, he stood in the living area before the floor-to-ceiling windows, the city spread out below like circuitry. He had shed his suit jacket. The sight of him in his shirt alone, sleeves rolled to the elbows, scarred knuckles resting on the sill, felt more intimate than if he had been naked. Veins traced the backs of his hands. The cotton pulled across his shoulders when he breathed.

He heard me and turned. His eyes moved over me slowly, missing nothing.

“You look…” He searched for the word. “Real.”

“As opposed to?”

“A fantasy.” He gestured to the low sofa. “Sit.”

I perched on the edge, every inch of me aware of where he stood. He remained on his feet, a pillar of controlled energy.

“We need to establish the rules of the day,” he began, voice flat with business. “You have the run of the penthouse. The gym, the library, the terrace. You do not leave without me or without Sal, my driver. You do not answer the door. You do not use the landline. Your personal phone is on the console by the door. One number is programmed into it. Mine.”

I nodded. We had covered these terms in the initial contract. “And you?”

“I have business. I’ll be in and out. Tonight, we’re going to the lake house.”

That was new. “Why?”

“Because this,” he said, gesturing at the penthouse around us, “is a fortress. The lake is… different. You’ll see.”

“Is it safe?” The question slipped out before I could stop it. Naive. Nowhere was safe. My father had made that clear.

A dark smile touched his mouth. “For you? It’s the safest place on earth. For anyone who isn’t you? No.” He crossed the space between us and leaned over, bracing both hands on the back of the sofa, caging me in. His scent—spice and clean skin—filled the narrow space. “Last night changed the rules, Gianna. For me.”

My breath caught. “How?”

“Before, you were a transaction. A square deal to balance a ledger.” His gaze dropped to my mouth. “Now, you’re a complication. You asked for me. You gave yourself to me. That makes you mine in a way a piece of paper never could.” One hand rose, his fingers brushing a strand of damp hair from my cheek. The touch was shockingly gentle. “And I protect what’s mine with everything I have. Do you understand?”

I understood the threat inside the promise. The danger. I also understood the stark truth in his eyes. He meant it. This was no longer a game to him. My yes had unlocked something feral, and now he intended to feed it.

“I understand,” I whispered.

His thumb stroked my lower lip. “Good.” He straightened, the moment broken. “Eat something. I’ll be back by six.”

He left me there, trembling on the sofa, my coffee gone cold on the table.

The day stretched long and silent. I moved through the penthouse like a ghost. The gym gleamed with polished steel and black rubber flooring, every machine calibrated and waiting. The library held books in both Italian and English—leather-bound classics beside modern thrillers with cracked spines. The kitchen was a sterile showroom of marble and stainless steel. I found eggs, made an omelet I barely tasted, the fork scraping the plate too loudly in the quiet.

My mind looped on him. The weight of his hands. The rough sound of his voice when he came. The possessive darkness in his eyes this morning. I was in over my head. I had bargained for a year of cold servitude, not this. Not the simmering electric tension that made my skin feel too tight and my thoughts scatter like startled birds.

I tried to read. I tried to watch the television. Nothing held. I was waiting. For him. And that realization unsettled me more than anything else.

At five minutes to six, the key turned in the door. My heart slammed against my ribs. I stood in the living room, having changed three times, finally settling on one of the slip dresses—a simple sheath of navy blue silk that clung when I moved. I felt exposed. I felt deliberate.

Marco entered on a wave of cool evening air. He looked tired, a weariness around his eyes that had not been there this morning. When he saw me, his gaze sharpened, fatigue burning away into something hotter.

“You’re ready.”

“You said six.”

He nodded, a curt acknowledgment. “The car is downstairs.” He crossed to the sideboard, poured two fingers of amber liquor from a crystal decanter, and downed it in one smooth motion. When he turned back, the mask of the Don was firmly in place. “Let’s go.”

The ride was silent. Sal drove, a mountain of a man with a taciturn expression, eyes on the road. Marco sat beside me in the back of the black sedan, his thigh a solid line of heat against mine. He stared out the window, profile stern. I could feel the energy coming off him—tense, coiled. The business of his day had not gone well.

We left the city, lights fading into deep purple twilight. Trees rose on either side of the road. After forty minutes we turned onto a private drive, gates swinging open without a sound. The lake house emerged from the pines: a low, modern structure of glass and dark wood perched on the edge of black water that reflected the last streaks of orange in the sky.

It wasn’t a fortress. It was beautiful.

Sal brought the car to a stop at the front entrance. Marco got out, came around, and opened my door himself. He offered his hand. I took it. His grip was firm and warm as he helped me out. He did not let go.

“Wait here,” he told Sal. “I’ll call if we need you.”

Sal nodded. The car purred away, leaving us alone in the quiet clearing.

Marco led me inside. The interior was all open space, warm wood, and huge windows facing the lake. A fire crackled in a massive stone fireplace, the only light in the growing dark.

He finally released my hand and shrugged out of his suit jacket, tossing it over the back of a chair. He loosened his tie, pulled it off, and undid the top button of his shirt. The transformation was subtle but complete. The city Don was shedding his skin.

“Hungry?” he asked, moving toward the open kitchen.

“A little.”

“I’ll cook.”

I blinked. “You cook?”

He shot me a look over his shoulder, one eyebrow raised. “I do a lot of things, Gianna.” There was a dark promise in the words.

I drifted to the windows, watching the water. The peace pressed against me, a physical weight after the penthouse’s tense glamour. Behind me, pans clattered, oil sizzled. The domestic sounds felt surreal.

When he called me to the dining table, he had prepared a simple pasta aglio e olio. We ate in near-silence, but the quiet was different from the car. Companionable. The food was good. The wine he poured was smooth and red.

“Why did you bring me here?” I asked finally, pushing my plate away.

He leaned back in his chair, studying me. “You needed to see something other than four walls and a view of my world. I needed to see you somewhere other than in my bed or on my sofa.”

“And what do you see?”

He did not answer right away. He finished his wine, eyes never leaving mine. “I see a woman who is terrified of her own desire. I see a debt that is already paid, but a bargain that is just beginning.” He stood, came around the table, and held out his hand. “Come here.”

It was not a request. My pulse beat thick and insistent between my legs. I placed my hand in his. He pulled me to my feet and led me not to a bedroom, but to the great rug before the fireplace.

Firelight danced over his face, painting him in gold and shadow. He cupped my face, his thumb tracing the line of my jaw. “Last night, you gave me permission. Tonight, I want to hear what you want.”

My mouth went dry. “What I want?”

“Yes.” His voice was a low vibration against my skin. “Words, Gianna. Use them.”

He was asking me to initiate. To voice the hunger he could clearly see. The power dynamic shifted, tilted, and suddenly I was at the helm of something huge and dangerous. My choice. My words.

I took a shaky breath. My hands came up to rest on his chest, feeling the solid muscle and the rapid beat of his heart beneath the cotton. “I want you to kiss me.”

He did. Not the punishing, possessive kiss from last night, but a slow, deep, exploring kiss that melted my bones. His tongue swept into my mouth, tasting of wine and Marco. I moaned into him, fingers clutching his shirt.

When he broke the kiss, we were both breathing hard. “What else?” he murmured against my lips.

“I want your hands on me. I want you to touch me.”

He made a rough sound of approval. His hands slid down my back, over the silk of my dress, and gripped my ass, pulling me flush against him. I could feel the hard length of his cock through our clothes. A fresh wave of heat washed through me.

“Here,” he said, voice gravel. “Or in a bed?”

The choice. Always the choice. “Here. By the fire.”

He sank to his knees on the rug, hands going to the hem of my dress. He looked up at me, the firelight painting him gold and shadow, the softness of the past two days and the iron of the man beneath it both visible at once. “Lift your arms.”

I did. The silk slid up my body and over my head. He dropped it behind him and sat back on his heels, simply looking. In his penthouse, in the museum, in the study, his stare had always held assessment, ownership, calculation. Here it held only hunger—clean, uncomplicated, entirely directed at me. It was the most undressed he had ever made me feel.

“Sit up on the arm of the sofa,” he said. “I want to see you.”

A small thread of surprise moved through me. I stepped back and perched on the sofa’s arm, lace panties still on, firelight warm along my shoulders and breasts. He stayed on his knees on the rug, looking up at me, and the reversal of it—the controlled Don on his knees, making a request of me—sent heat pooling low and fast.

“Like this?” I asked.

“Just like that.”

He rose, peeled off his own shirt in one motion, and came to stand in front of me. His chest was close to my face. I put my hands on his ribs, feeling the muscle shift, the old scars smooth under my palms. He ran one thumb along my jaw and tipped my chin up.

“Now tell me what you want. Exactly.”

The firelight and the wine and the strange suspended safety of the lake house had burned down every hedge I’d been tending since the night of the contract. I looked at his chest, the hollow of his throat, and said, “I want your hands on my breasts. Then I want your mouth there. Then I want your mouth lower. Then I want you inside me.”

A low sound in his chest, almost a laugh. “Four things.”

“I have been waiting all day.”

He took his time with each one.

His hands covered my breasts, thumbs working circles over my nipples until they peaked and my hips rolled against the sofa arm. He bent his head and closed his mouth over one tight peak, suction and heat and the edge of teeth, drawing sounds from me I had given up trying to muffle. He took the other into his mouth and I fisted my hands in his hair and held him there. When he finally pulled back, the cool air on wet skin was its own small torture.

He went to his knees again, his hands on my thighs, pushing them open. He hooked his fingers into my panties and drew them down. I lifted my hips, letting him strip them away. He pressed two open-mouthed kisses to the inside of each thigh, slow and deliberate, moving closer without arriving. My breath went shallow.

“Marco—”

He sealed his mouth over my clit without preamble. No teasing approach, no gradual escalation, just the full wet pressure of his tongue, exactly where I needed it, moving in a focused, rhythmic stroke that crested and retreated and came back with more. I grabbed the edge of the sofa cushion with both hands. He worked two fingers inside me, crooking them forward, and the combination locked my whole body—every nerve converging on the point of his tongue and the slow curl of his fingers—until the orgasm hit without warning, simply a white-hot collapse from deep inside. I cried out and clamped my thighs around his head and rode it until my legs shook.

He rose, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and looked at me— flushed and undone on the sofa arm—with something that was not quite satisfaction and not quite tenderness but lived somewhere between the two.

He stripped his remaining clothes. His cock was thick and hard, flushed at the head. He pulled his wallet from his discarded trousers and rolled on a condom, then came back and stood between my knees.

“This way,” he said, hands on my hips, drawing me to the edge. “I want to see your face.”

He pushed inside slowly, the stretch opening me wide, deeper in this position than anything I had known. I gripped his forearms and felt every inch of it—the initial resistance, the yielding, the full, heavy press of him seated to the hilt. A groan tore from both of us at once.

He held still. Let the fullness settle. His eyes stayed on mine and I let him keep them, stopped trying to hide what was written there.

“This,” he said, voice gone rough and low. “This is why I signed the addendum without argument.”

Then he moved.

Long, unhurried strokes that rocked me back on the sofa arm with each thrust, and I matched his rhythm with my hips, angling to deepen the angle, my nails scoring down the inside of his forearms. He fucked me like he had all night—slow and thorough and relentlessly present, not chasing a finish but living in every pull and push of it. The firelight shifted across his shoulders. The wet sounds of us mixed with the crackle of pine and the distant black water outside.

“Harder,” I said.

He gave me harder. His grip on my hips tightened, pace accelerating, each thrust driving the breath out of me. I felt myself climbing again, the tension returning faster this time, coiling at the base of my spine.

“Don’t stop.” My voice was gone, barely a sound. “Please, don’t stop—”

He drove into me in three long, punishing strokes and I came apart. The orgasm rolled through me in waves that clenched around him and wouldn’t let go, and he shuddered and followed, hips locked against mine, breath harsh and broken against my temple.

Afterward he stayed inside me while our breathing slowed. He held my face in both hands, thumbs brushing my cheekbones.

“You asked,” he said. His voice was rough, softened at the edges. “All four things.”

I laughed, small and genuine and still breathless. It surprised both of us.

He reached for the soft throw on the sofa and draped it over us both as we settled on the rug before the fire, my back against his chest, his arms wrapped around me. The pine crackled. The lake outside was perfectly still.

I nestled deeper into him, the truth settling into my bones. I had asked. For him. For this. The debt was still a shadow, but this—the fire, his arms, the raw, explicit joining of our bodies—was the terrifying, exhilarating reality.

I was his property. And in the quiet of the lake house, with his skin against mine, I began to understand the price of that, and the power.


Chapter 4 — Territory

We stayed at the lake house for three days. Three days of a suspended, impossible reality where the world narrowed to pine trees, cold water, and Marco’s body.

The first time had unlocked something, a door I hadn’t even known was locked. He was a man of predatory patience and shocking, greedy hunger. He took me on the rug again the next morning, my face pressed into the wool while he entered me from behind, one hand fisted in my hair. He fucked me in the enormous marble shower, steam swirling around us as he pinned me against the cool tile and I came with his name echoing off the walls. In the deep quiet of the second night he woke me with his mouth between my legs, tongue lapping at my clit until I sobbed into the pillow. Then he slid inside me, moving with slow, devastating thoroughness that felt more like possession than pleasure—until pleasure was all that remained.

He never crossed the line I’d drawn. He never asked for my mouth. But he explored every other inch of me with a thoroughness that felt like a cartographer mapping new, fragile land. He learned what made me gasp, what made me writhe, what made me go still and pliant. And I learned him. The faint, breathy sound he made just before he came. The way the scar on his right knuckle felt against my inner thigh. The possessive weight of his hand on the back of my neck.

He talked, too. Not about the business—never about that. But about the house. The architect who’d designed it. The way the ice looked on the lake in January. One evening, sharing a bottle of wine by the fire, he told me his mother had loved this place. A rare, soft mention he didn’t elaborate on, and I didn’t ask.

It was a seduction. I knew that even as I walked into it every morning and came back from it every night. The contract still existed. The debt still existed. The power he held over my sister’s situation and my father’s name had not become less because he cooked pasta and pressed his mouth to the inside of my wrist. None of it vanished. It only blurred, the way the view from his window blurred on a foggy morning—still there, still real, just impossible to see clearly.

On the morning of the fourth day I woke alone. The space beside me was cool. A tightness settled in my chest, immediate and foolish. I pulled on one of his dress shirts from the floor, buttoning it haphazardly, and padded out to the main living area.

He was there by the wall of windows, already dressed in a black suit, his back to me as he looked at his phone. The sight was a physical blow. The Marco from the last three days—the one in sweatpants, with sleep-tousled hair and lazy hands—was gone. In his place was the Don. The silhouette from my nightmares, and now, confusingly, my dreams.

He must have heard me. He didn’t turn. “We leave in an hour.”

His voice was different. Flat. Controlled. The voice that had laid out the terms of my indenture.

“Okay,” I said, my own voice small.

He finally glanced over his shoulder. His gaze swept over me in his shirt, my bare legs. Something flickered in his eyes—heat, recognition—but it was banked, sealed away behind a sheet of ice. “Pack your things.”

I didn’t have things. I had the clothes I’d arrived in and a few silky things his housekeeper had magically produced. I packed them into the small suitcase that had appeared by the bedroom door, the mundane task feeling like a funeral rite. The fire was out. The champagne flutes were washed and put away. The throw we’d wrapped ourselves in was neatly folded on the sofa.

The drive back to the city was silent. Marco drove the black sedan himself, his focus on the road, his profile carved from stone. I watched the dense forest give way to sparse suburbs, then to the relentless steel and glass of the city. The penthouse, when we arrived, felt different. It wasn’t just a prison anymore; it was the place where this new, raw version of me had to figure out how to exist.

He walked in behind me and set his keys on the obsidian console. “You have the run of the apartment. You do not leave without me or without Salvatore, who will be outside the door. You do not answer the phone. You do not open the door for anyone.”

The rules. Laid down again. My stomach clenched. “Understood.”

He nodded, already turning toward his study. “I have meetings. Dinner will be sent up at eight.”

And just like that, I was alone.

The next week was a study in whiplash. Marco was gone most of the day and often late into the night. When he was home he was often in his study, the door closed, the murmur of low voices or the click of a keyboard the only signs of life. He ate dinner with me, the meals delivered by a silent man in a suit, but the conversation was polite, distant. He asked about my day. I said I read. I sketched. I stared at the city. It was the truth.

But at night… at night, the ice cracked.

He would come to my room—the room, not his—sometimes past midnight, smelling of night air and expensive whiskey. He wouldn’t speak. He’d just look at me in the dim light from the hallway, and I’d push back the covers. It was never like the lake house. There was no slow exploration, no firelight. It was urgent, almost angry, as if he was punishing one or both of us for the distance the daylight hours enforced.

He’d peel off his suit, his eyes never leaving mine, and come to the bed. His kisses were hard, demanding. His hands gripped me as if I might vanish. He fucked me with a relentless, driving intensity, as if trying to reclaim something, to imprint himself so deeply the daylight couldn’t erase it. And I met him with a fury of my own, nails scoring down his back, legs locking around his hips, taking everything he gave and demanding more. We came in strangled silence, the only sounds the slap of skin, the creak of the bed, our ragged breaths.

After, he would sometimes stay. I would feel him settle, his breathing deepen, the hard tension of his body loosening against mine in sleep. Just before dawn he would always leave. I’d find the sheets already cool when I woke, and the only trace of him the faint smell of his skin on the pillow, gone before the room fully brightened.

I started counting the nights. Not the hours until the year ended—I had stopped doing that somewhere between the lake house and the contract that lived folded against his heart. I was counting the hours until midnight. Until the turn of the key in the lock. Until the breath of cold night air and expensive whiskey that meant the door was opening. It was the only hour when everything was stripped back to the truth of us, and the truth was not comfortable, but it was real in a way the empty afternoons were not.

One afternoon, bored and restless, I ventured into his study. He’d never forbidden it. The room was like him: severe, elegant, controlled. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, a monolithic desk, a single abstract painting in shades of charcoal and blood crimson. I trailed my fingers over the spines of leather-bound books. History. Philosophy. Treatises on art and war.

My gaze landed on a small, framed photograph on a low shelf. A younger Marco, maybe in his late twenties, standing with an older man who shared his strong jaw and dark eyes—his father, I presumed. They were on a boat, squinting in the sun. Marco’s smile was slight, but it was there. It humanized him in a way that felt more dangerous than any display of power.

“Curious?”

I jumped, spinning toward the doorway. Marco stood there, silent as smoke. No jacket, just tailored trousers and a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, the top button open at his throat. Tiredness sat heavy in the set of his shoulders.

“I was just… looking,” I said. The words felt thin in my mouth, like I’d been caught somewhere I didn’t belong.

He crossed to the bar cart and poured two fingers of amber liquid into a glass. “My father,” he said, nodding at the photograph on the wall. “Five years before someone put a bullet in the back of his head on a street three blocks from here.”

The bluntness landed like a slap. “I’m sorry.”

He took a slow sip, eyes on me. “Don’t be. He was a sentimental man. It made him weak.” The glass clicked against the wood when he set it down. “Sentiment gets you killed.”

“Is that why you’re so cold during the day?” The question slipped out before I could catch it, riding a week’s worth of frustration.

He went still. Completely. “What did you say?”

I lifted my chin. “You heard me. You drag me into this place. You make me… this. Then you vanish into the Don everyone else sees. You only touch me when the lights are off, like I’m something to hide. Like I’m a habit you’re ashamed of.” My voice shook, but I kept my eyes on his. “So which is it, Marco? Am I your property or your dirty little secret?”

He closed the distance in three strides. I didn’t step back. His hand came up, but instead of striking, it cupped the back of my neck, grip firm, anchoring me in place. “You are mine,” he said, voice low enough that it moved through my chest. “Every part. Daylight and dark. There is no secret. There is only territory.”

“It doesn’t feel like that.”

“Because you don’t know the rules yet.” His thumb dragged over the pulse hammering at the side of my throat. “Out there,” he said, jerking his chin toward the window and the city beyond it, “you are a weakness. A lever someone could use against me. My indifference is the only armor I can give you. In here…” His gaze dropped to my mouth. “In here, you are the only thing that belongs to me. Not the business. Not the money. Not the fear that buys respect. Just you. I will not hand that over to the daylight. It isn’t theirs to see.”

The confession came wrapped in a threat, and it pulled the air from my lungs. He wasn’t ashamed. He was possessive down to the bone, hoarding whatever this was between us the way a dragon hoards gold.

“So the nights…” I whispered.

“The nights are the truth,” he said. Then his mouth came down on mine.

It was nothing like the kisses that happened in the dark. This one happened in daylight, in the center of his power, and it was a claim. He kissed me until the room tilted, until my hands were twisted in his shirt, dragging him closer. He walked me backward until the edge of the massive desk hit the backs of my thighs.

“Marco,” I gasped when his mouth moved to my jaw, then lower, to the place where my pulse beat too fast.

“You want to belong to me in the light?” he murmured against my skin. His fingers found the buttons of my cotton dress. “Then let’s see you.”

He pushed the dress off my shoulders and let it fall. I stood in nothing but lace panties, skin bare under the gray afternoon light leaking through the blinds. He looked his fill, gaze moving over me like a hand.

“Beautiful,” he growled, the word dragged out of him. He hooked his fingers in the sides of my panties and dragged them down. “Now me.”

He opened his belt and fly with quick, efficient movements and shoved his trousers and briefs down just far enough to free his cock. It was already hard, thick, the head flushed dark. The sight of it here, in this formal room with its polished wood and quiet authority, sent a sharp pulse of heat straight between my legs. I was wet. Aching.

He didn’t waste time with teasing. He lifted me onto the desk, scattering a pen holder and a stack of papers to the floor in a loud crash. My thighs spread around his hips. The cold wood pressed against my bare skin.

He took his cock in his hand and dragged the head through my slick folds, coating himself, pressing just enough to make me feel the stretch without giving it. His eyes stayed locked on mine.

“This is what you are,” he said, voice rough as gravel. “Mine.”

And he drove inside.

I cried out. The sudden fullness knocked the breath from me, thick and deep, one long thrust that seated him to the hilt. He stayed there, letting me feel every inch, the way my body had to open around him, the heavy press of possession.

Then he started to move.

This was nothing like the frantic nights. Each withdrawal was slow, deliberate, dragging against every sensitive place inside me. Each thrust back in was a statement. The desk creaked under us. The wet sound of his cock sliding in and out of me was loud in the quiet room, obscene, mixing with my broken gasps and the low, rough sounds he made in his throat.

He leaned over me, one hand braced on the desk beside my head, the other gripping my hip hard enough that I would find the marks tomorrow and touch them.

“Watch yourself,” he said, low. “In the window. Watch what you look like when I fuck you.”

I turned my head toward the dark glass to my left. The afternoon light was wrong, pale and indirect, but enough—my own face, slack and flushed and undone; his body behind me, the muscles of his arm braced against the desk, his hips driving forward with a force that rocked me off my feet with each stroke. I watched my mouth fall open. I watched the flush spread down my chest. I kept watching because I could not look away.

“You see?” he said, voice stripped rough. “This is not business. This is not the contract. This is the only territory that matters. You. This desk. This.”

The filthy precision of it—naming the desk, the room, the daylight he’d always kept between us—wound the tension in my belly past any edge I knew. I locked my legs around his waist and angled harder into each thrust, nails digging into the wood at the desk’s edge.

“Don’t stop,” I heard myself say. “Don’t stop, don’t stop—”

He drove into me in a hard, relentless rhythm, his hand dropping between us to press his thumb tight against my clit. The orgasm hit so fast it caught me before I could brace for it. I came on a choked scream, my body clenching in hard, rhythmic pulses around his cock.

He followed with a raw, triumphant sound, one final punishing thrust, his body locking tight as he came inside me, forehead dropping to my shoulder, breath ragged and scalding against my neck.

We stayed joined, breathing hard, while the world slowly sharpened around us again. The smell of sex and lemon polish. The weight of his body on mine. The distant city hum beyond the windows.

He stirred first, lifting his head. He looked down at where we were still connected, then back at my face. His fingers brushed a strand of damp hair from my cheek, the touch almost careful.

“Now you know,” he said quietly.

He pulled out. The sudden emptiness left me shivering. He tucked himself away with practiced efficiency, then helped me sit up. He found my dress and held it open so I could step into it, his hands lingering at my hips as he drew it up my body.

I turned to face him, my skin still humming. “And tomorrow? The mask goes back on?”

He cupped my face, thumb tracing my swollen lower lip. Something moved behind his eyes—not hesitation, exactly, but acknowledgment. “For both of us,” he said. “Out there, we are what we have to be.” He kissed me, softer this time, a thing that felt nothing like a transaction. “But not here. Never doubt what this is when the door is closed.”

He walked me to the study door. “Salvatore will take you to dinner tonight. A restaurant. Wear the black dress. I’ll join you later.”

A public appearance. Not as his lover. As his possession. A statement. My armor, and his.

“Okay,” I said.

He nodded, already turning back to the papers scattered across his floor, the Don sliding back into place piece by piece. But as I walked down the hallway to my room, my skin still carried his scent, my body still ached from his claim, and for the first time the gilded cage didn’t feel like a cage at all.

It felt like a fortress. And I was beginning to understand I might be the one he was keeping inside it for.


Chapter 5 — The Only Thing That Is

The black dress was liquid night, a column of silk that clung to my ribs and hips before falling in a sheer, knife-pleated skirt that swirled around my calves. It left my shoulders bare, held up by nothing but faith and a single, thin strap of jet beads at the nape of my neck. Salvatore, waiting in the penthouse foyer, gave me a slow, appraising nod.

“He will approve,” he said, voice a gravelly rumble.

“That’s not why I’m wearing it,” I said. The lie tasted metallic. Of course it was why. Every choice, from the shade of my lipstick to the height of my heels, was now a signal to him. A response to the claim he’d made on the study floor.

The restaurant was a speakeasy-style place behind an unmarked door in the Financial District. Inside, it was all low amber light, dark wood, and the low thrum of moneyed conversation. Salvatore led me to a curved leather booth in the back, a position that commanded a view of the entire room while remaining shrouded in shadow. A bottle of Barolo, already opened and breathing, sat on the table.

“He will be here within the hour,” Salvatore said, then retreated to a table by the door, a silent, mountainous sentinel.

I sipped the wine. Cherry and tobacco bloomed on my tongue. Eyes moved over me from the surrounding tables. Curious. Assessing. Men in tailored suits. Women draped in diamonds. They knew who this table belonged to, even if they didn’t know me. I was a new variable in Marco Ferraro’s equation. I straightened my spine, letting the cool silk whisper against my skin. Let them look. The memory of his hands, his mouth, his cock inside me was a brand beneath the fabric, a secret I carried that made their speculation feel small.

An hour turned into ninety minutes. The wine softened the edges of my anticipation, blurring it into a low, persistent hum between my thighs. The memory of that afternoon played on a loop behind my eyes—the sharp edge of the desk biting into my skin, the shocking heat of his release, the devastating tenderness of his thumb on my lip afterward.

“You’re late,” I said, not turning, when I felt the shift in the air around the booth. The scent of him—sandalwood, cold night, and something purely male—wrapped around me before he did.

Marco slid into the booth beside me, his thigh pressing firmly against mine. He was in a black suit, crisp white shirt open at the collar. He looked freshly showered, but his eyes held the same intense, weary focus they’d had when he’d turned back to his papers.

“Business,” he said, voice low. He poured himself a glass of wine, gaze traveling over my face, down the column of my throat, over the bare slope of my shoulders. The look was pure possession, a visual caress that felt more intimate than a touch. “The dress is perfect.”

“Salvatore said you’d approve.”

“I don’t give a fuck what Salvatore said.” He leaned closer, lips near my ear. “I approve because when I imagine peeling it off you later, my cock gets hard.”

A shiver, hot and immediate, shot down my spine. I took a slow sip of wine to hide the way my breath caught. “Is that the purpose of this dinner? Public foreplay?”

“One of them.” He leaned back against the leather and raised two fingers for the waiter. “The other is to let certain people see that you are here. With me. That you are under my protection, and that to look at you with anything beyond polite disinterest is to invite a world of pain.”

The words landed like a hand at the back of my neck. Instead of cooling, the low hum in my blood sharpened, thickened. The fortress walls were rising in full view of the dining room.

We ordered. He chose for both of us—a seared scallop starter, a filet for him, branzino for me. The conversation stayed safe: the brutalist sculpture near the bar, the Barolo’s vineyard, the unseasonable chill in the spring air. We both knew the lines. Beneath the table, though, his hand settled on my bare knee. His thumb traced slow, idle circles on the inside of my thigh. Each pass climbed a fraction higher. My thoughts scattered. I forgot the name of the sculptor whose work lined the walls.

His touch was a promise of what came next.

By the time the chocolate torte arrived—untouched—his thumb brushed the edge of my underwear. I was soaked through the silk, the dress itself suddenly rough against skin pulled tight and oversensitive. I kept my face still. He saw the effort. The corner of his mouth lifted, barely.

“Ready to go?” he asked, voice easy.

I nodded. Words had left me.

The ride back was quiet. Salvatore kept the partition up. Marco held my hand, grip solid, eyes on the streaking lights outside. The silence felt different now—dense, weighted with everything we’d already done and everything we were about to do.

In the penthouse elevator he finally turned to me. “My room tonight.”

Not a question. Not the order it would have been a week ago. Just fact. My body answered before I could, a deep, involuntary clench.

I’d never been inside his bedroom. It sat at the far end of the penthouse, behind double doors of dark carved wood. The space surprised me with its spareness. A wide platform bed in black linen. Floor-to-ceiling windows showing the city grid like circuitry. One chair angled toward the cold fireplace. No photographs. No books. No sign that anyone lived here rather than simply slept.

He shut the doors. The latch clicked, final. City light spilled in, turning everything charcoal and silver.

“Come here.”

I crossed to him and stopped just short of reach. He caught the single beaded strap at the nape of my neck and tugged. The dress slid down my body in one quiet rush of silk and pooled at my feet. I stood in heels and sheer black panties, nipples already tight from the cool air.

His gaze moved over me slowly. He didn’t speak. The silence stretched until the air itself felt heavier.

“You are the most beautiful complication I have ever created for myself,” he said at last. His hands came up to frame my face. He kissed me deep and unhurried, tongue sliding against mine with a patience he’d never shown before. This wasn’t the brutal claiming from the study. This was tasting. Taking his time.

My fingers worked at his shirt buttons, clumsy with urgency. He let me, his own hands traveling down my back, over the curve of my ass, dragging me flush against him. The hard length of his cock pressed against my stomach through his trousers. I shoved the shirt off his shoulders and flattened my palms to warm skin and the faint rasp of dark hair. A scatter of pale scars crossed his chest—old, raised, unapologetic.

I dropped to my knees.

His breath hitched. He looked down at me, expression unreadable. “Gianna.”

I kept my eyes on the task. Belt first, then button and zipper. His cock came free, thick and flushed dark at the head, already leaking. I’d never done this with this kind of deliberate hunger. The want felt clean and sharp. I wanted the taste of him. I wanted the controlled Don shaking because of my mouth.

I wrapped my fingers around the base, velvet skin stretched tight over iron. I leaned in and took just the head between my lips, tongue circling the slit, catching the clean salt of him.

A low, rough sound left his chest. One hand slid into my hair, not pushing, only holding. “Dio,” he breathed.

I took more, sliding down until he hit the back of my throat. I relaxed, breathed through my nose, and began to work—slow, steady, hand and mouth moving together. The noises he made were raw, almost broken. His hips jerked once, involuntary.

His hand tightened in my hair. A breath hissed through his teeth. Not a command; a warning. I lifted my eyes and held his gaze and kept going. Watching his control fray from this position—on my knees, looking up, entirely in charge of the only thing that could undo him—did something sharp and quiet to my chest. It was not about power, exactly. It was about the specific softness of his face in the moment before he lost it.

“Gianna.” A rough, cracked sound. “Stop. If you don’t stop—”

I stopped.

He pulled me up by both arms, crossed to the bed in two strides, and lay back, drawing me over him. “You,” he said. “Your pace. You set it.”

The shift caught me off-guard. Every other time, he had driven. Now he lay with his hands loose at his sides and looked at me, waiting, and the instruction in his stillness was clearer than any order he’d given.

I took him in my hand, lined him up, and sank down slowly. The stretch of him filling me from this angle was different—deeper, more immediate—and I heard myself make a sound that was not quite dignified and did not care. I pressed my palms to his chest and felt his heartbeat jump.

“There,” he said, barely above a breath.

I rolled my hips. His hands came up to my thighs, not gripping, not guiding—just present, warm, a steady anchor while I found the movement that worked. I rode him slowly at first, learning the angle, the depth, the exact point of friction that made my thighs tighten. His jaw went tight. A muscle jumped near his temple. His chest rose and fell in increasingly shallow surges.

“Dio,” he said tightly. “Don’t stop.”

It was the same words I had used. He didn’t seem to register the irony. I set a harder rhythm and watched his face go completely bare, every calculated line of it stripped away, just him underneath, raw and urgent and entirely at my mercy. I pressed one hand flat to his chest and felt his heart slamming against my palm and came apart, my body clenching around him in hard, rhythmic pulses, a low, broken sound tearing out of me.

He gripped my hips with both hands and drove up into me twice, hard and deep, and came with a rough shout, body shuddering beneath mine.

I collapsed onto his chest. He folded his arms around me, breathing hard, and pressed his mouth to the top of my head.

For a long time neither of us spoke. The city hummed fourteen floors below. His heartbeat slowed under my ear.

“The wall goes back up tomorrow,” I said eventually, not really a question. More to his collarbone than to him.

A low exhale of breath—the nearest thing to a laugh he ever came to. “It never comes all the way down.” He pulled the linen sheet over us and settled one hand at the small of my back, warm and heavy and deliberate. “But this,” he said, pressing his palm flat to my spine, “this is still here on the other side of it. Whatever else changes, this doesn’t.”

I lay there with my cheek to his chest and the city light making cold silver patterns on the ceiling and thought about the word need. He hadn’t used it before. He used it the way he used everything else— without decoration, without apology, simply and exactly.

It landed like a hand on the back of my neck. Like the contract, but softer.

“Good night, Marco,” I said.

He kissed my hair. “Sleep.”

I did.


Chapter 6 — The Cage and the Key

I woke to an empty bed that still held his warmth.

The sheets beside me carried the faint, musky scent of him. Black linen tangled around my hips. Sunlight, sharp and unfiltered, cut through blinds he’d never opened for me before. It laid bright bars across the marble floor.

Last night felt unreal—a fever of sweat and pressure and pleasure I hadn’t known how to name. My body told the truth. A deep, pleasant soreness lived between my legs, a heavy ache in muscles I’d used hard. I stretched, slow and catlike, and the movement tugged at tender places. I gasped, then smiled into the pillow.

I’d asked for it. I’d taken it. The memory—my nails dragging down his back, the helpless, guttural sounds he’d made when he came—sent fresh heat curling low in my belly.

The bathroom door stood ajar. Steam drifted out. Water ran steady behind it.

I stayed where I was a moment longer, listening to the shower and the soft, distant clink of dishes somewhere deeper in the penthouse. The place was waking up. My year of ownership was waking up. And something had shifted. The walls no longer felt like a simple gilded cage. They were the scene of my crime. I had wanted the monster in his bed, and now I had him.

I slipped from the sheets. Marble cooled the soles of my feet. My silk robe waited on a chair where he’d left it. I wrapped it around myself, the fabric whispering against still-sensitive skin, and crossed to the wall of windows.

Last night the city had glittered. Now the towers stood like a grid of steel and smoked glass, the river a flat gray slash far below. I was high enough that the people on the sidewalks were only specks, their movements soundless. My forehead rested against the glass. Cold. This was the view he lived with every morning. A kingdom seen from a throne room in the sky.

“You’ll catch a cold.”

His voice was still rough from sleep. It came from behind me. I didn’t turn. In the window I watched his reflection approach, tall, broad-shouldered, a dark towel slung low on his hips. Water beaded on the hard planes of his chest and slid over the raised lines of old scars. His hair was damp, dark against his forehead.

He stopped just behind me. Not touching. His eyes met mine in the glass.

“I don’t feel cold,” I said. My voice stayed quiet, steady.

A small smile touched his mouth. “No. I suppose you wouldn’t.” He reached out, hands settling on my shoulders. Warm. Firm. Possessive. His thumbs pressed slow circles into the tight muscle there. “Sleep well?”

“Better than I have in years.”

“Good.”

His hands slid down my arms, over the silk, then around my waist. He pulled me back against him. The hard line of his body met my spine, only the towel between us. The thick press of his cock against the base of my spine sent heat flooding low in my belly.

“The world is still out there,” I said, echoing his words from last night, leaning into him.

“It is.” He nuzzled the side of my neck, breath hot against my skin. “But my first meeting isn’t for two hours.”

He turned me slowly until I faced him. His eyes were dark, searching. Morning light picked out the faint lines at the corners of his eyes, the sharp, set line of his jaw. This was the Don. The man who broke knees and collected fear like rent. Yet his hands on my hips stayed gentle.

“Tell me what you want, Gianna.”

Not a command. An offering.

I looked up at him, pulse beating hard in my throat. “I want you. Again. Here. Now.”

The last word came out barely above a whisper. Something flared in his gaze. Hunger, yes, but also something deeper, more personal. Devotion.

“Then you have me.”

He untied the belt of my robe. The silk slid from my shoulders and pooled at our feet. Cool morning air touched my bare skin. I shivered. His gaze moved over me slowly, taking in the faint red marks his stubble had left across my breasts, the evidence of last night written on my skin.

“So beautiful,” he murmured. He cupped one breast, thumb brushing over the nipple until it tightened. “Mine.”

He bent his head and closed his mouth over the peak. The wet heat of his tongue pulled a sharp sound from me. He sucked, teeth grazing just enough to make my thighs tense. One hand slid down my stomach, through the dark hair between my legs, and found my clit. He rubbed with steady, focused pressure, eyes locked on my face, watching every shift in my expression.

I was already slick, swollen, aching. “Marco…”

“Tell me.”

“I need you inside me.”

His fingers kept working me, pushing me closer. “Like this? Standing up? Against the glass where half the city could watch if they had the right lens?”

The thought should have scared me. Instead it sent a sharp pulse of heat straight through my core. “Yes.”

A low sound rumbled from his chest. He let go of me only long enough to drop the towel. His cock sprang free, thick, fully hard, the head dark and flushed. He wrapped his hand around the base and gave one slow stroke, never breaking eye contact.

“Turn around,” he said. “Look at your city.”

I turned. Palms flat against the cool glass. The city sprawled below, indifferent. He moved in behind me, body caging mine. One hand spread across my belly, pulling me back against him. The other guided his cock, dragging the head through my slick folds, teasing, not entering yet.

“You are the most exquisite temptation,” he whispered against my ear, voice thick. “A debt I never wanted to collect, become the only thing I care to keep.”

He pushed inside.

The stretch was deep, almost too much. I was still tight from the night before and he was thick. I moaned, forehead pressing to the glass, breath fogging it. He filled me slowly, completely, a steady invasion that made my legs shake.

“Okay?” His voice was strained.

“Don’t stop.”

He began to move. Deep, measured thrusts that rocked me forward against the glass. Cold on my front, burning heat at my back. The contrast made every nerve stand up. He set a hard rhythm, one hand braced high on the window beside my head, the other still splayed on my belly. His hips drove into me with force that knocked small sounds from my throat.

I watched our reflection. My face was flushed, mouth open. His was tight with concentration, jaw clenched, body moving with raw power. I could see the slick length of his cock sliding in and out of me, the wet shine each time he withdrew.

The friction built fast. Wet sounds filled the space between us, skin on skin, our breathing, the low noises I couldn’t hold back. He leaned over me, chest to my back, mouth at my ear.

“You are not allowed to hold back from me,” he said into my ear, his voice gone rough and low. “Not here. Not now. Give me all of it.”

His hand slid lower. Fingers found my clit and pressed with the same steady, merciless focus he brought to everything, while his cock drove deeper and held. My forehead hit the glass. My mouth fell open. The orgasm broke through me from the inside, not sudden but inevitable, a long unlocking that left my whole body shuddering and my vision clouded at the edges. I came with the city spread out below me and his name somewhere in my throat and his arm the only thing keeping me upright.

He followed a moment after—a single deep drive, a ragged shout that vibrated through the glass, his forehead pressed hard between my shoulder blades while he pulsed hot and deep inside me.

We stayed like that, pressed together, the glass fogged where our skin touched it. Slowly, carefully, he turned me around and pulled me against his chest. My face pressed to his skin. His heartbeat was still fast, not fully settled.

“You cook,” I said into his collarbone, the words coming out without weight, just to say something that wasn’t the thing we had just done. “I didn’t know that.”

He kissed the top of my head. “There are several things you don’t know yet. Come.” A small pause. “Breakfast.”

He led me, still naked, into the penthouse kitchen—a room I had avoided since arriving, all stainless steel and dark granite and the kind of immaculate that announces itself as theater. Not lived-in. Not where he made the aglio e olio in the lake house, cracking eggs with a towel thrown over his shoulder while the pasta water clouded.

This kitchen, it turned out, was no different.

He set me on a stool, draped a soft throw over my shoulders, put coffee on without asking—black, two sugars, as I’d taken it every morning since the night I signed the contract. He had noted the detail and kept noting it, the way he kept all details: silently, without announcement, like something filed under essential.

I wrapped both hands around the mug and watched him pull eggs and butter from the refrigerator. The same hands that had pressed mine flat to the window glass while he fucked me were now breaking yolks into a bowl with the same focused economy. There was something in that—not contradiction, but completion. He was not two different men depending on the room. He was one man with a very wide range.

He plated scrambled eggs and toast, set them in front of me, and sat beside me at the island. The food was good. We ate without speaking, but the silence was the comfortable kind, worn soft at the edges. Morning light cut sideways through the kitchen window and turned his dark hair almost brown.

Halfway through my eggs, he set his fork down. “I have to go to the Lake Estate tonight. Meeting with the family captains. It will run late. I’ll be staying over.”

The Lake Estate. The Ferraro compound. Guarded gates, old money, the center of his power. A place his property clearly wasn’t meant to see.

“Okay,” I said, keeping my voice even.

He looked at me. “I want you to come with me.”

I froze, toast halfway to my mouth. “What?”

“You heard me. I want you there.”

“To a meeting with your captains? Marco, I’m the daughter of the man who skimmed from you. They’ll see me as a weakness. A liability. They’ll hate it.”

“I don’t give a single fuck what they hate,” he said, voice flat, final. “You are not a weakness. You are a statement. My statement. And you will be by my side.”

The possessiveness should have scraped. Instead it settled around me like armor. He wasn’t hiding me in the penthouse. He was walking me into the lion’s den and putting his hand on the back of my neck for everyone to see.

“What’s the statement?” I asked.

“That what’s mine is mine. That my decisions are not up for debate. That the past is buried, and this,” he reached over, finger tracing the line of my jaw, “is my present. And my future.”

The word hung between us, heavier than the contract we’d signed.

“What if someone objects?” I asked.

His eyes went cold. “Then they will learn the price of speaking against what belongs to me.”

The rest of the day moved in a strange, charged haze. Marco disappeared into his study. I wandered the penthouse with new eyes, moving through the rooms as if seeing them properly for the first time. It wasn’t just a cage anymore. It was his space. The library with its first editions, the climate-controlled wine cellar, a screening room with deep velvet chairs—all of it felt different now, charged with what had changed between us.

I also found the gym. The heavy bag, the racks of weights, the sharp clean smell of effort made me think of his body, the control he wielded over it and over me.

He emerged in the late afternoon wearing a charcoal suit that fit like it had been cut directly onto him. White shirt. Tie the color of dried blood.

“Pack an overnight bag,” he said. “Wear the black dress from the closet. The one with the high neck and the open back.”

I knew the dress. It was a weapon, severe, elegant, leaving almost nothing to the imagination from behind. “Armor?” I asked.

“Exactly.”

An hour later, the armored town car carried us north through the city and onto the highway. The same broad-shouldered driver sat silent behind the wheel. Marco held my hand, his thumb moving in slow, deliberate strokes across my knuckles. His gaze stayed fixed on the dark road ahead, but the muscles in his forearm stayed tight, a steady coil of focus. The penthouse was behind us. Whatever waited at the Lake Estate was already pulling him forward.

The estate rose from the twilight like something half-forgotten. Stone walls, heavy and dark, stood against the edge of a black lake. Trees pressed close on every side. Lights burned in too many windows. When the iron gates swung open, I caught the shapes of men among the trunks—guards, motionless, watching us pass.

The car stopped at the main entrance. Marco stepped out first and offered his hand. I took it. Gravel shifted under my heels. The air here was colder, sharp with pine and wet earth. I straightened my spine. The black dress clung like a second skin, thin armor against whatever waited inside.

He didn’t tuck my hand into his elbow. He laced our fingers together, a deliberate statement, and led me up the stone steps.

The entrance hall swallowed sound. A vaulted ceiling arched overhead, an old chandelier throwing fractured light across marble. A wide staircase climbed into shadow. Three men waited at the bottom.

Older than Marco. Suits cut well but worn at the edges. Their faces carried years of suspicion and careful violence. Their eyes moved from Marco to me, to our joined hands. The silence that followed was thick enough to taste.

“Marco,” said the man in the center. Silver threaded his goatee. His eyes stayed cold. “We weren’t expecting a guest.”

“Vincenzo.” Marco’s voice stayed even. “This is Gianna. She’s with me.”

The man on the left let his gaze drag over my body. “We see that. Is that wise?”

Marco’s fingers tightened around mine, just enough to register. “My wisdom isn’t your concern, Aldo. The meeting’s in the study. Let’s not waste time.”

He moved past them without waiting for an answer. They had to step aside. I felt the weight of their stares on the bare skin of my back as we passed. I kept my chin lifted, my face blank, and let Marco’s certainty pull me forward.

The study smelled of leather, smoke, and old wood. A fire snapped in a massive hearth. Ten men already stood inside, drinks in hand. Conversation cut off the moment we entered.

Every eye landed on us. On me.

Marco guided me to a high-backed leather chair set away from the long table. “Sit here,” he said, voice low, meant only for me. “You don’t speak. You don’t react. You exist. Understand?”

I nodded and sank into the chair. The position was clear—observation, not participation. A place to watch.

He turned to the room. The man who had cooked for me in the penthouse kitchen was gone. What remained filled the space like a blade drawn.

“Gentlemen,” he said. “Shall we begin?”

The meeting moved through territory, shipments, money. Violence spoken in flat, precise terms. I sat still, hands folded, face empty. Marco issued orders, ended arguments, made decisions that would send men to bleed or profit. He never raised his voice. He didn’t need to.

Every few minutes his eyes found mine. A quick glance. A silent check. You are here. You are mine. This is the world I built.

The others noticed. I saw the looks exchanged, the tight line of Vincenzo’s mouth, the sharp calculation in Aldo’s stare. I was the crack in their Don’s armor, the weakness they hadn’t expected.

Two hours in, Marco called a break. The men filed toward the terrace, tension easing with the scrape of chairs. Marco came to me, crouching so our faces were level.

“You’re doing perfectly,” he murmured. His hand rested on the chair arm, close but not touching. “Bored?”

“Terrified,” I said, barely above a whisper.

“Good. Fear keeps you sharp. But you have nothing to fear from them.” A ghost of a smile touched his mouth. “Only from me. I have to finish this. It could be another hour. There’s a parlor across the hall. Wait for me there. It’s more comfortable.”

I nodded. He stood, his fingers brushing my shoulder as he turned and called the men back inside.

I walked to the door he’d indicated, feeling every stare follow. The parlor was smaller, softer—blue walls, cream upholstery, another fire burning low. I closed the door and leaned against it, letting out a shaky breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

The adrenaline drained fast, leaving me hollow. I curled onto a sofa, legs tucked beneath me, and watched the flames. The evening pressed down. I was a piece on his board, kept close, kept visible. A valuable piece.

I must have drifted. The click of the door opening snapped me awake.

Aldo stepped inside and shut the door behind him. He carried a glass of amber liquor.

“Miss Gianna,” he said, smile thin and wet. “All alone? Our Don seems occupied.”

I stood, smoothing the dress with hands that wanted to shake. “He asked me to wait.”

“Of course he did.” Aldo moved closer. He was thick through the middle, but his steps were slow, deliberate. “You must find all this terribly dull. A beautiful woman like you, surrounded by old men and their grudges.”

“I’m fine, thank you.” My voice came out colder than I felt.

He took another step. Cheap cologne mixed with whiskey rolled off him. “Your father understood opportunity. Greedy, yes, but clever. I wonder if you inherited that trait. Perhaps you see the opportunity in front of you.”

“What opportunity is that?” I asked, backing up until the sofa caught my calves.

“Marco leads well. But strong men grow rigid. They make mistakes—like bringing a pretty distraction into the center of things.” He sipped his drink, eyes moving over me. “It makes people wonder. It makes them question his judgment. A man in his position can’t afford questions.”

“Are you questioning him, Aldo?”

Marco’s voice cracked across the room like a gunshot.

We both turned. He stood in the doorway, jacket gone, sleeves rolled to the elbows. Scarred knuckles gripped the doorframe. His face was calm. His eyes were not.

Aldo tried to smile. “Marco. I was just keeping the lady company. She seemed lonely.”

“Did I ask you to keep her company?” Marco stepped inside and closed the door. The latch sounded final. “Did I give you permission to be alone with what belongs to me?”

The temperature in the room dropped. Aldo’s confidence cracked. “It was only conversation…”

“You think I’m a fool?” Marco’s voice dropped to something low and lethal. He crossed the room in three strides and stopped in front of Aldo, forcing the older man back. “You think I don’t hear what you and Vincenzo say when my back is turned? You think I don’t see the way you look at her?”

“Marco, this is a misunderstanding between brothers—”

“We are not brothers.” Marco moved fast. One hand closed around Aldo’s throat, not squeezing, just holding. The glass slipped from Aldo’s fingers and shattered on the floor. “She is not a topic for discussion. She is a line. You just stepped over it.”

“Please…” Aldo’s face flushed dark.

Marco leaned in, mouth near Aldo’s ear. I heard every word. “You will look at her. You will apologize. Then you will leave this house and never return. Your territory, your interests—gone. You are nothing. Do you understand?”

He released Aldo with a shove. The older man stumbled, hand at his throat, eyes wide. He looked at me, real fear replacing the earlier arrogance.

“I… I apologize, Miss Gianna. Profoundly.”

“Get out,” Marco said without turning. “Before I decide to bury you in the woods instead.”

Aldo scrambled for the door and disappeared.

Silence settled, broken only by the fire and my uneven breathing. Marco stood with his back to me, shoulders rising and falling in controlled breaths. Then he turned.

The rage was still there, banked now, aimed. He came to me and cupped my face in both hands. His touch was careful. His fingers trembled.

“Did he touch you?”

“No.”

“Did he frighten you?”

“Yes.”

His jaw flexed. “It won’t happen again. No one will speak to you that way. No one will look at you with anything less than the respect owed to what is mine.”

“You exiled him,” I whispered. “For me.”

“I would have killed him for you,” he corrected, thumb stroking my cheek. “Exile was mercy. A warning to the others.” He searched my face. “Are you afraid of me now?”

I looked at the man who had just stripped a lifetime associate of everything for a single slight. The man whose world ran on blood and retribution. The man holding me like I might break.

“No,” I said. The fear had burned away, replaced by something colder and more certain. “I’ve never felt safer.”

Something in his expression fractured. The last of the Don’s mask fell away, leaving raw possession that hit like a fist. He kissed me hard, mouth demanding, a claim that had nothing to do with contracts and everything to do with the line he had just drawn in blood.

“The meeting is over,” he said against my lips. “Come upstairs.”

He took my hand and led me from the parlor, past the empty study, up the wide staircase. The mansion had gone quiet. He brought me to a bedroom at the end of the corridor—dark wood, heavy fabrics, a four-poster bed that dominated the space. His room here.

He closed the door and locked it. Turned to me, eyes burning in the single lamp’s light.

Voice rough, he said, “The dress. Take it off.”

My fingers found the hidden zipper at my side. I drew it down. The heavy fabric slid over my hips and pooled at my feet. I stood in nothing but black lace panties and heels.

He looked at me, heat in his gaze a tangible pressure. “Now me.”

I stepped forward. My hands had trembled in Aldo’s presence; they were steady now. I loosened Marco’s tie, drew it free from his collar, and let it fall. One button at a time I opened his shirt, pushed the fabric from his shoulders, and watched it slide down his arms. The belt came next—the leather whispered through the loops as I unbuckled it. I shoved his trousers and briefs down together. His cock sprang free, already thick and rigid, the head flushed dark.

I dropped to my knees. My palm closed around the hot length of him. I leaned in and pressed my mouth to the crown, tasting salt. He groaned, fingers threading into my hair and tightening.

“Gianna…”

I took him deeper. The weight of him on my tongue, the stretch at the corner of my lips, the way his thighs flexed under my hands—I focused on that. On the living heat of him. On wiping away the metallic aftertaste of the meeting, Aldo’s panicked breathing, Marco’s cold rage. I worked him with slow, deliberate strokes, learning the rhythm that made his breath stutter, the pressure that drew a low sound from his chest. Saliva slicked my chin. My jaw ached. I didn’t stop.

He let me lead for a few minutes, hips jerking in small, helpless thrusts he couldn’t quite control. Then his grip changed. He hauled me to my feet and took my mouth, tongue pushing past my teeth so he could taste himself on me.

He lifted me without effort, carried me the few strides to the bed, and set me down on the mattress. My panties came off in one rough tug. He spread my thighs and lowered his head between them.

The morning had been different—faster, angrier. This was slower, hungrier, almost reverent. His tongue dragged over my clit in firm, wet strokes. Two fingers pushed inside me, curled, and found the spot that made my back arch. He worked me with single-minded focus, the wet sounds of his mouth and hand loud in the quiet room. Pleasure built fast and hard. When I tried to twist away from the intensity he pinned my hip with his free hand and kept going until the orgasm ripped through me. I cried out, hoarse, my thighs clamping around his head.

He didn’t wait for the aftershocks to fade. He rose over me, lined up, and drove inside in one long thrust. The stretch burned. I felt every inch of him, the way he filled me, the press of his hips against mine. He set a brutal pace from the first stroke, fucking me like he meant to leave bruises, like he needed to mark the inside of me as his territory.

“You are mine,” he said against my throat, the words punctuated by the snap of his hips. “Mine. In this house. In my bed. In my life. Say it.”

“I’m yours.” My voice broke on the second syllable. I dug my nails into his back, meeting every thrust. “Yours, Marco.”

“And I am yours.” The admission came out ragged, almost angry. “God help me, I am yours.”

That raw fracture in him finished us both. The second orgasm hit harder, a white-hot pulse that started low and rolled outward until my vision blurred. He followed with a guttural sound, burying himself deep as he came, his full weight collapsing onto me afterward, chest heaving against mine.

Later, the sheets were cool and unfamiliar against my skin. Marco lay behind me, one heavy arm draped over my waist, his breath warm on the back of my neck. Outside, wind moved across the lake in long, sighing gusts.

“What happens tomorrow?” I whispered.

His arm tightened. “Tomorrow you wake up as the woman who ended Aldo’s career. The woman the Don exiled a captain for. The woman who shares my bed.” He pressed his mouth to my bare shoulder. “Tomorrow the game changes. For everyone.”

I closed my eyes. The cage door stood open. I was no longer a prisoner.

I was the key. And I had just locked myself to him, willingly, for good.


Chapter 7 — The Cost of the Key

The morning came in cold and clear, the sky over the lake a hard, brittle blue. I woke alone. The sheets beside me were already cool. Marco’s scent still clung to the pillows—sandalwood, clean sweat, the faint trace of his skin—but the empty space felt like a draft against my back.

I pushed myself upright. The sheets slid down to my waist. My body carried the night’s evidence in tender places: the pull in my thighs, the swollen feel of my lips, the faint throb of marks along my collarbone. I touched one with a fingertip. The skin there was warm, slightly raised. Memory and something sharper moved through me at the same time.

The game changes. For everyone.

A black silk robe waited at the foot of the bed, impossibly soft. I wrapped it around myself and crossed to the wall of windows. Below, the lake estate lay quiet under frost. A single guard walked the perimeter, his breath clouding white. No Marco. No one else in sight.

The suite felt too large, too still. Last night, with his body wrapped around mine, I had felt chosen. Powerful. In the flat morning light the feeling had thinned. I was still the key. But a key only mattered if someone needed what it opened.

A knock sounded on the bedroom door. “Miss Gianna? Breakfast is in the sunroom whenever you’re ready.”

Silvio. Neutral. Professional. I wondered how much he already knew.

“Thank you,” I called. My voice came out rough.

I showered hot enough to pink my skin, washing away the dried traces of him and immediately missing the smell. The clothes waiting in the closet were new—wool trousers, a cream cashmere sweater. Expensive armor. I dressed, left my hair loose, and went downstairs.

The sunroom was glass and light, the frozen lake stretched out beyond the windows like a sheet of hammered metal. One place setting. Silver domes. A single red rose in a crystal vase. Silvio stood by the door, hands clasped behind his back.

“Where is he?” I asked as I sat. I kept my voice level.

“Business in the city, Miss. He said he would return by dinner.”

I nodded and lifted a dome. Eggs, smoked salmon, toast. The food was perfect and tasted like nothing. I ate because my body needed fuel.

“Is there… is there something I should be doing?” I asked. “I’m not used to sitting still.”

A flicker crossed Silvio’s face—too quick to name. “The Don’s instructions were for you to rest and acclimate. The library is open. The gym. The grounds, inside the perimeter.”

“The perimeter,” I repeated.

“For your safety, Miss.”

Safety. The word had teeth now. Last night the only danger had been the force of Marco’s wanting. Today the threat felt larger, shapeless, waiting beyond the hedges.

I spent the morning in the library. Leather and lemon polish hung in the air, the same smell as his penthouse study, a smell I now associated with his rolled-back sleeves. I pulled a book on Renaissance portraiture, opened it to a double-page spread of a Raphael, and sat there while the light shifted through the windows and the book refused to hold my attention for longer than thirty seconds at a stretch. My eyes kept finding the margins. The pattern in the rug. The place on the chair arm where someone’s hands had worn the leather soft.

I could still feel the particular weight of him. The way he moved through the dark. The rough edge of his voice when he said I thought about you and made it sound less like an admission than a fact he had decided to hand over.

I closed the Raphael around my thumb and sat there in the leather chair while the clock on the mantel made the only sounds in the room.

I skipped the gym. By mid-afternoon I was pacing the great room, boot heels on the stone flags, the house pressing in around me with all its beautiful quietness. It smelled of cold air and old wood and the absence of him, and I needed to be outside before I lost my mind entirely.

“Silvio,” I said when I found him in the kitchen. He ended his call at once. “I’d like to walk. By the lake.”

He studied me, then nodded once. “I’ll accompany you.”

“I don’t need a babysitter.”

“It’s not a request, Miss Gianna.”

The shore was a strip of gray gravel between dead reeds and ice-edged water. The wind found every gap in the cashmere. Silvio’s boots crunched ten paces behind me, regular as a metronome. A crow called once from somewhere in the pines and went silent. I walked until my cheeks burned and my fingers went clumsy inside my pockets.

I was the woman who ended Aldo’s career. The woman who made the Don exile a captain. The woman who shares his bed.

He had said it like it was already settled, out there in the corridor last night, in the voice he used for facts. And I had pressed my mouth to the pulse in his throat and thought: yes. Yes, it is.

Out here those titles felt like they belonged to someone else. The wind stripped everything back to cold bone and the iron smell of water and the specific sound of silence when the only other person within earshot has been paid to stay quiet. What did you do with certainty when it scared you more than the uncertainty had?

The walk resolved nothing. By the time we came back, dusk had drained the sky to a gray that matched the ice. The house’s lit windows watched us come across the gravel, warm and unreachable from outside.

I went back to the bedroom. Another shower. I took my time, washing my hair with the jasmine-scented products that waited on the marble ledge. I told myself it was for me. Then I chose black lace underwear, the matching bra, and the deep emerald slip dress that had appeared with the rest of the clothes. I left my hair down, damp curls against my shoulders.

I was preparing the key for the lock.

He returned just after seven. The front door opened. His voice reached me, low, giving instructions to Silvio. His footsteps crossed the marble. My pulse kicked hard against my ribs.

I stayed in the chair by the fire, book open in my lap. The bedroom door opened. He stood there in his overcoat, suit still crisp, face closed. For a moment he looked exactly like the Don—remote, untouchable. Then his eyes found me. The mask slipped. Heat moved into his gaze, dark and possessive, and the long cold day dropped away.

“Gianna.” My name left him like a rough exhale.

He shrugged out of the coat, let it fall, and crossed the room in three strides. He didn’t kiss me. He braced both hands on the arms of the chair, caging me in. Cold air and wool and the sharp edge of cigar smoke clung to him. His eyes moved over my face, my body in the thin dress.

“Did you miss me?” he asked, voice low.

It was a demand. Yesterday I might have met it with silence. Today the answer sat hot in my throat.

“Yes,” I said. “It was too quiet.”

His mouth curved into a dark smile. “Good.”

He offered his hand. I took it. He pulled me up. Our bodies didn’t touch, but the air between us felt charged.

“There were… discussions today,” he said. His thumb stroked the inside of my wrist. “About you. About my… prioritization.”

A thread of cold slipped in. “And?”

“And I reminded them that my decisions are not a committee matter.” His tone left no room for argument, but something moved behind his eyes—tension that hadn’t been there the night before. “You are a complication, Gianna. A beautiful, maddening complication they do not understand.”

“I’m not here for them to understand.”

“No,” he agreed. His hand slid up my arm and cupped my cheek. “You are here for me.”

This time he kissed me. Not the desperate claiming of the night before. This was slower, deeper, deliberate. His tongue swept into my mouth, tasting of coffee and mint. I fisted my hands in his jacket and pulled him closer. The knot inside me didn’t loosen into calm. It sharpened into something bright and urgent.

He broke the kiss, his breath hot against my lips. “I thought about you all day. About this.” His hand slid down my neck, over the swell of my breast, his thumb brushing the tight peak of my nipple through the silk. I gasped. “About how you feel. How you taste.”

“Show me,” I dared, voice shaking.

He made a rough sound low in his throat and kissed me again, harder. His hands caught the thin straps of my dress and shoved them off my shoulders. The green silk whispered down my body and pooled at my feet. Firelight licked over my skin, over the black lace barely containing my breasts.

His gaze dragged over me, heavy and hot. “Perfection,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.

He shrugged out of his suit jacket, yanked his tie loose, and started on the buttons of his shirt with focused urgency. I watched the fabric part, revealing the hard planes of his chest, the dark hair scattered across it, the old silvery scars that told stories I hadn’t earned yet. He looked like a weapon someone had finally decided to unsheathe.

When he was naked, he came to me. Skin met skin. His heat sank into mine, the solid weight of him pressing against my softer curves. He kissed my shoulder, my throat, the valley between my breasts.

“On the bed,” he said, voice thick.

I didn’t hesitate. I lay back on the duvet and watched him follow me down, bracing himself above me. His cock, thick and flushed dark, pressed against my inner thigh. The sight of it made my pussy clench, empty and aching.

“Last night was a claiming,” he said, eyes locked on mine. “Tonight is a feast.”

He took his time. His mouth closed over my nipple through the lace, sucking hard until I cried out, back arching off the bed. He stripped the bra away and gave the same attention to the other breast, tongue circling, teeth scraping just enough to make me squirm between pain and pleasure.

He kissed down my stomach, hooked his fingers into my panties, and dragged them down my legs. Cool air kissed my bare pussy first, followed by the heat of his breath. I was already slick, folds swollen and wet.

He didn’t rush. He nuzzled the inside of my thigh, pressed open-mouthed kisses there, then traced the shape of my lips with one blunt fingertip, spreading my wetness. My hips lifted in small, helpless rolls.

“Marco, please…”

“Please what, mio tesoro?” he murmured against my skin. “Tell me.”

“Taste me,” I begged.

His low laugh vibrated through me. Then his tongue dragged in one slow, flat stroke from my entrance to my clit. I sobbed at the sudden rush of sensation. He pinned my hips and worked me over—licking, sucking, circling my clit with relentless focus before thrusting his tongue inside me and returning to the swollen bud again and again.

I babbled, fingers twisted in his hair, pulling him closer even as the intensity made me push at his shoulders. The pleasure coiled tight and fast, sharp enough to hurt.

“I’m… I can’t… I’m going to—”

He pulled back. I lay gasping, strung out on the edge. Before I could protest, he moved up my body and kissed me, letting me taste myself on his tongue—musky, intimate, mine.

“Not yet,” he growled. “I want you full of me when you come.”

He reached between us, guided the broad head of his cock to my entrance, and pushed in. I felt every inch as he stretched me open, watched his face as he sank deeper. My mouth fell open on a soundless cry. He filled me completely, a thick, perfect ache.

He moved in a slow, deep rhythm that felt more possessive than the night before. Each thrust dragged against my inner walls; each withdrawal left me clenching around nothing. He braced on one arm and slid his other hand between us, thumb finding my clit again.

He tilted my chin up with two fingers. “Open your eyes.”

I did. His gaze was fierce, unguarded, everything he kept sealed away from the men in that study written plainly on his face. “This,” he said, voice rough and grinding, “is what they will never understand. This is the only thing I won’t hand over.”

The combination of his cock moving inside me and his thumb circling my clit pushed me over. The orgasm hit hard, locking my breath in my chest, turning my vision white. I clamped around him in frantic pulses.

He drove into me once more with a guttural sound and held there, body shuddering as he came. His weight settled over me, warm and solid.

We stayed like that, slick with sweat, hearts hammering. His face was buried against my neck, breath hot on my skin.

Eventually he rolled us so I was tucked against his chest, my back to his front, his arm heavy around my waist.

The shadow I’d seen in his eyes earlier returned to my mind, cutting through the haze.

“The discussions today,” I said softly, tracing the scars on the arm that held me. “Were they dangerous?”

He was quiet so long I thought he wouldn’t answer. Then his lips brushed my ear. “My world is always dangerous. But you are not part of that world. You are separate. You are here.”

“I’m in your bed. In your life. That makes me part of it.”

He sighed, weary. “There is a tradition. An expectation. Loyalty to the organization above all. A don’s wife, his woman, is a symbol. Controlled. Predictable. A background figure.”

“I am none of those things.”

“No. You are a wildfire in a room full of expensive, flammable things. And I have chosen to let you burn.” His arm tightened. “That choice has consequences.”

Fear coiled cold in my gut. “What consequences?”

“Nothing for you to concern yourself with tonight.”

“Marco.”

He turned me in his arms until we faced each other. In the firelight the lines around his mouth and eyes looked deeper. “There is a man. Vittorio. An elder. He sees my focus on you as a weakness. He believes the debt should have been settled in blood, not in my bed. He is vocal.”

“Is he a threat? To you?”

A dark, humorless smile. “To me? No. He is an old man waving a cane. His power is in influence, not action.”

“To me?” I whispered.

The smile vanished. His eyes went flat and cold. “If he so much as looks at you with ill intent, he will cease to breathe. This, I swear to you.”

I believed him. The ferocity in his voice should have terrified me. Instead it lit something hotter and more dangerous in my chest. The key wasn’t just a passive tool. It could turn the lock. It could let the wildfire out.

I kissed him. Not with need this time—or not only with that—but with something slower and more complicated, something that had been building all day in the library staring at the same art plate without seeing it, and on the lakeshore with Silvio ten paces behind me, and in the long, cold hour before he walked back through that door. The certainty of him. The specific gravity of a man who would exile a captain and speak a threat that landed like a vow and still come back to a cold bedroom and say did you miss me like he needed the answer.

He answered the kiss with something that matched it. Not the hard wanting of the night before but something that felt like it meant to last.

He lay me back on the bed. The fire had burned down to deep orange coals that threw long, warm shadows across the ceiling. He traced the lines of my face with one hand—brow, cheekbone, the curve of my jaw—as if memorizing the coordinates of me. I let him. I kept my hands still, my breath even, and let him take his time.

“I thought about you,” he said. His voice was low, private, stripped of the Don’s cadence. “Every hour of the day. I have not done that before. Not with anyone.”

I turned my face and pressed my mouth to his palm. “Show me.”

He kissed down the side of my neck, over my shoulder, across my chest. His mouth closed over my nipple with a warmth that was nothing like the urgent heat of the night before—this was slow, almost reverent, drawing sounds from me that felt different in quality. Like something given freely rather than taken. He moved lower, open mouth against my ribs, my stomach, the soft skin below my navel.

“Mio tesoro,” he murmured against me, breath warm on my inner thigh.

He used his mouth on me until I came—not a violent thing this time but a long, slow uncoiling that built and built until it broke quietly, my fingers laced through his hair, my body arching up into the weight of his hands. I was still trembling when he worked his way back up my body and pressed inside me.

The stretch and the fullness. I closed my eyes and breathed through it and felt him feel me, the small adjustments he made, the care in each movement. He set a rhythm that was not punishing and not urgent, just deep and unhurried and absolutely present, each thrust a sentence in a language we were still building together. I wrapped my arms around him and held on. My face against his throat. His pulse under my lips. The coal-light moving over both of us.

It wasn’t quick. When the orgasm found me again it came from somewhere deep and central, a long wave that locked my whole body, and he followed me into it with a rough exhale that broke apart into my name.

We lay still afterward in the low orange warmth. His hand moved over my hair. The coals shifted and settled. Outside, the lake was completely silent.

“Tomorrow,” I said finally, head on his chest, his heartbeat steady under my ear. “I don’t want to just wait for you. I want to see the city. With you.”

He stroked my hair. “It’s not safe.”

“You are the Don. You make it safe. Or are you saying your control doesn’t extend that far?”

It was a challenge. A test. I felt his chest rise and fall in a silent laugh.

“Such a sharp tongue for such a soft mouth,” he mused. Then, after a moment, “We’ll go to dinner. Somewhere public. Somewhere they can all see.”

“See what?”

“What happens when a man stops fighting the devil on his shoulder,” he said, voice drowsy, “and decides to worship her instead.”


Chapter 8 — The Devil’s Worship

The dress arrived at noon, delivered by a stone-faced man in a black suit who placed the large, flat box on the foyer table without a word. The box was simple, matte black, tied with a single silk ribbon the color of dried blood.

I opened it in the bedroom, the afternoon sun streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows and painting the white sheets with rectangles of pale gold. Inside, nestled on a bed of black tissue paper, was a column of liquid night. I lifted the dress out. The silk felt cool and heavy against my skin. It was a slip dress, but nothing like the simple cotton ones I’d been wearing. This was couture, a single piece of fabric cut on the bias so it would drape and cling in equal measure. The straps were whisper-thin, the neckline a deep V. It was a weapon. A declaration.

A small envelope was tucked into the folds. Inside, a simple card. Wear this. – M.

My fingers traced the silk. It was a dare, and I would accept it.

Hours later, I stood before the bedroom mirror. The dress was a second skin, falling from my shoulders to just above my knees, the dark fabric making my olive skin glow and my dark hair seem even richer. I looked like a version of myself I’d forgotten—sharp, poised, dangerous. I applied a deep red lipstick, the only color on my person, a slash of defiance.

The soft chime of the elevator announced his arrival. I didn’t turn. I watched in the mirror as Marco stepped into the reflection behind me.

He had changed too. Gone was the casual linen of the morning. He wore a black suit, perfectly tailored, a crisp white shirt beneath, no tie. The top button was undone. He looked every inch the powerful, untouchable Don. And his eyes, when they met mine in the glass, held a heat that threatened to scorch the cool marble between us.

For a long moment, he simply looked. His gaze traveled from the crown of my head, down the line of the dress clinging to my body, to the bare length of my legs and back up. A muscle ticked in his jaw.

“You look,” he said, voice a low rasp, “like a queen ready to burn her own kingdom down.”

I turned then, finally facing him. “I don’t have a kingdom. Just a year.”

His lips curved, not quite a smile. “Tonight, Gianna, you have mine.” He offered his arm. “Shall we?”

The restaurant was called Il Cielo, a place I’d only ever heard of in whispered articles about celebrity sightings. It perched on the rooftop of one of the city’s tallest buildings, a glass-walled jewel box under the stars. Our arrival was not subtle. Two black SUVs preceded us, one followed. Men in dark suits materialized from the shadows, speaking into their sleeves, clearing a path from the private elevator bank directly to our table.

The restaurant quieted the moment we stepped inside. Forks froze halfway to mouths. Voices cut off mid-sentence. A hundred pairs of eyes tracked our progress—some narrowed with calculation, others wide with the sharp fear that made men check for the weight of a gun beneath their jackets. I kept my hand on Marco’s arm, chin level, gaze fixed on the glittering cityscape beyond the glass.

Our table waited in the far corner, the most secluded spot in the room, yet it felt like the center of a stage. A bottle of wine appeared without either of us ordering. Marco pulled out my chair, the old-world courtesy jarring against the violence that lived in his hands. I sat, silk sliding over leather with a soft sound.

“They’re all watching,” I murmured, lifting a glass of water.

“Good.” He leaned back, one arm draped over the chair beside him, the posture of a man who owned every inch of the space around him. “Let them look. Let them see that the thing they fear most is the thing I keep closest.”

Dinner unfolded like a carefully staged scene. Courses arrived and disappeared—ravioli slick with brown butter, sea bass that broke apart under the edge of a fork. We spoke of nothing that mattered: the paintings on the walls, the lines of the building, the absurdity of the tiny purple flowers scattered across every plate. The conversation sat inside a fragile pocket of ordinary while tension pressed in from every direction.

Halfway through the main course, a man approached. Older, suit cut sharp, face all angles and hollows. He stopped a respectful distance from the table. Marco didn’t lift his eyes from his glass.

“Don Ferraro,” the man said, voice low and careful.

“Antonio.” Marco’s tone gave nothing.

“A word, if I may. A matter of… import from the docks.”

Marco’s gaze flicked to me, then back to the man. “It can wait.”

“With respect, Don, the timing is delicate.”

I watched the muscles tighten across Marco’s shoulders. This was the world that had taken my father—the endless press of business and blood. I laid my hand over his on the white tablecloth. “It’s fine,” I said, clear enough to carry. “Take the moment.”

He studied my face, searching. Whatever he needed to find, he found it. He gave Antonio a single nod. “Five minutes.” He rose, brushing his mouth against my temple. “Do not leave this table.”

I watched him disappear through a narrow door near the kitchens with the older man. The second he was gone, the air around me changed. The careful bubble burst. I felt suddenly alone, something valuable left out in the open. I kept my eyes on my plate and the lights beyond the glass, refusing to look at the men watching me.

It took less than two minutes.

A man slid into Marco’s empty chair. Younger than Marco, handsome in the way expensive tailoring tried to buy. His suit was loud where Marco’s was quiet. He smelled like cologne and the need to prove himself.

“Gianna, isn’t it?” His smile was too wide. “I’m Luca. A friend of the family.”

I didn’t turn my head. “The chair is taken.”

“Oh, I’m sure Marco won’t mind. We’re like brothers.” He leaned closer. “I knew your father. Shame what happened. All that mess over a simple misunderstanding.”

Ice slid down my spine. I turned and met his eyes—pale blue, already measuring what he thought he could take. “Get out of the chair.”

His smile stretched. “Spirited. I like that. A year is a long time to stay locked in a gilded cage. A woman like you might want options. Friends on the outside. People who can make things… easier.”

He reached out and brushed a strand of hair from my shoulder, fingers grazing skin. The touch landed like a claim I hadn’t given.

A shadow fell across the table before I could speak.

Marco stood there. He hadn’t walked back—he had simply appeared. His face was calm, the kind of calm that came before something broke.

Luca’s hand stayed frozen in the air near my face. His smile went thin. “Marco. I was just keeping your guest company.”

Marco looked at Luca’s hand, then at Luca’s face. Nothing else. Luca yanked his hand back.

“You touched her,” Marco said. The words were quiet, almost lost under the restaurant’s low hum, yet they landed with the weight of a verdict.

“It was nothing, a friendly—”

“You sat in my chair. You spoke her name. You mentioned her father.” Marco listed each thing like he was building a case. His hand settled on the back of Luca’s chair. “Get up.”

Luca stood so fast the chair rocked. “Marco, please, it was a mistake—”

“It was a choice.” Marco’s gaze moved across the room. Every conversation had stopped. Every eye was on us. “You all saw his choice.”

He looked back at Luca. “Leave the city. Tonight. If I see you again, I will take the hands you lifted toward what belongs to me.”

Luca’s face went bloodless. One glance at the men who had appeared behind Marco was enough. He turned and walked out without another word.

The restaurant stayed silent. Marco righted his chair, sat, and lifted his wine glass as if nothing had happened. He drank slowly, gaze pinned to mine.

“Are you all right?” His voice had softened, meant only for me.

I was shaking, but not from fear. The certainty of him—of what he would do without hesitation—had left me unsteady. “Yes.”

He nodded, then raised his voice just enough for the nearest tables to hear. “The check.”

We didn’t speak in the elevator or in the back of the armored car. The space between us felt charged, every breath too loud. He had chosen me in front of his own men, in front of the entire room, over business and blood ties and everything else.

The penthouse was dark when we stepped inside. He didn’t reach for the lights. City glow painted the walls in cold blue and silver.

He stopped in the center of the living room and turned to me. “That should not have happened.”

“But it did,” I said, voice steadier than my pulse. “And you ended it.”

“I want to end more than that.” The control he’d worn at dinner was fraying. “I want to wipe the feel of his hand off your skin. I want my mouth where his breath was.”

He took a step closer. “I told you I would worship the devil on my shoulder. Worship is not always gentle, Gianna. Sometimes it burns.”

I stepped forward to meet him. “Then burn with me.”

A rough sound tore from his throat. His hands came up, framing my face, thumbs dragging across my cheekbones. The kiss was nothing like the one from that morning. This one claimed. It marked. I answered with the same force, nails biting into the muscle of his back, dragging the expensive fabric out of place.

He pulled back from the kiss, breath ragged. “This dress. I bought it to see you in it. Now I need to see you out of it.”

His hands found the thin straps. One sharp pull and they gave, silk tearing loud in the quiet room. The dress slid down my body and pooled at my feet. I stood in nothing but lace panties and the red on my mouth.

He looked at me like he meant to devour what he saw. “Perfection,” he said, the word almost a curse.

Then his mouth was on mine again, hands moving without pause. He walked me backward until my bare back met the cold glass of the window. The shock of it—frozen pane against overheated skin, the heat of him pressed to my front—pulled a gasp from me.

“They should see,” he muttered against my lips, palms cupping my breasts, thumbs dragging over my nipples until they tightened. “They should all see who you belong to.”

The thought of being watched, naked against the glass with the city spread below us, sent heat flooding straight to my cunt. I moaned and pushed into his hands.

He dropped to his knees.

His grip settled on my hips, holding me steady. Hot breath moved down my stomach, then lower. His fingers hooked into the sides of my panties and he pulled them down. I stepped out of them, bare now to the night and the faint reflection of lights on glass.

“Marco,” I breathed, fingers sliding into his hair.

“My name,” he said, looking up at me, eyes dark. “I want to hear you scream it.”

His mouth sealed over me.

He didn’t tease. He licked a firm, wet path through my folds and circled my clit with steady, relentless pressure. I cried out, head knocking back against the glass. The world narrowed to the slick heat of his tongue, the scrape of stubble on my inner thighs, the bruising grip of his hands on my hips.

“You taste like victory,” he groaned against me, the vibration making my thighs shake. “Like something I won.”

Two fingers pushed inside me, curling, stroking the spot that made my vision blur. His mouth and hand worked together, fast and sure, driving me higher. The cold glass at my back, the wet suction of his mouth, the possessive bite of his fingers—it was too much.

“Marco—fuck—I’m—”

He sucked harder, tongue flicking quick and tight, fingers pumping deep. The orgasm hit like a wave breaking. I came against his mouth, thighs trembling, a broken sound tearing from my throat as I rode it out, his name the only word I could find.

He stayed with me through every pulse, easing only when the last tremor faded. Then he rose, mouth wet with me, and kissed me, letting me taste what he’d done.

“That was worship,” he said, voice rough. “Now the rest.”

He opened his pants and freed his cock, thick and hard in his fist. He nudged my thighs wider with his knee. His eyes dropped to where I was bare and slick and swollen for him, and a muscle jumped in his jaw.

I reached up and took hold of his shirt front and pulled.

He pushed into me in one long, deliberate thrust, stretching me open, filling me until my breath caught and stayed caught. We both made the same low, undone sound. He went still, buried to the hilt, forehead pressed to mine, our breathing tangled in the cold city air.

“Not because of any contract,” he said, voice stripped bare. “You stayed, Gianna. You walked into the fire and you stayed. That makes you mine in the only way that counts.”

Then he began to move.

Each thrust was deep and deliberate, a slow claim. He didn’t speak. He watched my face the way he had watched the city from this window before I existed in his life—with total, private attention, taking a reading. His cock drove in again and again, the glass rattling faint against my back with each stroke. My hands found his shoulders, the frame, anything solid, while the city smeared beneath us and he took me apart.

The friction dragged thick and wet, each slow grind of his cock stretching me open again where I was still swollen and sensitive from the first time. Heat licked up from the base of my spine, heavier than before, fed by the raw slide of him and the way his hips pinned me to the glass. City lights smeared across my vision, red and gold and cold blue, while the low hum of the AC mixed with the wet sound of skin meeting skin.

“Come for me again,” he said, voice scraped raw. His control was gone now, hips snapping harder, driving me higher up the window with every thrust. “I need to feel you come on my cock. I need to know I’m the only one who makes you feel this.”

The words hit low in my gut and the tension there broke. My second orgasm rolled through me slower, deeper, a long clenching pull that locked around his cock and dragged a groan from my throat. My thighs shook. My forehead pressed to the glass, breath fogging it while my cunt pulsed and fluttered, milking him in tight, rhythmic squeezes.

He came with a broken shout, hips jerking forward as he buried himself to the root. Heat flooded me in thick pulses, his release spilling deep while his body locked tight against mine. One hand braced on the glass beside my head, the other gripping my hip hard enough to bruise. His mouth found the curve of my neck, teeth scraping, breath hot and uneven against my skin.

We stayed there, slumped together against the window, sweat cooling on our skin in the dry rush of conditioned air. His cock softened inside me but he didn’t pull out right away. Our breathing gradually matched, slow and heavy.

He moved first. Careful hands eased out of me, then slid under my thighs and back. He lifted me like I weighed nothing, one arm under my knees, the other supporting my shoulders. The bedroom was dark and cool. He carried me straight through to the bathroom and set me on the edge of the shower before turning the water on hot. Steam rose fast. He stepped in with me, hands steady as he worked soap over my shoulders, down my arms, across the ache between my legs. His fingers were gentle where I was tender, rinsing every trace of us from my skin. When he was done he wrapped me in a thick towel, dried the water from my hair, then led me to the bed.

We lay facing the same direction, his chest pressed to my back, his arm heavy across my waist. The sheets were cool. His breath moved slow against the nape of my neck.

“Tomorrow,” he said, mouth brushing my shoulder. “We go to the lake estate. It’s more secure. It’s… ours.”

The word settled between us, heavier than any signature on paper.

I traced the raised lines of old scars across his knuckles. “What about your business? The family?”

His fingers laced through mine and held tight. “Let them learn. The Don has a new priority. The only priority.”

I closed my eyes.

The debt was still there. The year still had its end date and the end date was still written in his study in that tight angular script. The Rossi family still existed. Vittorio still breathed and held opinions. The world that had killed my father and swallowed my life was not going to soften because I had learned the sound Marco Ferraro made when he forgot he was in control.

But.

His heartbeat thudded steady against my spine. The weight of his arm across my waist was not the weight of a trap; it was the weight of a man who had chosen to be here, in this specific position, with his fingers laced through mine. The dull, satisfied throb between my thighs was a language I had not spoken before this year and now could not imagine being without. Outside, fourteen floors down, the city churned forward without pausing to care. In here the only sound was his breathing and the faint creak of the building and the distant hum of a life I had not chosen that had become, with terrible completeness, mine.

For now, I thought. For now. But the stone in my chest had stopped being cold.
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